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About The Biblical Archaeology Society

The excitement of archaeology and the latest in Bible scholarship since 1974

The Biblical Archaeology Society (BAS) was founded in 1974 as a nonprofit, nondenominational, educational
organization dedicated to the dissemination of information about archaeology in the Bible lands.

BAS educates the public about archaeology and the Bible through its bi-monthly magazine, Biblical Archaeology
Review, an award-winning web site www.biblicalarchaeology.org, books and multimedia products (DVDs, CD-ROMs and
videos), tours and seminars. Our readers rely on us to present the latest that scholarship has to offer in a fair and acces-
sible manner. BAS serves as an important authority and as an invaluable source of reliable information.

Publishing Excellence
BAS's flagship publication is Biblical Archaeology Review. BAR is the only magazine that connects the academic

study of archaeology to a broad general audience eager to understand the world of the Bible. Covering both the Old and
New Testaments, BAR presents the latest discoveries and controversies in archaeology with breathtaking photography
and informative maps and diagrams. BAR's writers are the top scholars, the leading researchers, the world-renowned
experts. BAR is the only nonsectarian forum for the discussion of Biblical archaeology.

BAS produced two other publications, Bible Review from 1985-2005, and Archaeology Odyssey from 1998-2006.
The complete editorial contents of all three magazines are available on the BAS Online Archive. The Archive also con-
tains the text of five highly-acclaimed books, Ancient Israel, Aspects of Monotheism, Feminist Approaches to the Bible,
The Rise of Ancient Israel and The Search for Jesus. The online archive is available through various colleges, universi-
ties, churches and other institutions.

A Powerful Resource
BAR's annual volunteer dig guide to archaeological excavations in the Middle East and the Classical world is the

only resource of its kind. That guide has now evolved into its own web site: www.findadig.com. 

BAS also organizes tours and seminars all over the world, arranging for prominent scholars to address our audi-
ences.

The books and multimedia products produced by BAS are suitable for individual and classroom use. History buffs,
professors, clergy and lay readers have found BAS materials valuable, while librarians have selected our reference vol-
umes for their collections. BAS titles have been chosen as texts at major American universities such as Harvard, Brown
and Johns Hopkins.

BAS also takes on timely special projects, such as its partnership with the Smithsonian Institution that brought
two remarkable objects to the United States for exhibit: an inscribed ivory pomegranate, the only surviving relic from
Solomon's Temple; and the ossuary, or burial box, of the high priest Caiaphas, who is believed to be the high priest who
presided at the trial of Jesus.

Widespread Acclaim
The society, its magazines, and its founder and editor in chief Hershel Shanks have been the subject of widespread

acclaim and media attention in publications as diverse as Time, People, Civilization, U.S. News and World Report, The
New York Times, The Washington Post and The Jerusalem Post. BAS has also been featured on television programs aired
by CNN, PBS and the Discovery Channel.
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Introduction

So you’re thinking about volunteering for an archaeological dig this summer. If you’ve never been on one before, it’s a
little hard to know what to expect. Like thousands of travelers who buy Lonely Planet© and “Let’s Go” guides before
they set out abroad, you’ll need the know-how to get around and to be forewarned on what to expect when you get there.
Our new Web site, www.findadig.com gives you the information on this summer’s dig volunteer opportunities, who to con-
tact to sign up and how to apply for a scholarship to fund your trip of a lifetime. This e-book gives you two dozen first
hand accounts from those who’ve been there so you’ll know how to psyche yourself up, prepare for the trip and be ready
for the adventure that awaits you.
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CHAPTER 1

Before You Go
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How to Pick a Dig

By Dan P. Cole

Patti O’Connor

This coming summer more people than ever will join archaeological digs in Israel and elsewhere as volunteer workers.
Some will be taking an important early step toward a professional career in archaeology Many will be earning academic
credit for their work; others will be seeking adventure and experience simply for its own sake.

But what kind of experience will it be? While some are engaged in significant learning, others will endure disap-
pointing frustration. While some have a happy adventure, gain a new sense of themselves and form lasting friendships,
for others the summer will be an emotional disaster. The difference will depend in large measure on the questions would-
be volunteer diggers ask in advance—about themselves and about a prospective dig opportunity.

Know thyself
People come in all shapes and sizes with differing strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes. If this is your first sum-
mer in the dirt, the more you know about yourself, the more likely you are to choose the right kind of experience and to
gain the most from it. Before applying to join an excavation team ask the following questions of yourself:



How healthy am I?

Brute strength is not necessary, but basic stamina is essential. Long hours of bending,
lifting and tedious work in the dust under a hot sun will quickly undo someone who is not
in good physical condition or who has a particular disability such as back trouble or dust
allergy. Whether or not the excavation you are considering requires a medical examina-
tion, you should have a general physical. When you do, be honest with your doctor about
the working conditions you can expect on a dig, and then be honest with yourself in eval-
uating your doctor’s advice.

Do I really enjoy rustic living?

Excavations vary widely in their living conditions, but unless you know otherwise, it is best
to anticipate the worst: a crowded tent or dormitory, cold showers, smelly outhouses, food
that may range from lack-lustre to downright intimidating, and local wildlife that may
include scorpions, poisonous snakes and big furry spiders.

How well do I work with other people?

You may consider yourself to be the friendly sort, but can you work with other people? Can you accept a menial task with
grace; can you be cooperative and supportive of a co-worker with a vastly different personality or life-style? If you are
male, can you take direction from a younger female; if you are female, can you take direction from a male who also may
be a male-chauvinist? (Your supervisor may still have some things to learn, too!)

I don’t mean to paint too grim a picture of life in the dirt. It can be fulfilling and it can be fun. People who were
not in good shape physically, but who were highly motivated, have been known to emerge from the trenches at the end
of the summer so fit they could scramble up the snake path
at Masada without puffing! The living conditions probably
won’t be any more primitive than you have already happily
endured at a summer camp or on some vacation in the woods.
And it can be a delightful experience to work closely with—
and gain respect for—people you might never have met in
your “other” world.

But the most important question to ask yourself is:

How interested am I in doing archaeology?

This may seem like a silly question. Of course you are inter-
ested or you would not be reading this. But how interested?
Archaeology may seem glamorous and exciting in the cool of
the first morning’s early hours. But are you really interested
enough in the process of excavation to endure days of blis-
ters, backaches and burns with no more significant personal
discovery than some potsherds? The more affirmative you can
be in answering this last question, the easier it will be to deal
with the discomforts and frustrations that may be in store for
you.

Learn about a dig—beforehand!
Excavations come in different shapes and sizes, too. Some
are organized as formal “field schools” for students, while
others accept volunteer workers but make no pretense of
offering an educational program. Among the field school proj-
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Patti O’Connor

A dig’s not all serious.

Patti O’Connor

Living Quarters: Housing on most digs bears a marked resem-
blance to that of summer camp! Here—Lahav’s well-marked
front entrance.
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ects, some larger excavations may have well-organized programs of lec-
tures, training sessions, and supplementary field trips to other sites.
Smaller projects generally are more informally organized. Size and orga-
nizational structure are not automatic criteria for a successful learning
experience, however. A volunteer may learn more on a small “no frills”
project with an experienced, dedicated staff than on a sophisticated
“field school” program which is poorly run. The key to a successful sum-
mer lies partly in a volunteer’s personal attitude (of which more below)
and partly in knowing as much as possible in advance about the project.
Here then are some questions to ask:

How rigorous are the application standards?

The more thorough and well-organized the application process the greater
the likelihood that the project itself is responsibly conducted. Do not
resent application forms asking for detailed personal information or
requirements for a medical examination and letters of reference. If proj-
ect directors treat you casually as a prospective volunteer, they may
approach their archaeological work casually, also.

How experienced is the staff?

How many seasons has the project been in the field? What archaeologi-
cal experience have the senior staff members had, at this site or else-
where? What publications have staff members produced?

What will be the ratio of experienced supervisory 
staff to volunteers?

A responsible project normally will be organized with small teams of work-
ers (four to six persons) under close guidance by an experienced supervi-

Patti O’Connor

Sifters watch closely for small objects.
(Photograph from excavation near Jericho led
by Rachel Hachlili.)

Eliezer Oren

Volunteers work in tandem to fill buckets which will then be
sifted to recover bits which might have been missed by the exca-
vators—such as coins, scarabs, and gold chips from jewelry.

Patti O’Connor

The recording system at a dig depends on
establishing fixed points to which locations of
finds may be referred. The surveyor’s measure-
ments provide these fixed points.
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sor. If some of the workers also have had previous experience, this can
provide a healthy ratio in the digging trench of only two or three novice
workers to each trained worker or staff member. A ratio much larger than
this will result in poor learning and sloppy archaeology.

How long is the digging season?

Volunteer digging “sessions” on different projects may range from one or
two weeks to six weeks or longer. Generally, the longer the minimum
required length of stay, the better the training experience—and the more
careful the digging.

How much will it cost?

Don’t shop for bargains in an experience which can last a lifetime. A high
price tag by itself does nor guarantee the quality of a project, but—as in
most other things—you usually get what you pay for.

How will the field work be organized?

Will volunteers do all hand-tool work, or will there be hired workers also?
Will work assignments be rotated to allow volunteers to learn different
skills? Will the work also include experience in recording procedures and
processing pottery and artifacts?

If this is a “field school” project, what will it include beside digging?

Will there be special training sessions, lectures, field trips to other
sites, required advance reading, a paper assignment or examination? Up
to a point, features such as these can enhance the total learning experi-
ence. If given disproportionate emphasis, however, they can get in the

Patti O’Connor

The recording system at a dig depends on
establishing fixed points to which locations of
finds may be referred. After the surveyor’s
measurements provide these fixed points, field
supervisors incorporate them into their detailed
logs.

Patti O’Connor

Work opportunities on a dig come solo, in teams of twos and
threes, and en masse (as in this picture of Lahav’s whole camp
staff, including the associate director, pitching in to help move
the photo tower from one area to another). Photography from the
tower comes closest to providing an aerial view of the entire site.

Patti O’Connor

Lahav camp staff moving photo tower. For full
caption, see first photograph.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     6

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

way of the most important kind of learning—the actual “doing” of archae-
ology.

What will be the total size of the dig camp?

There is no magic size, but there are differences between the atmos-
phere and conditions on a large project and those in a small camp. The
larger the group, the more opportunity to meet like-minded friends, but
also the more fragmented the total group becomes. For shy or unaggres-
sive people a big camp can be a lonely place. In a very small group there
may be excellent opportunities to work closely with established experts
and scholars, and to learn a great deal. On the other hand, a summer of
living and working together in cramped and tiring conditions with the
wrong handful of people can drive you mad!

Some of these questions may be more important to you than others.
Most of them may be answered in the information you will receive when
you ask for application materials. All of these questions are legitimate,
however, and if they are not answered in a project’s advance literature, you
should not hesitate to ask for more information. The better informed you
are beforehand, the more likely you are to have a happy experience—and
to contribute to a successful season for those you work with.

Prepare yourself—physically, intellectually …
Whatever the character or quality of the project you may join, you can help
make the experience a successful one by preparing yourself physically,
intellectually and psychologically.

Even if you are in good condition, you probably are not using some
muscles as much as you will as part of an excavation team. Unless you
can spend the weeks just before the dig season in full-time gardening or
ditch-digging, devote some time daily to deep knee bends, pushups and
lifting a heavy object from the floor to a position above your head. Try to
get a start on your tan. Walk a lot, and use the opportunity to toughen your
feet to the boots or work shoes you plan to wear on the dig. After all this,
on the first days of excavation wear work gloves or use adhesive tape to
protect the insides of your thumbs and palms from small-tool blisters, and
give special protection against sunburn to the back of your neck and legs
and the small of your back.

Read what you can in advance about the culture, history and archae-
ology of the area in which you will be working. If your project leaders do
not provide a reading list, ask for suggestions or consult libraries. For per-
sons anticipating their first season on a dig in Israel the following
resources might be suggested:

Oxford Bible Atlas, edited by Herbert G. May (London & N.Y.: Oxford
University Press, Second Edition 1974), a compact and inexpensive
paper-bound introduction to the Biblical lands, history and topography
with a special section summarizing archaeological work in the region.

The Bible and Recent Archaeology, by Kathleen Kenyon (Atlanta:
John Knox Press, 1978), an up-to-date survey of archaeological results
relevant to Biblical history from the Patriarchs to the New Testament,
completed just prior to Dame Kenyon’s death last summer.

Patti O’Connor

Lahav camp staff moving photo tower.
For full caption, see first photograph.

Patti O’Connor

Volunteers measure and record each find. While
she records, he, takes a plumb line to establish
true vertical and measures the exact distance
from the nearest side wall and the exact depth,
in relation to fixed altitude measurements by the
surveyor. The co-ordinates of the find locate it
precisely within the square. The strings outline
the walls, or balks, of the square excavation area.
The unexcavated balks provide a walking area
and a permanent vertical reference as the layers
are dug out from within the square.
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A Manual of Field Excavation Handbook for Field Archaeologists,
edited by William G. Dever and H. Darrell Lance (New York: Hebrew Union
College—Jewish Institute of Religion, 1978), a thorough introduction to
modern excavation and recording techniques.

… AND psychologically
Whatever you read beforehand, however, go into the summer with an open
mind, prepared to encounter new ideas and to learn some new methods.

Plan to make the most of your digging experience whatever the structure
of the project. Even if it does not include a formal educational program, con-
sider yourself a student and determine to learn as much as you can. On the
other hand, if you join a field school-type project, do not think of it as you would
a classroom course. Consider the dig more as an internship training opportunity
where what you learn will depend greatly on your own initiative.

If you approach your excavation opportunity with some preparation,
with an open attitude and with a willingness to put a lot into the experience,
you may be surprised how much you get out of it.

And you may find in the process that you learn as much about your-
self as you learn about archaeology or about the dead cultures you dig up.
The young volunteer may be right who told me one summer that “archaeol-
ogy is essentially an inner journey.”

Patti O’Connor

Dig headquarters—strategy center for the
summer.

Patti O’Connor

Volunteer restoring a jug.

Patti O’Connor

The camp cook in his kitchen.

Patti O’Connor

Volunteers taking a break in the pottery reg-
istry van. Sherds and artifacts are brought
here by the bucketful to be numbered and
logged according to where they were found.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     8

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

“Find a private place and watch out for scorpions.”

This sage advice from a 13-year-old dig veteran made my spirits sink to the tips of my toes. The rolling Judean
hills stretched before me, sun-bleached and inspiring. My dream had come true. I was on a dig in Israel, but what had
I gotten myself into?

I had asked so many questions, read so many glowing articles in BAR. I had even picked a dig that offered very
comfortable hotel accommodations, since I am not the “outdoors” type. Why had I not thought to ask about “comfort
facilities” at the dig site?

Despite this inauspicious beginning, I had a wonderful time during my week of digging at Tel Kerioth in Arad. A
large Israelite and Byzantine community in the eastern Negev, the site features a church with mosaic floors, inscriptions,
various artifacts and a tomb. Historically, Tel Kerioth is best known as the hometown of Judas Iscariot, Jesus’ betrayer,
and as a Moabite city in the books of the prophets Jeremiah and Amos.

My adventure began in March 1992 with the BAR 18:01 in one hand and a black pen in the other, poised to mark
upcoming excavation opportunities. I wanted to fit a week on a dig into a trip to Israel. Although I asked a great many
questions of dig director Steven Derfler (of Hamline University in St. Paul) and others, there were many times, once I
was on the dig, that I thought, “If only I’d asked …”

1994 Excavation Opportunities

Eight Not-So-Obvious Questions to Ask Before Joining Your First Dig

By Jo David

Ho-ho-hoeing her way to a Ph.D. in dirt,
author Jo David gathers sand into a bucket at
Tel Kerioth, near Arad, Israel
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So, for other first-timers, here is a list of not-so-obvious questions to ask when you are thinking of joining a
dig.

1. How much physical discomfort am I willing to tolerate?
This applies to both the living accommodations and the dig site. Conditions on a dig, even “five-star” digs, are physi-
cally very demanding.

Our timetable was fairly typical. Up at 4 a.m., out to the van by 5, grabbing a quick cup of something hot and
some bread and jam on the way. Work until about 8:30. A brief break for breakfast al fresco and then back to work until
about 12:30. Most of the time I felt like I was working on a road gang.

Conditions at most digs are relatively primitive—open-air sanitary facilities with no running water. If you are an
outdoors person who is used to a lot of physical activity, you may find the rough life on a dig pleasant. If you are more
of a deskbound city person, like me, be prepared for new and challenging physical and mental experiences.

2. What work will I do on the dig?
First-timers are usually given the jobs where they can do the least damage. Depending on the site, you may sift dirt,
scrub dirt off mosaic floors, move mountains of rocks and dirt a bucket at a time, loosen dirt with a pickax or shovel dirt
and sand. You will get a Ph.D. in dirt by the time you’re through!

There is satisfaction in doing these jobs, but the satisfaction can wear a little thin after a few days. If carrying
buckets of excavated soil for seven hours a day, five days a week is not your idea of a good time, you should talk to the
dig director about how jobs are assigned and rotated. With the best will in the world, I found that I could not carry rock
and sand buckets for more than a few minutes at a time. However, I made the amazing discovery that I was reasonably
competent with a pickax and shovel.

3. Who will be digging with me?
One joy of a dig is meeting people who are enthusiastic about archaeology. This is especially wonderful if your spouse
does not understand your desire to dig in the sand and refuses to participate. My dig included a number of married folks
who had, like me, left their spouses at home, and a nice bond of camaraderie arose among us.

However, the group consisted primarily of college-age students and folks over 65. Although there were a couple of
other “40-something” types like me, sometimes I wished that there were more people closer to my own age. Especially
if you are traveling alone, you may want to check on this aspect beforehand.

4. How are roommates assigned?
You can count on having a roommate if you are traveling alone. Let the dig organizer know if you are a smoker or a non-
smoker. (If volunteers are housed in a hotel, you may be able to request and pay extra for a single room.)

5. What problems occurred on this dig in the past and how were they han-
dled?
Don’t be afraid to ask the dig leader tough questions. How a dig director deals with the many situations that can crop
up during a season tells a great deal about that person’s character and personality, as well as about the type of atmos-
phere you will find on the dig. Ask about emergencies, personality conflicts and providing for group needs other than
digging.

Also, ask to speak to people who participated in the previous year’s dig. If you are told that problems never
occurred, find a dig led by someone more candid.
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6. Does my dig fee cover weekend room and board?
On many digs, room and board are not included for weekends, which means that you will need enough money to carry
you through. While many digs have fairly low fees for the dig week, you may find the weekends, even at the same hotel,
quite expensive. Find out which nights are covered and specifically which meals are covered. Ask about the cost of stay-
ing at the site and eating meals there over the weekend.

7. What special arrangements do I have to make on Shabbat?
Many digs are in Israel, parts of which shut down on Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath, beginning right before sundown on
Friday and ending about 8:30 (in the summer) Saturday night. This can complicate traveling and eating, because most
public transportation stops during this time and many restaurants and businesses close.

How you deal with Shabbat depends a great deal on where your dig is located. In Jerusalem, for example, almost
every business and restaurant is closed; buses stop running, but taxis are available. In Tel Aviv, on the other hand, the
beaches will be jammed and many cafes will be open.

On most digs in Israel, you will have free time from about 1 p.m. on Friday afternoon through Sunday night. To
get the most out of your weekend, plan ahead.

Egged Tours, which runs the majority of day trips in Israel, has weekend and day trips on Saturday that run out of
both Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. Some museums are also open on Saturday. However, in most cases, you need to buy your
tickets or arrange your tour before Shabbat begins.

In Jerusalem, you can find Saturday walking tours through the non-Jewish sections of the Old City. Most Christian
tourist sites are open on Saturday.

Another option is to arrange for a getaway weekend to another part of Israel through your travel agent or through
a local agency in Israel.

If you decide to stay at the dig site, you may want to lay in a supply of snacks or a light lunch and beverages. In
most hotels you have to reserve your Saturday afternoon meals and be prepared for a late dinner.

8. What do I expect from a dig?
Yes, we all hope to uncover a long-buried cache of gold and jewels, but that, of course, is the exception rather than the
rule. You are subjecting yourself to trying physical conditions and disrupting your normal routine. What will make the
dig a positive experience for you?

For some volunteers, being sure of finding “something” is paramount. If this is your situation, question the dig
leader about what has been discovered in past seasons and what can realistically be hoped for during your season.

The Byzantine church I worked on was not particularly rich in artifacts. However, it had wonderful mosaic floors,
which we uncovered, and several large pillars, an unexpected find on the last day of the dig.

On my second day of excavating, I found a piece of chancel screen, the architectural divider between the altar and
the congregation.a This was rewarding, but it could not compare to the day when, after digging for hours, I finally uncov-
ered a corner of a mosaic floor that had been buried for over 1,000 years. The mosaic was perfect, with colors so bright
that the floor looked newly laid.

I will never forget the feeling of accomplishment and elation when I swept away that last thin layer of dirt and saw
those tesserae. It made the heat, the early rising, the scorpion threat (I never saw one) and the aching muscles seem
inconsequential. At that moment, a voice inside me said, “I’ll be back for more.”
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1994 Excavation Opportunities

Diggers—From Paid Peasants to Eager Volunteers

By Kenneth Atkinson

Courtesy of the Matson Collection, Episcopal Home/Inset cour-

tesy of the Library, University College London

In eerie procession, women file across the crest of Beth-
Shemesh, balancing baskets of dirt on their heads on their way
from the excavation site to the dump. Local laborers filled the
work rosters of early archaeological digs, like this one conducted
from 1928 to 1933 by Elihu Grant of the Haverford Expedition
and that conducted by Sir William Flinders Petrie (inset) at Tell
el-Hesi in the 1890s.
Today, volunteers do much of the dirty work—but under different
conditions. They attend lectures at the dig, receive college credit,
take tours of other sites, wash and record sherds and become
respected partners on the team. The increased participation of
trained, enthusiastic volunteers in archaeology has greatly
enhanced the field and has helped make it a more scientific dis-
cipline. Unpaid workers keep costs down, make excavation
reports more accurate and ensure a future supply of skilled inter-
preters of ancient data.



“The best age for diggers is about 15 to 20 years. After that many turn stupid, and only a small proportion
are worth having between 20 and 40. After 40 very few are of any use,” advised Sir William Flinders Petrie
in 1904.1 Fifteen years earlier, Petriea had ushered in the era of scientific archaeological excavation at Tell
el-Hesi, 15 miles northeast of Gaza in modern Israel.2 Petrie’s experiences in the field led him to offer his
fellow archaeologists hints on what to look for in laborers:

“The best workers are the scraggly under-sized youths, with wizened wiry faces. … Beside the mere
physical strength of the fellow, the face has to be studied for the character. The only safe guide in
selecting workers is the expression. …The qualities to be considered are, first, the honesty, shown
mostly by the eyes, and by a frank and open bearing; next, the sense and ability; and lastly the
sturdiness, and freedom from nervous weakness and hysterical tendency to squabble.”3

Fortunately, the volunteer who wishes to participate in an excavation today does not have to undergo such
an examination. Since Petrie’s day, archaeology has grown from a treasure hunt into a science using the most
exacting methods of excavation and analysis, and the participation of supervised volunteers in excavations has
played a major role in this development.

Petrie’s dig at Tell el-Hesi, like all excavations of the time, did not involve volunteers. Workers, wizened
and wiry enough to pass Petrie’s scrutiny, were paid for their labor. Petrie records that he found the most effi-
cient method of payment to be by the number of objects discovered. That way, people could be left unsuper-
vised for two or three days, merely reporting each evening how far they had dug.4 The lack of detailed records
in Petrie’s reports is the natural result of this method of operation. His greatest concern was to keep his labor-
ers at work. In the official publication of the Tell el-Hesi excavations, Petrie criticized the local inhabitants
and their leaders for laziness:

“It would have been a treat to have made them do
a hard honest day’s work; for nothing is more
annoying than a pack of ne’er-do-well, quarrel-
some, loungers insisting on hanging about.”5

Employing local laborers in great numbers from
nearby villages, the early archaeologists often acted
more like foremen on construction sites or assembly
lines than field archaeologists. Petrie proudly recorded
his spying method in his excavation manual:

“A telescope is very useful to watch if distant
work is regular. At Tanis [in northern Egypt] the
girls in a big pit were kept by the men walking up
and tipping baskets at the top; but the telescope
showed that the baskets were all the time empty.
The immediate dismissal of fourteen people was
the result.”6

The pitfalls of using untrained local laborers to
excavate sites became more apparent as dig methodol-
ogy became more scientific. In 1926, when William
Frederic Badè of the Pacific School of Religion exca-
vated the eight-acre site of Tell en-Nasbeh, near
Jerusalem, he brought to the site a great emphasis on
detail. Using the Reisner-Fisher method, Badè divided
the tell into 10-meter (10.9-yard) square sections and
then excavated in strips.7 After reaching bedrock in
each strip, with all finds exactly recorded according to
findspot, the excavated segment was filled in, becom-
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Courtesy Palestine Exploration Fund

Unbearable working conditions drove Petrie from the site in
southern Palestine after only six weeks in 1890. Despite the
brevity of his season, Petrie, working with the fellahin, or local
peasants, discovered at Tell el-Hesi the relation between the suc-
cession of strata and the dating of archaeological finds. Petrie
paid his workers, whom he described as “ne’er-do-well, quarrel-
some loungers,” by the number of objects they uncovered.
Although this method required little supervision, it encouraged
speed over carefulness.



ing the dump for the next section. Badè
recognized that this method could not be
left to unsupervised workmen whose under-
standing of excavation methodology con-
sisted largely of earth-moving and hunting
for artifacts. One of Badè’s primary con-
cerns at Tell en-Nasbeh became the train-
ing of future archaeologists.

Badè began an archaeology program
for students at the Pacific School of
Religion that included instruction in pot-
tery typology, excavation methodology and
recording procedures. Students who com-
pleted their studies and demonstrated a
high level of interest in archaeology were
offered positions on the excavation staff at
Tell en-Nasbeh. They volunteered their
services to the expedition and paid their
own traveling expenses, both to and from
Palestine. While at the excavation, the stu-
dents were guests of the expedition and
were sometimes given small stipends for
personal expenses.8

The problems and failures of many of
the early excavations can be attributed to
the lack of trained staff members. During
the years 1920 to 1929, when William
Foxwell Albright served as the director of
the Jerusalem school of the American Schools of Oriental Research, which now bears his name, he estab-
lished a training program for students. Albright began excavating Tell Beit Mirsim, 16 miles northeast of Beer-
Sheva, an excavation that would prove to be pivotal for the development and refinement of ceramic typology.
Albright began a weekly program of local field trips and also led students on excursions to areas such as the
Dead Sea and the eastern Galilee to visit archaeological sites and to collect pottery.9 Albright observed that
having to defend his pottery chronology and his analysis of site stratification during instruction of students
repeatedly required that he reconsider ideas, a process that produced a more accurate excavation analysis.10

Between the two World Wars archaeology began to emerge as a scholarly discipline. Albright and the stu-
dents he trained began to refine excavation techniques first developed by Reisner and Fisher and, building
on Petrie’s work, formulated a more precise system of pottery typology.

The next great advance in archaeology came with the work of Dame Kathleen Kenyon at Jericho from
1952 to 1958.11 Refining techniques she had learned under Sir Mortimer Wheeler in England, Kenyon con-
centrated her excavation largely in 5- by 5-meter (4.6- by 4.6-yard) squares within a grid system, leaving
unexcavated catwalks known as balks between squares to preserve the stratigraphy.12 With her advances in
archaeological techniques came a new attitude toward workers. Kenyon wrote:

“The personal qualities expected of a volunteer on a dig are that he, or she, … should be reason-
ably active and strong, not afraid of hard work, prepared to assist in everything from plodding
through apparently uninteresting levels to washing and marking finds (though most directors are
kind enough not to give a volunteer dull jobs for too long) and above all he or she must not be afraid
of getting dirty.”13

Kenyon’s methods influenced Americans then in the field at the Biblical city of Shechem under the direc-
tion of one of Albright’s former students, G. Ernest Wright.14 Wright combined the techniques of Kenyon with
the team approach used at the Israeli dig at Hazor, directed by Yigael Yadin.15 The days of a single archaeolo-
gist supervising an entire site were over. Supervisory staff members now shared responsibility for digging the
site and for publishing the results in their areas. With the trained staff members and assistants, the major prob-
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Courtesy of the Matson Collection, Episcopal Home

A whip awaits shufflers at Beth-Shemesh, where a foreman, dressed in white left
of center, keeps workers in line. This precursor to modern quality-control pro-
grams kept many early digs running smoothly. Sir William Flinders Petrie
observed at Tell el-Hesi that strategically placed overseers, such as the suited
man on the hill, could weed out laggards by spying—sometimes with tele-
scopes—into workers’ baskets to ensure that no one snuck by with a light load.
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lem of past excavations was overcome. This approach proved so successful that teamwork is the rule on almost
all excavations in the Near East today.

The greatest impetus for volunteer involvement in archaeology originated in Israel with Yigael Yadin. In
1961, Yadin invited students from the United States, Canada, Norway and Germany to join his expedition to
the Nah\al H|ever cave in the Judean wilderness. This marked the first time that foreign volunteers with no
background in archaeology were asked to participate on a dig.16 Preparing to excavate Herod the Great’s
palace-fortress on the remote summit of Masada, overlooking the Dead Sea,b Yadin placed a brief announce-
ment in local Israeli papers and in the London Observer in 1963. Thousands of replies came to him from stu-
dents and others all over the world, ready to join the excavation of the site of the famed Roman siege
immortalized by the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. The announcement clearly stated the conditions of
acceptance to the expedition: All volunteers were to pay their own travel expenses both to and from Israel and
were required to stay on the dig for a minimum of two weeks. The harsh living conditions, advertised as tents
with ten beds, accompanied by spartan camp food, did not dampen the spirit of volunteers. This system
enabled Yadin to operate 23 two-week shifts averaging 300 participants each.17 During the excavation, the
archaeological staff gave lectures and offered thorough five-hour tours each Sabbath. Yadin acknowledged his
debt to his volunteers by dedicating his book on Masada to them and writing that only because of them had
the expedition succeeded.18

With the ever-increasing costs of paid laborers, volunteers, at first an option, became a necessity. The
excavation of Gezer, an important Biblical city that included a major Solomonic gateway and an imposing cul-
tic high place, was initiated by G. Ernest Wright and later directed by William G. Dever and H. Darrell Lance.
The Gezer project was deliberately planned as the first summer field school for volunteers, who constituted
the entire labor force.19 The volunteers received firsthand experience in archaeological excavation techniques,
attended daily lectures and field trips and, in exchange for their labor, could receive academic credit.20 This
“Gezer Field School” model set the standard for the majority of excavations in the Middle East today.

Courtesy Badè Institute, Pacific School of Religion

William Frederic Badè’s excavation of Tell el-Nasbeh in the
1920s.

Courtesy Badè Institute, Pacific School of Religion

With pith helmet, vest, tie and argyles, William Frederic Badè
embodied the vanguard of archaeology—and fashion—in the
1920s, when he dug at Tell en-Nasbeh. Badè found that the
innovative and exacting archaeological methods he chose to
employ during his excavation required a new breed of diggers,
and he initiated archaeology classes at the Pacific School of
Religion to train the seminarians. The most accomplished and
enthusiastic students received invitations to participate on the
dig—at their own expense.

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig
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My own experiences at Gamlac demonstrate what
can happen to a volunteer. On my first excavation, I,
like the other volunteers, was very eager to learn. We
constantly asked our supervisors why we should dig
here and not over there. The explanations and training
that we received taught us a great deal about the sci-
ence of archaeology, and we all quickly became more
effective diggers.

With this knowledge and experience, I eventually
became a square supervisor. On my first day, hordes of
eager new volunteers eagerly showed me every stone or
potsherd they had just picked off the ground. After con-
vincing them that their broken stone or potsherd, though
interesting, would not change the course of history, I
attempted to regain control and get the disappointed
mob back to work. I then realized what a constant irrita-
tion I must have been to my supervisors during my early
days. But I also concluded that my continual questioning
had made my work as supervisor much more effective.

William G. Dever had a similar reaction to the par-
ticipation of volunteers:

“The irreverent, persistent questions of bright
young people with no commitment to our
field, most of them secularists, forced our
senior staff—all trained as Biblical schol-
ars—to rethink their own motives and meth-
ods. We now had to defend ourselves as
archaeologists, or not at all. Little did we
realize when we first took on the training of
the students in the field that our own concep-
tion of what we were doing would change so
radically.”21

By virtually eliminating the need for a paid work
force, volunteers have also played a major role in fund-
ing excavations. Moreover, volunteers on most digs pay
for their room and board during the excavation season.
This allows the majority of funding to be used for the
excavation itself, making it possible to stay in the field
longer and to use more sophisticated (and expensive)
equipment and tests.

The participation of volunteers in archaeology
ensures a future supply of skilled workers and archae-
ologists, trained at the field schools, and increases
public appreciation of the field. During my four years in
the field, I have worked with or supervised volunteers
ranging from university students to plumbers, social
workers, opera singers, housewives and doctors. All
have told me how archaeology has enriched their lives.

Finally, archaeology has a tremendous amount of
information to offer Bible studies in particular.
Archaeologists who are uncovering remains that shed
light on the Biblical world may be unaware of some of
the applications of their discoveries. Allowing numerous

Courtesy Institute of Archaeology, Univ. College London

Lessons in the sand. Dame Kathleen Kenyon joins a group of
workers at Jericho, which she excavated in the early 1950s. The
systematic excavations and meticulous reports produced under
Kenyon required a knowledgeable staff. She worked closely with
about 45 volunteers, most of whom received payment for their
travel expenses, room and board.

Robert B. Wright

Lessons in the sand. Volunteers at Gezer in the 1960s received
a more formal education at the first field school, where G. Ernest
Wright, Gezer’s first director, sometimes stepped up to the black-
board. The model set by Wright, William G. Dever and H. Darrell
Lance at Gezer continues to guide volunteers: Their practice of
offering lectures, field trips and credit for field work set the
precedent for most digs today.
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students in Bible studies, such as myself, to participate in excavations helps to equip them better for this task
of interpretation. When these students become scholars and teachers, they will be prepared to increase the
public’s knowledge of the world of the Bible, thereby fulfilling the primary role of archaeology: uncovering and
communicating the knowledge of past civilizations to today’s generation as well as to future generations.
.

Zev Radovan

Volunteers came from all over the world when dig director
Yigael Yadin, searching for an enthusiastic team, published
notices in the London Observer and Israeli newspapers in
the early 1960s. Yadin thanked the volunteers by dedicat-
ing his book on Masada to them. He wrote, “I doubt
whether we could have had the success we achieved, or
undertaken so much in the time at our disposal, without
the volunteers.”

Courtesy BIPAC

Sweet success. This British volunteer, one of the thousands who
worked at Masada in the early 1960s, carries precious glass that she
discovered in one of the storerooms of Herod the Great (37–4 B.C.).
She and her peers at Masada made up one of archaeology’s more
diverse crews: They were violin makers, pharmacists, elephant tamers
and others—all eager to work at the site of the last stand of the
Jewish zealots who revolted against Rome.
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The Volunteer’s Contribution to 
Archaeology and Vice Versa

By Ellsworth E. Rosen

Ellsworth Rosen

Boulder brigade. City of David volunteers pass excavated stones across the steep hill-
side for dumping.

Except in Woody Allen movies, there are no “man-in-the-street” brain surgeons. No journal that I know of invites its read-
ers to spend two weeks as volunteer atomic physicists.

It’s different with archaeology. From the very beginning, the amateur was a key figure. Heinrich Schleimann, who
revealed the treasures of ancient Troy in the 1870’s by using Homer as a guidebook, was an import-export merchant,
not an academician. John Lloyd Stephens, who, a few decades earlier, hacked his way through the thick Yucatan under-
brush to rediscover ancient Mayan sites, was trained as a lawyer. His post as charge d’affaires in Mexico was simply a
front to indulge his archaeological bent. Even Thomas Jefferson, the quintessential “Renaissance man” added an
archaeological notch to his accomplishments with his studies of Indian mounds in Virginia. (See “Who First Excavated
Stratigraphically?” BAR 07:01, by William Steibing, Jr.)

Throughout the 19th century and into the 20th, the gentleman dilettante played a significant role in archaeology.
Men with money and leisure could indulge their romantic visions, often with remarkable success. How appropriate that
Macchu Picchu in Peru was discovered not by a methodically-planned expedition but by a Connecticut Senator with wan-
derlust, Hiram Bingham. Archaeological lore abounds with similar examples and personages.

In more recent times, of course, archaeology has become a full-fledged academic discipline. But there remains a
special symbiotic relationship between the scientist and the amateur—a relationship which is destined to grow in both
intensity and significance.



These observations stem, in part, from a personal
encounter with archaeological voluntarism last summer. I
was one of some 250 men and women from more than a
dozen countries who participated in the City of David dig in
Jerusalem, directed by Dr. Yigal Shiloh.

From the viewpoint of the volunteer, this was clearly a
“fun” dig. Hard work, sure, but potsherds aplenty. It was a
site spiced with Astarte figurines, corroded copper rings,
even enticing inscriptions every few days. And since there
was no on-site “camp,” we volunteers could even commute
to the comfort of luxurious accommodations and savor
Jerusalem’s gentle night life.

Still, as I carted bucket after bucket of yellow clay from
one part of the dusty hill to another, a number of questions
kept coming to mind. Is this really fun? Or have I simply
been swept up by the aura of “playing scientist”? Since I
don’t aspire to be a professional archaeologist, what am I
really looking for? Am I searching for new insight into the
past, or am I hoping to unearth something new about myself?

It took a number of months for some of the answers to
gestate into maturity. Not surprisingly, the verdict was posi-
tive—but not quite in the way I had originally expected. In
the first burst of enthusiasm, I regaled willing—and some-
times unwilling— listeners with my new-found knowledge about civilization’s fragments tumbled layer upon layer near
the Gihon spring. The Jebusite period, the Israelite period, the Hellenistic period sorted themselves out into measured
time segments—give or take a few hundred years.

But now that the memory of complaining muscles has dimmed, two effects that remain go beyond specific dating
or accurate pottery identification: one relates to a deeper understanding of the spirit of the Bible; the other is a personal
sense of rejuvenation and enlargement that refuses to fade away.

The more general reaction is easier to understand. You cannot tread the hills of Jerusalem without feeling the pres-
ence of Biblical personalities. Every volunteer on the Ophel, the “spur” on which the City of David is located, knew that
Solomon was anointed there at the pulsating Gihon spring (whose very name means “gushing” in Hebrew). David’s sol-
diers may have come up the precise shaft we were struggling to expose (2 Samuel 5:6–9). Hezekiah’s determination and
will to survive permeated the entire length of the 1,750-foot-long tunnel he had ordered chiseled out of the bedrock
limestone (2 Chronicles 32:2–4). Perhaps Isaiah, the prophet of the poor and the humble, the thundering voice of jus-
tice, had scrambled, as we had, up and down these same sharply-angled steps.

A combination of people and events shaped the history of this area. But it was the other way around as well. Did
not these hills mold the thoughts and consciousness of these same people? To what extent could the understanding of
the terrain add to an appreciation of the spirit of Judaism—and by extension, Christianity and Mohammedanism as well?

“I am David,” I say to myself, carrying my hundredth stone of the day to the nearby dump. “I am a worker living
in this four-room house I am excavating. I walked these hills before. I trudged these paths.” It may be significant that
the staircase is only wide enough for two people. The prophets, the kings, and the priests had to walk shoulder to shoul-
der with their fellow Israelites. They had little choice but to walk humbly with their neighbors, just as they were enjoined
to “walk humbly with their God.”

At the same time, at every resting spot, the hills of Jerusalem must have beckoned as they still do now. On every
horizon there was a vista worthy of those who would “lift up their eyes.”

There are flaws in such a formulation. The Canaanites lived on the same spot and could not devise a Torah. There
were other hilltowns in civilizations throughout the world where the hostile terrain proved a hindrance to development,
not a spur. But here it had worked. The spirit of Abraham, enriched by Moses and David and Solomon, took root and
flourished in the rocky soil of Jerusalem. Paradoxically the Bible, for some of us at least, became both a more human
and a more miraculous achievement.

My personal transformation was more subtle. It is difficult to admit publicly that some of us who rebelled at being
categorized as “over 55” did in fact have inner doubts about the physical demands of excavating. Our macho self-image
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Ellsworth Rosen

This large stone (17 ˘ 19 inches) is probably an ancient toilet.
Discovered in 1980, it was embedded in, but somewhat raised
above, the plaster floor of a 7th-6th century B.C. Israelite house
in the City of David. Beneath the wide hole in the center was a
pit more then six feet deep. Similar structures, assumed to be
toilets, are known from other sites in the ancient Near East and
Egypt.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     20

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

was at stake. A certain smugness developed after it became apparent that the will was still master over the body. It was
not unlike the satisfaction that followed successful completion of a tough army training course in World War II.

The physical aspect, however, was much less important than the intense mental involvement that “on hands” vol-
untarism engenders. I was not only part of this dig, but could project myself into all others as well. When I toured other
sites, I saw the ruins with new clarity and I saw the problems of those who worked on those excavations. My interest in
archaeology is not new, but it certainly has taken on an entirely new dimension. The mind, like the solar system, now
accepts the concept of an ever-expanding universe of information. Fairly heady dividends from a two-week dig!

Fortunately, the layperson’s addiction to archaeology is as rewarding to the discipline as it is to the individual. It
may well be that the future of archaeology will depend in great measure on archaeologists’ ability to attract volunteers
willing to give time and money in order to make projects viable. Dr. Shiloh, for example, felt strongly that without vol-
unteers, not enough funds would have been available to carry out the historic City of David dig, soon to begin its fifth
summer (1982).

Dr. Eliezer Oren of Ben-Gurion University, who headed a dig in the Negev not far from Beer-Sheba, also made exten-
sive use of volunteers. The growing use of volunteers, he indicated, is a phenomenon “not matched in any other field.”

“There’s no question,” he stated in a recent interview, “that without volunteers, we would not be able to conduct
the excavations. We don’t have the ability to hire the people. The costs are tremendous.”

This is not to imply that volunteers are simply tolerated as a necessary evil. They are actually preferred over other
types of workers. When asked specifically whether he would rather work with students or with volunteers, Dr. Oren did
not hesitate to praise the volunteers. “Volunteers know what to expect. They know what hard work is, and they’re very
dedicated. Youngsters don’t understand hardship yet.”

What if he were given a choice between paid workers or volunteers, be they students or not? It’s just not the same,
Professor Oren stated. Workers may work, “but then you’re a boss, you shout and scream.” With volunteers, as with stu-
dents, there is a collegial relationship, replete with constant curiosity and intellectual interplay.

It was in Israel, where archaeology has reached the status of a national obsession, that the present concept of the
archaeological volunteer took root. In his book, Archaeology Discoveries in the 1960’s, Edward Bacon points out that a
series of excavations in 1960 and 1961 between Ein-Gedi and Masada used workers who were “all volunteers, students
and members of kibbutzim. The expedition, which was headed by a team of four Israeli archaeologists, served as a trial
run for the subsequent Masada expedition.”

The Masada dig represented a major and unexpected breakthrough. Professor Yigael Yadin, director of the expedi-
tion, writes in his book, Masada, that “one of the greatest surprises—and delights—of the enterprise, long before we
had put scoop to rubble, was the response to two brief newspaper advertisements for volunteers which brought thou-
sands of replies.” During 1963 and 1965, when the work was accomplished, an average of 300 people at a time par-
ticipated in each of the 23 two-week work shifts. Not all were volunteers, of course, but it was the largest outpouring of
volunteer assistance that archaeology had yet seen. “I doubt,” writes Professor Yadin, “whether we could have had the
success we achieved, or undertaken so much in the time at our disposal, without the volunteers.” Masada’s success was
a major factor in encouraging other archaeologists to work with volunteers on a large scale.

It is a fortuitous partnership. Archaeologists increasingly value volunteers as much as volunteers savor the exca-
vation experience and become enriched by knowledge and companionship. What once was simply a romantic flirtation
or a liaison of convenience has now blossomed into a true marriage—providing a whole new dimension to the future
of archaeology.
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Volunteer for Life: “Termite” Catches the Bug

By Theresa Wigginton

Perched atop a column, Gary “Termite” Lindstrom works on
the synagogue reconstruction at the excavation of Khirbet
Shema, in the upper Galilee. With a longer record than
most digs, Lindstrom has spent 22 seasons as an archaeo-
logical volunteer in Israel.

Gary “Termite” Lindstrom is a dig director’s dream. Lindstrom owns and operates a termite and pest control company in
Oakland, California, and his profession requires him to inspect the dirt under buildings. But each June for the past 22
years, Gary has kissed his family goodbye and headed for Israel to dig in a different kind of dirt—historical dirt.

Since 1984 he has worked at the Sepphoris excavation, four miles outside of Nazareth, with Professor Jim Strange
of the University of South Florida. In 1986, Gary became an area supervisor. Before that he worked several seasons at
Khirbet Shema, two miles south of Moshav Meiron; at Caesarea Maritima, Herod’s magnificent Mediterranean sea port;
at the village of Jish, or Gush Halav, as it is called in Hebrew; at Nabratein, which lies between Jish and Safad; at
Meiron; and at Tel el-Hesi, about 20 miles south of Ashkelon.



What possesses a person to take valuable time away from family and career and to pay his own expenses year after
year to dig in the dirt? For Lindstrom, it is a sense of identity and a love affair with history.

With a scruffy blond goatee and a fair complexion weathered by too many days in the sun. Lindstrom looks as
though he would be more comfortable talking about the mechanics of an engine than discussing the dating of artifacts.
But when he begins to speak philosophically, another Lindstrom comes out, and when he speaks about life, you can tell
he’s a man who knows what he’s talking about.

Lindstrom led what he calls an ordinary life, running his pest control business, poking around under houses look-
ing for insects or evidence of their existence. The business Lindstrom bought from his uncle after returning from the
service became very profitable. He worked diligently to build it up, and financially he was successful. But Lindstrom felt
a restlessness that would not leave him. He felt that there was more to life, but he had no idea what it was or where to
find it.

One night he lay on his bed reading an article about archaeological expeditions in the Middle East. At the end, the
article said “volunteers needed, no experience necessary.” To Gary, the story was a siren’s call. He wrote to the
Department of Antiquities in Israel, and it sent him a list of current digs with the name and address of the director of
each dig. He picked one at random, signed on as a volunteer laborer under Professor Eric Meyers and 22 years later is
still up to his goatee in Middle East dirt. That first experience changed Lindstrom’s life, as he explains:

“It is an awesome feeling to be digging underground and suddenly break through into someone’s bedroom,
which has not been entered since the second century. It really made me examine what’s important. This work
has given me a new perspective on life, a new peace with God. It’s hard to explain, but when you dig down
through layers of dirt and are able to see hundreds of years of life, you realize how short it really is. It is too
important to waste any of it.”

To Lindstrom that room represented a person’s
lifetime, someone’s history; he had the privilege of
entering that person’s domain, of making contact
with the past, for the first time in 1,800 years.

During that first season of archaeology,
Lindstrom stood on a hillside overlooking Safad, a
small village in northern Israel, and watched the peo-
ple below. He had seen the dust of their ancestors.
Now, as he looked at the town before him, he saw his
own generation. They were alive down there, going
about their daily lives—maybe shopping, cooking din-
ner, visiting friends, going to a wedding, earning a liv-
ing, having babies and also dying. “One day,” he
thought, “someone will sift through the sands of their
lives and wonder who these people were. What did
they do? What was important to them? What stories
will they have to tell?”

Gary then asked the same questions of himself.
What was he going to do with his life, and what
meaningful things would he leave behind? “I knew
that from then on I had to live my life in such a way
that I would have no regrets,” he said, “to do things
that were meaningful and, in the end, to leave life
having made a worthy contribution to it.”

Lindstrom’s restlessness was appeased that day. He had touched his own mortality. He knew he could not escape
it, but he could control the story he left behind.

Although he lacked formal education in archaeology, Lindstrom more than made up for it in his quest for knowl-
edge, even at the risk of personal rejection. He tells of how, when surrounded by academicians on his early trips to Israel,
he felt self-conscious because he “was just an ordinary, uneducated, common-type fellow” who loved history and wanted
to learn all he could about archaeology. He devised a unique means to educate himself:
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Easy does it. Lindstrom, right, assists professor Thomas Longstaff, left, in
re-erecting a column at the 1981 excavation of Nabratein, in northern
Israel.
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“I used to go over to the Albright Institute [for Archaeological Research] in Jerusalem for afternoon tea in
the garden behind the main building. A lot of the archaeologists, graduate students and professors would
gather there and discuss their digs and stuff like that. There were little tables scattered around the patio
area. I would sit down with a newspaper and pretend I was reading, while eavesdropping on the conversation
going on next to me.”

“I felt very much out of place,” Lindstrom explains, “but now I feel very comfortable. Archaeology has given me
my formal education.”

Lindstrom’s value as a volunteer grew with each season as he vigorously threw himself into the projects. The names
of ancient cities and archaeological sites now roll off his tongue like old neighborhoods. The mechanics of ancient con-
struction and cultural peculiarities are as easy for him to discuss as current events.

The dig directors who have worked with Lindstrom praise his skills. Professor Strange, who heads the Sepphoris
dig, says:

“He gets things done. To look at Gary, you wouldn’t think he is organized, but he is. He is very good at ana-
lyzing the mechanical problems associated with excavations and is great at reconstruction. He spent one
whole summer reconstructing a third-century synagogue with another director who kept trying to recruit him
back. He is one of my best hands.”

“One day I was in the Rockefeller Museum [in Jerusalem] when Gary and a group from our dig came up
to a glass display case filled with first- and second-century artifacts. He didn’t see me, but I heard him give
an excellent interpretation to the group as to what they were looking at. That’s when I realized just how much
he had absorbed through his work with us.”

Professor Strange recalls with a hearty laugh how Lindstrom has also contributed some humorous anecdotes. Since
he is used to crawling around under houses, Lindstrom was nominated to go underground whenever needed, and he was
always willing to go into any hole in which he could fit.

“One afternoon [says Strange], Gary was assigned to excavate some tombs we had found. I left him alone in
one of the chambers for a while and returned later. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear him. He was stuck.
He evidently had found a smaller opening at the end of the bigger room and had decided to explore it. He
squeezed through the hole and found another double tomb. However, the hole he wriggled his body through
to get in was so small that the same contortions that got him in wouldn’t get him out. But he wasn’t yelling
in panic. Instead, I heard him saying, ‘no that won’t work, if I twist my elbow back this way and then bring
my knee under here … well, let’s see … no, that won’t work.’ It seems he was talking himself out of the hole.
We finally got Gary out and everyone had a good laugh.”

Another time Lindstrom jumped down into an excavated square about 10 feet deep by 20 feet wide to remove one
last rock. His helper stayed above to lower a ladder for him to get out. When Lindstrom turned the small boulder over,
a huge snake— as long as Gary is tall—jumped straight up in the air. His assistant ran away screaming, and a frantic
sort of dance ensued between Lindstrom and the snake. “That was the darndest thing you could imagine. We were both
high-stepping it, trying to stay out of each other’s way.” He later discovered the snake was harmless.

Then there was the time Strange, Lindstrom and another archaeologist went into a tomb that had not been exposed
to light for centuries. Strange recalls:

“We were attacked by albino ticks. They had been in the dark so long they had mutated into a white color.
It was unusual because we couldn’t feel them. They had some sort of anesthetic they injected with their bite.
We discovered them on us when one of the guys swung his flashlight beam across my shirt. We [the two
archaeologists] had red welts all over us, but they never did bite Gary.”

The group later decided the explanation for that was “the ticks must have sensed he was the exterminator.”
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Lindstrom’s wife, Evonne, having been to Israel a couple times with her husband, says she can appreciate the
nuances of his experiences. “He really loves the people there and has made many friends,” she says. “It’s wonderful for
Gary. At work he’s the boss with lots of responsibilities. But in Israel he can be just one of the people.” Lindstrom says
archaeology has given him many fringe benefits. It has given him an appreciation for differences and dissolved any eth-
nocentric views he may have had. It has given him a worldview and a love of all life, past and present. It has also given
him the self-confidence to go after anything he feels strongly about, especially if it can make a difference in the world
he leaves behind.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     25

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

CHAPTER 2

BokerTov!! (Good Morning)
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A Guide to ’98 Digs: The Volunteer’s View

A Day on the Dig

By Gregory S. Hobson

The predawn silence is broken by knocking on our dormitory doors. “Boker tov, good morning, put your feet on the floor,
it’s morning in Caesarea, boker tov.”

It is 4:45 a.m. I have 35 minutes before shuttle service to the field begins. I make sure that I have a full canteen,
my trowel, pick, tape measure and sunscreen. The rest of the equipment—guffas (rubber buckets for hauling dirt), hoes,
sifters, pottery buckets, brushes and pickaxes—are kept at the site.

My team works in Caesarea Vault, trench 1 (CV-01). There we are excavating around several large Herodian period
storage vaults (horreum), trying to locate the ancient sea wall that probably stood in front of them. For the last several
days we have been excavating Locus 043. (A locus is any three-dimensional feature, whether a soil layer, a wall or what-
ever.) By second breakfast (8:30 a.m.) we have filled many buckets with late Byzantine (491–640 A.D.) sherds. After
breakfast our trowels hit paving stones, part of an ancient road. Coins found under the stones date to the reign of the
Byzantine emperor Justin II (565–578 A.D.), so we know the road must have been made about that time or later. The
road becomes our new locus.

We work until noon. Back at the dormitories we have about three hours to eat lunch, write letters, do laundry, swim,
nap or hang out. At 4 p.m. half of us wash pottery and clean bones. Pottery washing is vital to date the various sherds
from each trench and locus. We dine at 7 p.m. and attend lectures between 8 and 10 p.m. Then I go to bed, knowing
“boker tov” will be here before I know it.
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I was dreaming of the sea, paddling a rescue boat far beyond the breakers toward silence and tranquility. Tired of row-
ing, I dove into the water and pulled strongly downward listening to the silence of the deep. There was a ringing sensa-
tion in my ears. Half asleep on my cot, I was dimly aware of a distant rooster crowing and the pounding of the surf far
below. Annoyed, I started for the surface. The noise persisted, and I slowly realized it was an alarm clock blasting over
the camp PA. It was 4:30 a.m. and the beginning of another day at Tel Michal.

I could hear curses outside the tent and rocks hitting the loudspeaker as someone tried to silence its raucousness.
“I volunteered for this?”, I thought with disgust.

I rolled over feeling my overworked muscles protest and resist and plotted my strategy for the next half hour. I
would stay in bed for another 15 minutes, then bolt, dress, grab my gear, and run for the bus which left for the site
at five a.m. Our camp, which was near the old mosque of Sidni AN, was three kilometers from the excavation to which
we were bused daily.

Digging by the Sea

By Mary K. Remole

Mary Remole

A balk, the earth wall of an excavation square, is torn down. No longer needed to pre-
serve a record of the stratigraphy of the square, the balk is removed to expose archi-
tectural elements within it.



I could hear my six tent-mates walking
around me, trying to find canteens, smearing
suntan lotion on scorched bodies, and munching
on crackers and rolls. One of them, Kate Willette
of Winona, Minnesota, came in with a mug of
coffee and tempted me. Coffee. I inhaled deeply.
The smell of it, of even the thick muddy, gritty,
Israeli coffee, roused me. Maybe I could get up
after all.

“Last call, last call for the buses,” bawled
Fred Brandfon, one of the supervisors. The lag-
gards among us hastily dressed and sprinted. I
stole a glance at the eastern horizon. It was a
pale, yellow pink.

I was one of 130 volunteers participating in
a summer “dig” at Tel Michal, 3.5 miles north of
Tel Aviv on the Mediterranean coast of Israel. The
site, a defense and trading outpost in ancient
times, held secrets of civilization that existed as
far back as the Middle Bronze Age (2200–1551
B.C.). We hoped to dig back that far during the
eight-week summer.

Two summers earlier Michal had appeared on a surveyor’s map as only a mound with steep jagged cliffs dropping
off to the sea. Now, 12 areas were open and a wine press and cemetery uncovered. Countless juglets, pots, and sherds
had also been unearthed. Last year, volunteers discovered a horde of silver coins dating from the Hellenistic period
(332–37 B.C.). However, no written records had been found though writing was usually evidence of major, long-term
occupation. Perhaps therefore, Michal had not been a major center. What would we find? We wondered and hoped.

The buses passed through the sleeping town of Herzliya and turned the corner onto the dirt road leading to the
site. We passed the garbage dump, and then the embankment where the military had been conducting maneuvers the
day before, continuing down a long, winding road. We could see the tel in the distance; its hollowed out squares looked
like black holes.

We clambered off the buses—hats, daypacks, and canteens in hand, and moved sleepily to the tool area. People
found their work crews and picked up shovels, buckets, surveying instruments, and other smaller tools. A last stop was
made at the water trough to fill canteens and then the slow trek up the face of the tel began.

At the top one could look west over the sea, east toward Herzliya, and north and south along a narrow, rugged
coastline. The desert was still, its expanse unbroken except for an occasional scrubby bush.

We settled into our daily rhythm. Radios were turned on, work details were organized and people began to wake up.
It was still a cool 75° at six a.m. We had three hours before breakfast and the first break.

The military had bulldozed several of the excavated squares at the end of last summer’s season, and several of us
were assigned to “open” them. The sand was loose and shoveled easily but it never ended. “Where were these impor-
tant finds?” we wondered as we filled and hauled bucket after bucket of sand. We cursed the military for their insensi-
tivity and kept shoveling.

Other areas were at various stages of excavation elsewhere in the dig. Some were deeply dug out, exposing layer
upon layer of stratified material, others were only a few centimeters deep. But over all, the procedure was the same:
scratch the hard, sun-baked earth with a pick-axe to loosen the covering sand, shovel it into buckets, and carry it over
the side of the tel. All day every day for two weeks, until all the areas were well-opened.

My group formed a bucket line to ease our aching shoulders. And we talked about what had brought us here.
Surprisingly, out of the 130 people in the first four-week session which I attended, only a handful of volunteers had any
strong leanings toward archaeology. Most were there for a “different summer experience.” We ranged in age from 16 to 75,
and came from all walks of life and occupations.

A New Yorker didn’t want to “sling hamburgers all summer” and a retired Mormon missionary couple thought the
field work experience would toughen them. Others were “just interested” in archaeology. I was doing a master’s project
in photojournalism. We represented eight universities and three countries—a diverse group.
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Persian urn fragments are painstakingly pieced together by a restoration
expert.



At 7:30 a.m. the BBC came on with an English lan-
guage news broadcast: a link with home. Five minutes later
the Israeli “top 40” resumed to the air and we listened to
canned American pop tunes, interspersed with the Israel
Symphony orchestra. Talk became desultory; we concen-
trated on picking, cleaning, and brushing our balks (the
sides of our work squares) in the last big effort before break-
fast. We had no finds yet, only a need for Ben-Gay and band-
aids.

At 8:45 we started looking for the truck that would
bring breakfast from the main camp. Each day a different
work detail was assigned breakfast duty and if our colleagues
were late the rest of us felt betrayed. “How could they make
us wait like this,” we wondered. “It could be them.” Finally,
the truck was sighted in the distance! Spirits soared.

We bolted down the side of the tel. It didn’t matter how
tired we were or how absorbed we may have been. Being near
the head of the line meant a chance at getting both the fla-
vored yogurt which was always in short supply and a full half
hour’s escape from the sun. The staff and seasoned diggers
followed at a more leisurely pace.

Breakfast: hardboiled eggs, cereal, milk, salad, cucum-
bers, green peppers, rolls, peanut butter, and a thick choco-
late substance which looked like canned frosting. A
kibbutznik’s breakfast. We would come to hate it.

We lingered savoring cigarettes and shade. When it was
time to return to work I joined the gravediggers. Kate was
measuring a six foot male skeleton: ‘Who was he?’, I won-
dered. We had been told earlier that Michal had been occu-
pied primarily by Phoenicians and that all 35 skeletons
found so far had been dated to the time of Persian rule,
587–332 B.C. Could Kate’s find have been a Phoenician
who plied the seas some 2500 years ago? Our tentative
ancient mariner lay with his arms folded across his chest,
looking west, out to sea. It was fun to speculate.

The wine press was adjacent to the cemetery. I found
my colleagues deep in the pits, hoisting heavy buckets of
sand by ropes and ladder. Installations adjacent to the wine
press could hold 1800 gallons, far too much for the small
local population that probably lived in the area. Could it have
been traded? If so, was this Michal’s principal industry?
More pieces, theories, intrigue.

I returned to the leeward side of the tel. It was hot now
and we were warned to keep our hats and shirts on, and to
drink liters of water, whether or not we were thirsty.

Those of us who didn’t follow these directions found that the desert is a very difficult task-mistress. In the intense
heat and low humidity our bodies were evaporating much needed fluid at a very high rate. Without a shirt we lost this
moisture. But we were also cooler. Some of us gambled our future against momentary comfort. We were to pay dearly.
Heat exhaustion was no fun.

“Hey, come here!” an excited voice called. Becky Freedman, a second-year digger from Brooklyn, New York, had
found her first important find. She was beaming. It was a Persian pot almost intact, nestled against some rocks. “All I
did was haul sand for six weeks last year,” she said breathlessly. “That’s why they call me ‘Becky Buckets.’ I’m so
excited! I’m going to draw a picture of it and write home.”
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A volunteer “running a level.” A transit or theodolite is used to
fix a point of reference, so that the location of finds can be
established accurately in three dimensions.

Mary Remole

Slowly, with great care two volunteers carefully remove from the
ground the pieces of a large broken vessel.
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We crowded around, sharing her excitement. Then the
pot was mapped, cataloged, and put in the “special finds”
box. We turned to our squares. Somehow it didn’t seem as
hot as before, time didn’t drag as slowly. There was a reason
to keep digging.

My crew talked to pass the time. I told my story of the
ancient mariner. Interested, someone asked the larger ques-
tion: “What was Tel Michal?” And then, the essence of the
matter: “What are we doing here?”

Someone recalled that historically Israel had been a
land bridge between Syria in the north and Egypt in the
south. The land we were standing on, which was part of the
Sharon Plain, was the central passageway between the two
countries and a valuable buffer zone. Whoever controlled
that land controlled the trade route between north and
south. Michal and its commanding view of the coastline was
part of the defense system holding the land that was to
become Israel.

What was of almost greater importance to archaeolo-
gists was the fact that Michal showed evidence of a large
population during only one period: the Persian. A mass
migration from the larger neighboring defense post of Aphek
to Michal took place shortly before the Persian period. Then,
just as mysteriously, people left Michal 250 years later, and
resumed to Aphek. Michal was never again to experience a
large occupation. No one knows why. It was one of the rea-
sons we were there.

The buzz of a plane overhead interrupted our conver-
sation. We looked up and saw a light Israeli military aircraft
patrolling the coast. “Things haven’t changed much,” I
thought. “Whoever controls Israel. …” Now, this land which
had changed hands so many times over the centuries, is
again a nation. But the price of nationhood is high. The bor-
ders of Israel are marked by barbed wire, gates, blockaded
roads, and U.N. peace-keeping forces. The state of Israel
continues to be a land of dispute whose existence is con-
stantly threatened and which must be protected. This was
one of the strongest impressions I would take away from the
summer experience.

11:00 a.m. Midmorning. “Mitz” time. Our “mitz” was
a drink similar to Gatorade. It was high in potassium and
would replace our body’s depleted electrolytes. As people
walked down to the dining area, some of us elected to spend
the 15 minute rest period drinking canteen water at the top
of the tel.

Without radios, the scrape of shovels, and the constant
buzz of conversation it was quiet. We could hear the roar of
the wind on the cliffs and the crashing of waves down below.
An occasional gull hung motionless against the blue sky
caught in an updraft between the cliffs and the sea. We sat,
side by side, feeling the cool of the wind, lost in individual
thoughts.

Chatter behind us reminded us that there was work yet
to be done. The next two hours were the most difficult. The
sun was directly overhead and we were tired. We picked,

Mary Remole

Accumulated grime is washed away at the communal water-
trough.

Mary Remole

A volunteer draws the position of each stone for a “top plan.”
This drawing will provide a detailed record of the excavation at
the particular level exposed. The excavation can then safely pro-
ceed below.



shoveled, brushed, and lifted pieces of pottery out of
the dirt. Someone came by to map and catalog some-
thing. We watched with numbed disinterest.

The heat shimmered and I noticed great beads
of sweat coursing down the back of one of the men
who was picking. The ground was hard; it wouldn’t
break up.

The pace slowed and conversation began about
the weekend. Several people were checking into a
local hotel. They talked of air conditioning, ice, sleep-
ing late, and no sand. Others were going to
Jerusalem, Haifa, Tiberias. They were concerned
about the necessity of arriving at their destination
before public transportation ceased for the Jewish
Sabbath which starts at sundown on Friday.

“Buses! The buses are here,” someone yelled.
Instantaneously, our energy level increased. Tools
were put away for the day. The afternoon was before
us. Some boarded the bus for the ten-minute ride to
camp. Others walked the three kilometers along the beach, stopping to plunge into the cool of the sea, washing their
bodies of dirt, sweat, and fatigue.

At camp bedlam reigned. 130 people needed to wash at the few shower stalls or at the long washing troughs in
the one hour before the 2 p.m. main meal. The more enterprising among us used the public showers at the beach below
the camp.

Later in the afternoon we swam, played backgammon, wrote letters and slept. In the slowness of the afternoon we
developed friendships while talking about where we had been in Israel, and where we wanted to go at the end of the
four week session.

Several of us from the Minnesota group had grand designs to go scuba diving in the Gulf of Eilat, along the Sinai
coast. We would rent a van, pack ten people into it and camp along the way. Then someone mentioned that the price of
gasoline had just been raised to $3.50 a gallon thereby personalizing Israel’s 120 percent inflation rate. No matter, we would
take the bus.

“Ice cream, who wants to go get ice cream?” someone asked. It was time for the daily trek to the local ice cream
parlor. Seven of us set off to stuff ourselves with creamy mountains of calories, nuts, and whipped cream. Kate and I,
coffee addicts, found a new craze: iced coffee. We doled out our dollars rationalizing the expense of an added scoop of
ice cream.

Our small group separated when three people picked up the local bus to Tel Aviv. Four of us remained talking in
the shade of the sidewalk cafe. “The neatest thing about this experience,” remarked Becky Levitsky of Los Angeles “is
our friendships.” You wake up in the morning and of course you hurt, but people ask how you are; they care.”

We slowly walked back to camp, thinking about that last remark. We paused at the barbed wire fence that encir-
cled the camp protecting it from local thieves, and waited for the guard to unlock the gate. Becky was right, I thought.
For those of us who were not professional archaeologists, the long weeks of hard work had forged friendships; the group
had melded into a tight, close-knit community. For many, these friendships would be the most important find of the dig.

At 5:00 we had pottery class during which we learned how to sort through and interpret the dozens of seemingly
inconsequential fragments we had picked up earlier in the day. The instructors confidently sifted through our morning’s
labor, singling out the important pieces, discarding the rest.

“I’ll never again pick up every small sherd,” said Pam Girod of St. Paul, Minnesota, after seeing eight hours of
painstaking work reduced to a few minutes of skillful interpretation.

After class, some people ran along the beach in the cool of the evening while others ran to grab cameras. A con-
temporary version of an ancient evening ritual was about to commence on the cliffs of Sidni AN. At precisely sundown,
a dozen camera shutters clicked in unison as the sun sank into the ocean.

At the evening lectures, some of the questions about the day’s work were answered. Mandatory for those who were
“digging for credit,” these after dinner lectures provided the background for what had been found on the tel. Even though
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Relaxation on a dig is wherever you can find it.
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Near Eastern history, numismatics, and pottery techniques were subjects of the four-week lecture series, our ignorance
could not be eliminated so easily.

“Nothing hangs together on the site,” was a complaint common to almost all the first year volunteers. Archaeology
moves slowly and many of the discoveries are made not at the dig but later in a laboratory or over a typewriter. Not privy
to those advances we volunteer fieldworkers endured the disappointment of incomplete conclusions and identifications.

Though we were limited in knowledge we were willing and able to let our imaginations run wild. Unearthing frag-
ments of a civilization that had been buried for thousands of years and then reconstructing its way of life is like putting
together a jigsaw puzzle.

People were inadvertently nodding off while listening to the lecturer’s sonorous voice. At 9:00 p.m. the lights went
out. 4:30 comes early.

I lay on my cot, listening to the soft murmur of voices outside, and tried to piece together the significance of the
Tel Michal experience. “It’s finding roots,” I thought sleepily—finding the remains of a succession of peoples who had
been part of an area’s history and part of the larger family of man.

But more importantly, Tel Michal was a touchstone for all of us, progeny of those born in the Fertile Crescent. How
would we be seen 2000 years from now? What have we learned from our past? Would others learn from us? A plane
droned overhead, and then only the quiet of the night touched my thoughts.

I had a suspicion, as I drifted off, that the full impact of the experience at Michal would hit me only after it was
long over and that this summer would be a part of me for a long time to come.
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From the Volunteer’s Viewpoint: History by the Bucketful

By Charlotte D. Lofgreen

“What brings you here?” is a frequent question of introduction when Tell Beer-Sheva volunteers introduce one another.
The answers reveal students of archaeology from various universities coming for field experience, others looking for a
new or different experience, Biblical students, or volunteers, like myself, interested in archaeology, this land and its his-
tory, or wanting to make a contribution to man’s knowledge of his past. There are not many such opportunities for some-
one who is “just interested” and “willing to work”. It is a unique experience. What is it like to participate in an
archaeological expedition?

The time is 4:30 a.m., the music, coming over a loud speaker at maximum volume, is a mixture of Israeli and John
Philip Sousa; the mood—what am I doing—permeates the semi-conscious as you trudge in the dark to rows of sinks to
brush teeth. Nourishment is bread and milk or coffee. To the piercing shrill of a whistle, the work groups slowly place
one foot in front of the other, up the hill until their area is reached. A bucket, trowel, pick, and sundry equipment is
placed in your hand. An area supervisor advises you on filling buckets, hauling buckets, and emptying buckets. You
remember another word for archaeological expedition is a “dig” and dig you do. This might be a volunteer’s first impres-
sion of the process of discovery into a tell.

This artificial hill, called a tell, is a rise in the land that a people build on. Then a destruction; drought, plague,
conquest, causes that civilization to cease. In time another group builds on the remains adding height and breadth to
the previous cities’ dimensions. The process continues through the ages, adding level upon level. Each stratum holds
its unique pottery, coins, religious objects—as keys to its generation’s story of survival and search for meaning.

Another whistle announces breakfast and the downward walk becomes a trot. Hard boiled eggs, cucumbers, toma-
toes, yogurt, milk, and bread await the hungry diggers. After the short 45 minute interval the whistle hits its same note



and the same group ascends the hill again to its excava-
tion area. The professionals now give instruction in rec-
ognizing levels, pottery dating, smoothing balks, and
identifying finds. “What did you find in your area?” is a
common question throughout the day.

The finds seem to make it all worthwhile, and they
are numerous. Buckets of pottery may be found in a sin-
gle day; a new wall, bones, charred logs, cult objects,
and home utensils are the most common finds.
Everything must be photographed, drawn and recorded
for future reference. It is exciting to discover a missing
piece in the puzzle of man’s history. A small ostracon (a
piece of pottery with writing on it) may give an important
message, date, or battle datum that adds to the story of
the people who once inhabited your tell.

The big meal of the day is at two, and the now rav-
enous diggers descend upon it as if it were manna from
heaven. This meal contains the meat for the day, vegeta-
bles, salads, and drink. One does not always know what
the food is, but the nourishment is there. Although there
is a juice break at eleven, eight hours of digging, searching and emptying buckets give the phrase “by the sweat of his
brow shall he earn his bread” new significance.

The afternoon brings a welcome rest or study time. Since this tell has been designated as an educational dig, half
of the camp is taking classes in archaeology and historical geography from outstanding Israeli archaeologists like
Professors Aharoni and Rainey of the University of Tel Aviv. Professor Boyd of the University of North Carolina also lec-
tures on Biblical history. Techniques of archaeology, pottery dating, restoration, and the geography of Israel are taught
with slides, objects, and years of accumulated expertise.

The oppressive heat, making the mind sluggish and the eyelids heavy, is slightly relieved by a westerly breeze. As
the breeze builds, so does one’s spirit. By late afternoon, most volunteers are ready to wash pottery and learn the secrets
it can reveal. Piece by piece, each find is cataloged. Those showing promise are sent to the restoration lab for rebuild-
ing. The student feels satisfied when at last, he can identify the correct age, type, burnishing, and culture of his piece.

Evening lectures, usually including slides, are given several nights a week. Whether one is religious or not, the
Bible is a textbook that must be constantly referred to in this land and in these lectures. As other excavations are
explained, more pieces of Israel’s historical puzzle begin to take their place. (Comparisons and contrasts of tells, Biblical
sites, and finds are frequent topics of camp discussions as a result of this field training and lecture method.) Weekend
field trips to neighboring tells and other historical sites offer additional insights. Few leg muscles will let you forget
climbing the snake path to the top of Masada.

Tell life is not all work. There are moments of
humor too. As you descend the hill each day, you see
beside the path a headstone with a squash on top. The
epitaph reads “In memory of the unknown diggers, 19—
”. Tired at the end of a day’s digging, you cannot help
but chuckle with each glance.

A yearly tradition on the tell is the annual group
picture. At the end of the day, just before dinner, all are
assembled. The camera is ready, the group is smiling,
and an instant before the click on the count of three,
buckets of water are thrown over the entire company. It
is not “your usual group photo.”

Then there was the find that had “made in Japan”
on the bottom. Placed by an unproductive digger, no
doubt.

I will never forget my tent mate emptying her wheel-
barrow over a hill and going with it. Chagrined, but
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The mound of Beer-Sheva rising in the wilderness.

Volunteers washing pottery sherds in buckets of water.
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unhurt, she climbed back with renewed determination to master her job. These camp antics mold many warm friendships
as firmly as the mudbrick used for restoration.

At the end of the dig, after the parties and goodbyes, you feel compelled to climb once more that familiar hill and
look out upon vast stretches of sand at sunset. You can almost see Sennacherib’s army over the horizon, or a caravan of
camels coming along the trade route. A city once stood here bustling with activity. Abraham dug a well. Roman legions
marched where you stand. Perhaps you are surprised when a tear rolls down. You will miss this place, and these peo-
ple, who may not speak the same language or share cultural customs or beliefs, but who can all dig. Somehow, this
unites us. As we share common experiences, food and dirt, we lessen gaps in man’s understanding of man and make
our small contribution to a long suffering nation.

From Nothing

One day there is absolutely nothing, just flat earth and dust. It is fantastic to see a real structure emerge
several days later.
Once I was away from the dig for several days sick. When I returned to the excavation site, I found that where
there had been a flat area of earth, there was now a set of steps, leading down to a hole. As the weeks went
on and work progressed, the “hole” became larger. Finally it became a “Mikvah,” a ceremonial bath, which
established the presence of a Jewish community in this area 1600 years ago. Sometimes the earth would be
gently moved away and small tiles or tesserae would appear and suddenly there is a mosaic floor.

—Freya Mechanic, a volunteer at the Meiron Excavations in Galilee, 1975.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     36

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

Scholarship Winner

By Jason Schlude

Jason Schlude

Jason Schlude is a student at Macalester College in St.
Paul, Minnesota, where he is pursuing a triple major in
religious studies, geology and classical archaeology. His
diverse interests converged in 1999, when he partici-
pated in the first season of excavations at Omrit, in the
Galilee. Inspired by his initial experience, Schlude
applied for and received a BAS scholarship to participate
in a second season at the site. Here’s what he had to say
about the 2000 dig.

“It’s 4:30—time to get up.” Accompanied by a persistent knocking on the door, these were the words I woke to each
morning. The ritual was an invariable part of the day for those of us involved in the second season of excavations at
Omrit. And although it required a bit of acclimation for most of the participants—seasoned archaeologists and first-time
volunteers alike—we all quickly realized that the thrill of excavating a site that hosts a Roman temple and a once-lively
Byzantine market area was well worth the early wake-up call.

Omrit is located at the headwaters of the Jordan River in the northern Hulah Valley, where the Galilee and the
Golan Heights converge. The first season of excavation at the site yielded important standing architecture—in par-
ticular, a limestone podium wall (called a stylobate) that once supported a row of columns, as well as an architrave,
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a cornice, a pediment and a roof belonging to a Roman period temple. Excavations nearby revealed an associated
complex with a colonnaded way leading up to the temple. A possible Byzantine domestic and industrial production
center was also uncovered, as indicated by the presence of an industrial-size olive press and an associated Byzantine
structure.

As we undertook the 2000 dig, we assumed that the previous season would be difficult to top. But all doubt was
cast aside during the second week of excavations, when a second, earlier temple podium was found about 5 feet inside
the podium we had discovered in 1999. Thus, a site with a single Roman period temple quickly became a site with a
multiphase temple complex.

I was asked to supervise a square on the southern slope of the temple hill. Here each day seemed to bring some
unexpected discovery. By the end of the season, we had uncovered three floors, one of which was probably associated
with the second-phase temple, and a circular wall, which probably served as a limestone kiln. I found it both challeng-
ing and exceedingly satisfying to contribute to the development of this significant site, even as I was adding to my own
understanding of archaeology and the Roman period in Israel.

Although I now have two seasons of digging under my belt, I don’t think my days in the dirt are over. On the con-
trary, I look forward to the next season at Omrit, and even to the possibility of a career in archaeology.
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CHAPTER 3

The Nitty Gritty
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Digs and Digging 1980

A Volunteer in the Negev

By Crystal Loudenback

Crystal Loudenback

The author at Tel Ira prepares a square for photographing—a job she was assigned
more times than she wished!

When I told my friends that I planned to spend the summer of 1979 on an archaeological dig in Israel’s Negev Desert,
I got one of two responses: “You’ve got to be crazy!” or “Gee, that sounds like a lot of fun!” Both turned out to be true.

I had been to Israel twice before, participating in directed tours, but this time I had decided to fulfill a lifelong
urge to indulge in an archaeological expedition.

Carefully reading about the project possibilities in the March/April 1979 BAR, I was drawn to the section entitled
“Rescue of Archaeological Sites in the Biblical Negev,” BAR 05:02.

The article explained that because of the necessity to relocate military installations from the Sinai to the Negev as
a result of the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement, many important unstudied archaeological remains may either be
destroyed or become off-limits for security reasons. Therefore, the Israeli government allocated funds for a massive effort
to “save” such sites as Tel Ira, Tel Masos and Tel Malhata.

Other summer excavation plans were then modified to allow money and people to be used in the Negev rather than
on previously scheduled digs. Such was the case with the Joint Israeli-American Expedition to Aphek-Antipatris directed
by Moshe Kochavi and Pirhiya Beck from Tel Aviv University. The first session of the Aphek-Antipatris dig was resched-
uled to Tel Ira.a

I arrived at Beit Yatziv Youth Hostel in Beersheva on the afternoon of June 17th, carrying a suitcase crammed with
items suggested by the Project’s U.S. Coordinator, Dr. Don Hobson of Allegheny College. Included were such diverse



things as a flashlight (never used), a clothesline and
clothespins (often used for one of the most popular
forms of entertainment on the dig—laundry), a four-
inch Marshalltown mason’s trowel (a variety not avail-
able in Israel), some “Lomotil” (for my gastronomical
adventures), mosquito repellent (a most needed item
as Israeli mosquitoes rival those in my home state for
their voraciousness), a heavy pair of hiking boots I’d
purchased as work boots (sandals don’t offer enough
protection in the field), a canteen, sunglasses, cloth-
ing to work in, relax in, explore Israel in, and more.
On my head was a large-brimmed straw hat I’d worn
since leaving the States; on my shoulder was a bag
filled with camera equipment, and in my heart was a
feeling of apprehension.

I had chosen to go on this dig not knowing any-
one, a decision I wondered about as a group of us sat
staring at one another while waiting on the hostel
lawn for our room assignments and asking questions
like: “Is this your first dig?” (Hopefully those of us
who asked this would find other novices who were in
the same predicament.) “Where are you from?” “Does
anybody know what’s going on here?”

By dinner time that first evening, things started
taking shape. Room assignments had been given out
and I found myself one of four women in room 32. We were more fortunate than many of the others as we had our own
private bathroom instead of having to walk to the communal facilities at the end of the building. The other furnishings in
our room consisted of one bare bulb in the middle of the ceiling, a desk with a broken chair, three single cots and a bunk
bed. Later we were joined by another roommate in the top bunk. The room also came equipped with a family of cock-
roaches and a hoard of mosquitoes. My roommates were associated with Allegheny College; the bugs had no alma mater.

After dinner, Dr. Kochavi and Dr. Hobson introduced Tel Ira to us and
explained what would be expected of us as volunteers. Only later did I realize the
full impact of their words.

The next day started with a 4:30 a.m. wakeup: “Boker tov” (Hebrew for
Good Morning) spoken with a British accent as Peter, a volunteer from England,
made his early morning rounds. My first breakfast of bread, jam and tea followed
at 4:45. The bus left for the tell at 5:00.

The bus ride was not a typical jaunt to the countryside. Our transportation
was often a lorry of ancient vintage with four rows of padded benches running the
length of the vehicle. We would pack ourselves, our day’s food and water, and our
equipment side-by-side, hoping that we all made it. While the first part of the trip
followed smooth, paved roads, the last nine kilometers took us over rugged desert
terrain. At this time of the morning most of our crew was still sleepy and we tried
to catch a few additional moments of rest. However, bouncing our way across the
first wadi (a dry river bed) was enough to discourage all but the most determined
nappers. Those of us not sleeping took it upon ourselves to make sure that the nap-
pers didn’t fly off their seats unexpectedly.

For some reason we never seemed to keep a bus driver for long. One theory
was that the drivers were fearful for the “lives” of their buses—and our lives
weren’t really a consideration in the matter.

We would arrive at the dig site by 6:00 a.m. and work until 8:30 when we
ate our second breakfast. This was a more substantial meal consisting of tea/cof-
fee, yogurt/sour cream, hard-boiled eggs, bread and jam, sometimes cheese, toma-
toes and cucumbers, fruit, and now and then some halva, a mixture of ground
sesame seeds and honey. Breakfast was one of our favorite times as it gave us an
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Crystal Loudenback

Surveyors at Tel Ira measure a level. As a dig progresses the surveyor’s
measurements help relate the various excavation areas to one another so
that occupation levels from a particular period can be identified in differ-
ent locations. Beyond the surveyors are the remains of a Roman fort.

Crystal Loudenback

The oldest volunteer at Tel Ira, Bob
Kaufman, prepares the morning snack
under a tarpaulin which protects him
from the desert sun.



opportunity to get better acquainted with one another
while we satisfied the hearty appetites we’d already
worked up.

Two of the most adventuresome of our group
were Bob and Irene Kaufman from New Jersey. That
they happened to be in their late 60’s while the aver-
age age of the group volunteer was about 21 was
beside the point. What was important was that they
became our mentors and very good friends. Bob
assumed responsibility for both breakfast and juice
breaks, and, even more important to our well-being,
saw to it that everyone drank enough water. He soon
became de facto camp manager. Irene was down in
the trenches with us, digging, brushing, cleaning. One
of the most rewarding days came when we watched
Irene unearth an unbroken, ancient juglet. The
Kaufmans wouldn’t tell anyone exactly how old they
were until the dig ended—they didn’t want special
treatment from the rest of us. They are living proof
that a person is only as old/young as one thinks, espe-
cially on an archaeological dig.

After breakfast, it was back to work until an
11:00 a.m. juice break. The work at times was
tedious, especially when it came to preparing a five-
meter square for photographing. Several volunteers
would “attack” the surface areas with brushes to

remove all traces of dirt and dust (not an easy task in the middle of a desert) so that the features of the area would be
well defined on a photograph. This clean-up process seemed to last forever—particularly when dusting cobblestone sur-
faces, a job I managed to be assigned more times than I like to remember.

As a first-time volunteer I learned archaeological techniques in the field in a way that couldn’t be taught from
books. I was impressed by the fact that the senior staff archaeologists in our area, Etan Ayalon (Israel) and Dr. Don
Hobson (U.S.A.), were working alongside us in the squares and didn’t come in just when there was something “to
find.” They taught us how to “see” what we were digging—to envision the different levels of habitation by noting dif-
ferences in soil color and consistency; to read the balks (the vertical walls of the square) for the stratigraphy or layer
record of the civilizations) and how to imagine ourselves as part of a society of people no longer in existence.

By the time juice break came at 11:00, we were usually more than ready for a spell under the canvas tarpau-
lins which offered our only shade from the brilliant desert sun. Temperatures often reached 120 degrees F. by mid-
morning, so precautions had to be taken to avoid sunstroke and dehydration. When working in the field, hats were
a necessity—to protect the body’s most sun-sensitive spot, the top of the head. Water was passed around every half
hour and the rule was, “Either drink it or wear it!” Most of us gladly drank it. When people became cantankerous or
disoriented, the usual cause was lack of water.

It was back to the field until 12:30 and then back to camp, for the heat of the day combined with the afternoon
winds made further field work practically impossible. Gathering the buckets of sherds (pieces of pottery) and other finds
of the day along with the empty food and water containers, we repacked ourselves for another action-filled (predomi-
nantly up and down) ride through the desert.

On these return trips, we could see local life in the area. Bedouin women and children would be watering their
camels, goats, sheep and donkeys at two wells which had been used for centuries by these same people. Other Bedouin
were shepherding their flocks throughout the hills or lying down in their hand-woven tents.

Everyday a Bedouin mother, her daughter and two sons would bring their animals to the top of Tel Ira to graze.
Regardless how many days the family had already visited the tell, and regardless how many pictures had already been
taken, volunteers would immediately stop work to take more pictures. I’m sure some of our group have at least thirty
camel pictures (I only took six).

When we returned to camp we would take the pottery buckets, fill them with water, and then, after a cursory
attempt at hand and face washing under an outside faucet, we’d head for the communal dining hall for the noon meal,
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Volunteer at Tel Halif works away at a balk with his pick axe.



our main meal of the day. The first course was always a variety of soup. Then came meat, (usually poultry), rice or pota-
toes or farina, fresh vegetables, fruit (often melon this season of the year), bread, jam and tea. The food wasn’t elabo-
rate but it tasted marvelous after a hard day’s work.

From 1:30 to 4:30 p.m. was “free” time. A shower was the first order of business. In our room, the five of us took
turns as to who got to clean up first, no mean privilege. Some of the others who didn’t have a room with a shower had
to wait their turn for the communal showers on a first-come-first-served basis.

If one didn’t choose to use the remainder of this time for a siesta (a habit which I grew to enjoy and have adapted
for use back in the States), there was always something else to do. It was a good time to write home, do some reading,
or to visit one of Beersheva’s municipal swimming pools.

At 4:30 we met in a grassy area of the camp to wash pottery. We washed the pottery we’d found the day before
which had soaked in water overnight to loosen the dirt that clung to it. We would examine each piece carefully for any
traces of writing. Because of the desert’s dryness, the writing might still remain on the sherd’s smooth surface. Then
each sherd was scrubbed with a small brush, rinsed and put into a flat tray to dry. Pottery washing was an excellent time
for an occasional water fight—the afternoons were warm, the water was wet, and there was a bit of mischief in the air.

When the washing—both of the pottery and the pottery washers—was finished, we would adjourn to the pottery
reading tables under the eucalyptus trees where the archaeologists would sort through our area’s findings. It was both
amazing and exciting to see how they could tell from a small fragment of pottery what the actual vessel looked like, what
it was used for, and from which time period it came. Important finds were then labeled for keeping and restoration; oth-
ers were put in a waiting area; still others were unceremoniously dumped on the reject pile.

One of the hardest things for the novice volunteer to accept was seeing the treasures they had found, carried back
and washed with tender, loving care, thrown away. By the season’s end though, most of us managed to camouflage our
true feelings.

By this time it was about 7:00 p.m. and time for our evening meal. This would consist of leftovers from the noon
meal with more fresh vegetables and the ever present bread and jam. Often the evening offering wasn’t enough to sat-
isfy our collective sweet-tooth so a group of us would trek the five blocks to downtown Old City Beersheva to the Lido
Beersheva for ice cream. We might then continue on to a little cafe which served excellent espresso. Some of the group
would visit the nut seller to buy sunflower and pumpkin seeds and pistachio nuts. For those who were still hungry, there
was the bakery with its fresh apple, potato or cheese pastries. After eating, the best pastime was people watching. Entire
families would be out strolling down the streets or sitting at sidewalk cafes watching their neighbors saunter by.

Nine-thirty was the suggested bedtime; morning came early and the work was energy consuming. But, for many of
us, 11:00–12:00 was the real bedtime.

Some of us would spend long hours sitting on the outside staircase of our hostel, talking about the day’s events
and tomorrow’s possibilities, sharing our lives with one another. We came from as far away as Japan, England, South
Africa and the United States, first united by an interest in archaeology in Israel’s Negev, but, as we spent more time
together, we were united as a family is—by the caring and concern for one another.

Originally I had planned to stay only two
weeks on the dig. Instead, I finished out the four-
week session and went on to dig at Tel Aphek-
Antipatris the second session, but that’s another
story in itself. I’m already preparing for my sec-
ond summer of digging in 1980.
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Dumping sifted debris from Tel Ira. In the background: A Johnny-on-the-spot
and the Negev hills.
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Digging in Joshua’s Shadow

By Barbara Del Bianco

Sidebar to: Excavation Opportunities 1987

Last June, Barbara Del Bianco, a 49-year-old

housewife and mother of five, fulfilled a dream—

she volunteered at the Mt. Ebal excavation

directed by Israeli archaeologist Adam Zertal (see

“Has Joshua’s Altar Been Found on Mt. Ebal?”

BAR 11:01).

Mrs. Del Bianco, who had never taken part in a

dig before, chose Mt. Ebal after reading BAR’s

annual dig opportunity issue. As a religion teacher

at her church, she had often read in Deuteronomy

27 about Moses’ command to Joshua and the

Israelites to erect an altar on Mt. Ebal. When she

finally stood on Mt. Ebal, she admits that “It was

as if I could see Joshua and his troops marching

through the valley below.”

Following are entries from the daily journal she

kept while in Israel.

June 22, 1986
10:30 p.m.

I checked out of the Moriah Hotel in Jerusalem and took a cab to meet Gene Sucov, an old Pittsburgh friend who
has been living in Jerusalem for the last month. A quick lunch and Gene and I were off on the adventure of THE DIG!
We arrived at the bus station at Netanya—a coastal town just north of Tel Aviv—at 5:30 p.m., after a two-hour ride from
Jerusalem. We were met by a dig worker named Nevi who drove us by van to our base camp, in a small settlement near
the city of Nablus.

We are living in the dormitory of a local school. I have a room with six cots all to myself. Gene and Paul have the
room to my right and two Israeli girls are in the room to my left. Each room opens directly outside. There is a concrete
walkway in front of our doors and a small grass lawn beyond the walk.

Gene and I were happy to meet another American, Paul Rollet, from Illinois. We three are the only Americans who
came this far—after 22 of us had signed on for this week of the dig! The other 19 cancelled, along with lots of other
Americans who decided to respond to terrorism this summer by staying home. The rest of the volunteers are young Israeli
college girls.



We met the dig director, Adam Zertal of Haifa University, and the area supervisor, Shaked. Shaked, like many young
Israelis doing army service, carries a machine gun on his shoulder and the clip in his pocket; it is a commonplace that
I have become accustomed to after only a few days in Israel.

We had a cold supper in the dining hall and then a slide presentation by Adam. The slides covered all the work
that has been done on Mt. Ebal at the altar site Zertal discovered.

We are going to rise at 3:45 a.m. Good night!

June 23
2:50 p.m.

This is nap time and that is exactly what I am going to do in about ten minutes, after I write this entry.

We were awakened this morning by Nevi knocking softly on our doors and saying, “BO-kertov,” which is “good
morning” in Hebrew. We had coffee in the dining room and piled into the vans by 4:30 a.m. for the 40-minute ride up
the mountain. Out of the vans and then a 20-minute walk down a steep slope and up an adjoining hill to the site of the
dig.

At sunrise the scenery is breathtaking. The mists lifted as we walked past groves of olive trees and rocky fields. I
heard the tinkle of a bell before I saw its source: a young goat. A herd appeared a second later, followed by sleepy, young
goatherds.

We continued our walk up the hill; here the rocks are larger, the path is all but gone and rocks and thistles are
everywhere. At last we slowed our pace and were at the altar. I saw the ramp that Adam described so well in his talk. I
wanted to climb on the wall and walk on the altar but held back for fear I might be too forward.

Soon the sun was up and the stones of the altar gleamed back blindingly white. Adam, who walked with us,
pointed out the main altar complex, its inner and outer walls, and the entrance to the main enclosure and the step
area where we Americans ended up working today.

Our first instructions were to pull the weeds that have grown around the site since last season. We were given heavy
gloves, small picks to loosen the dirt and a bucket to put the weeds in. We pulled weeds for about three hours and were
so busy that we failed to notice that a tent had been set up about 100 yards from the altar site. When Nevi called us
for breakfast in the tent we gladly stopped work. Breakfast consisted of a hard-boiled egg, a cucumber, a tomato, humus
(a chick-pea paste laden with garlic), bread, olives, sour cream, chocolate spread, watermelon, coffee or tea.

By breakfast’s end, the sun had cleared the air—a promise of the day’s coming heat. Adam took us up to the altar
area from which you can see for miles. He pointed out the Jordan Valley and Tirzah. I felt as though I could see Joshua
and his troops walking through the valley up to Mt. Ebal. Soon I was back to pulling thistles.

We worked until 12:30, put our tools away in a shed on-site and started the long, hot walk back to the vans. What
was a pleasant walk at dawn was now a hot and exhausting hike across rough country.

A hot lunch was served at the school—our “base camp”—on our return. I took a much-needed shower and now
I’ll take a nap.

June 24
3:15 p.m.

Yesterday at 5:30, most of the group went for a walk. Gene, Paul and I did not go. The three of us sat on chairs
outside our rooms and got acquainted. We also walked to the school office and called the States. Paul talked to his wife
and I talked to my daughter. She assured me that my family is well. I think I was a little homesick; I have been in Israel
eight days now. The three of us discussed the altar site in reference to the Bible. I got out my Bible and we read about
Mt. Ebal in Deuteronomy 27 and Joshua 17:7–18.

When the hikers returned, we had a cold supper, a lecture and a slide presentation on the Mt. Ebal site and the
Israelite altar.

I went to sleep as soon as I put my head on my pillow. I was happy to get a good night’s sleep.
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We were up again this morning at 3:45. At the dig we were each issued a bucket, a brush, a pick and a trowel
used to gently remove dirt. When we found pottery sherds, we put them in a separate bucket marked with a number indi-
cating the precise area in which we were working. After an individual’s bucket was full of dirt, it was carried to a screen-
ing area and the dirt sifted for sherds, bones and tiny artifacts.

Shaked assigned Gene, Paul and me to a spot near the steps of the altar believed to be an ancient storeroom. We
found many pieces of pottery and Paul uncovered a bowl. Gene found some tiny bones.

We are constantly reminded to drink lots of water to prevent dehydration. I brought my sons’ old Boy Scout can-
teen from home and I make sure I have it slung over my shoulder every morning. I’m drinking lots of water and feeling
fine. I also carry my TWA flight bag to the dig site each day with a few necessities: sun hat, shorts, sun screen and cam-
era. I also bring my passport—theft is uncommon but it does occasionally occur.

June 25
3:15 p.m.

Yesterday most of the group went on a six-mile hike to Sebaste to see the Roman and Israelite ruins. I stayed at
camp and washed pottery sherds with a girl named Michelle who is an archaeology student at Haifa University and who
speaks English. All of the young men and women here speak English, though among themselves they naturally converse
in Hebrew. According to Michelle, all Israeli youngsters are taught English in school. I also learned that Israelis—both
men and women—serve at least two years in the military after high school graduation. Most of the young people in camp
have finished army service and are at least 21 years old.

I took 28 photographs today at the site. Adam gave us a walking tour and lecture on the Biblical history of the
altar. The rest of the day I worked in the storeroom area and uncovered many small sherds. Adam kept telling me to
clean the area with my brush; then he had photographs and measurements taken.

Climbed the horrible hill and rode back to camp for a hot turkey dinner.

Last evening a young man walked into camp and asked if he could join the dig. His name is Hans and he is from
Holland and speaks English and Dutch. He told Adam he couldn’t pay for his room and board but said he would work
hard. Adam let him stay.

June 26
7:15 p.m.

We washed pottery sherds last evening sitting on the grassy area in front of our rooms. Supper at 8 p.m. and early
to bed. This morning at the site, Gene, Paul and I were assigned a new section of ground to work on. We uncovered small
sherds and carried a lot of dirt to the screening area. We had our hot meal in the tent on-site. Adam and most of the
group hiked down Mt. Ebal. Nevi and two girls stayed to clean the dishes from lunch and Paul and I waited for them to
finish so we could ride back to camp.

At camp, we showered and jumped back into the vans to pick up the hikers near a spring at the foot of the moun-
tain. We sat on the porch of an Arab roadside stand and had a Coke and a cup of tea. The tea was a gift from the shop
owner. I tried to tip him but he gave me my money back. I smiled and thanked him for his hospitality.

9:05 p.m.

I took a nap before supper and didn’t participate in the pottery sherd washing. We are going to have a farewell party.

June 27
The farewell party was like a camp-fire gathering, except, instead of a blazing fire, we lit small candles and placed

them on a small wooden structure. It was beautiful. We sat on the grass in a circle and the Israelis sang songs. Asked
to sing, we Americans pitched in with “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad,” “America the Beautiful” and “God Bless
America.” We toasted each other with glasses of wine, and ate cake and watermelon.
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Early to bed and early to rise again. We were up on Mt. Ebal and working by 5:30 a.m. We cleaned up our loci
(I’m learning the archaeological lingo), took photos and started up the now familiar but still formidable hill. I made it
up again! Nevi had sandwiches, pickles and plums waiting for us.

A quick ride back in the vans; then we showered, packed our luggage and hopped into the vans for the final ride
to Netanya. Everyone wished each other well and said goodbye. In Netanya, Michelle and the van driver found me a taxi.
The 25-kilometer drive to Tel Aviv was delightful.

As I write this, I am in a lovely hotel, the Dan Panorama, looking out my window at a spectacular view of the
Mediterranean. All things considered, I’d rather be at Mt. Ebal.
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1993 Excavation Opportunities Telling It Like It Is

By Wayne T. Butler

One morning in February, about nine o’clock, I was having breakfast. On my left Ulf and Helena were speaking German;
on my far right Ami, Aaron and Tami were discussing the day’s work in Hebrew; in front of me Amanda from South Africa
was listening to Michael’s Australian version of English; and at my right elbow Seong Kim was muttering in Korean as he
tried to open a can of fish with my Swiss Army knife. This was not the breakfast to which I was accustomed at my boat
shop in Marblehead, Massachusetts. I was now at a tell in Beth-Shean, Israel, working as a volunteer excavating a Late
Bronze Age Canaanite temple.

My adventure started about a year before when I saw a listing of digs and volunteer opportunities for the coming
season in BAR. The first listing was for Beth-Shean and was already in progress. However it also mentioned they would
be digging again in the fall and winter. This got my attention for several reasons. First, history has always been one of
my interests, and I had often wished I could work on a dig. Second, winter is the slack season in my shop, and I could
spare the time. And third, I had been to Beth-Shean before when my wife, Susie, and I joined a ten-day bus tour of
Israel and Egypt. One short stop included the Roman theater below the tell.

I wrote to Professor Amihai Mazar, director of the excavations, and after an exchange of letters during the summer
and fall I learned the dig dates had been set for January 21 through March 1. This was great—now instead of just two
weeks in January, as I had expected, I would stay for the whole six weeks and experience the start and finish of the year’s
work on the site.

An additional attraction was the accommodations. We were to stay at Kibbutz Kfar Ruppin. The kibbutz is in the
Jordan Valley on the Jordan River (the border between Israel and Jordan).

Staff member Bob Mullins uses a theodolite
to survey the site.



After a flight to Tel Aviv, a bus ride
and two days in Jerusalem, I met Bob
Mullins of the excavation’s staff and a van
full of other staff, volunteers and equip-
ment. It was a very early and bumpy ride
in the van, but in about an hour and a half
we arrived at Kfar Ruppin. There we met
our host; “Czech” was to be our principal
contact with the kibbutz. He was an older
man, retired from the Israeli army and
now a member of the kibbutz. He spoke
excellent English and was full of jokes
and stories about his life, the kibbutz and
his experiences in the army. He was the
man to see about laundry, scrip for the
kibbutz store, telephone tokens and any of
the other things needed to make our stay
comfortable. Dana, a young woman who
worked in the kitchen, was our other con-
tact. She saw to it that we were fed prop-
erly, and as our hours were different from
most of the rest of the kibbutz, we kept
her busy. The food was very good, with
more varieties of vegetables than I was
used to, supplemented by meat, poultry or
fish. The food was well prepared and there
was plenty of it.

We were assigned two houses that had previously been used as children’s houses. One was for the staff to live and
work in, and the other was for the volunteers. We were four in each small room, with iron cots and foam mattresses and
not much provision—or space—for hanging clothes, but it was better than some of the barracks in which I had lived
when I was in the navy. Most of the volunteers were in their early twenties and were happy with the accommodations.

Czech also saw to it that we all got a tour of his kibbutz, of which he was obviously very proud. We saw the fish
ponds, which were harvested for fish in the spring and used as a reservoir for irrigation water in the summer. As the
Jordan Valley is a natural flyway for birds migrating from Europe to Africa, these ponds attracted a large number and
variety of birds. For a bird watcher this place would be paradise. We traveled on the army-built road along the Jordan
River and saw the defenses against infiltrators. Many of us were surprised at how small the river was after hearing about
it in story and song all our lives. We also saw the kibbutz plastics plant, where they made toys, and the farm with its
cows and date palms.

We had several talks about the kibbutz, its history and its lifestyle. Czech told us about one woman who wanted
to join the kibbutz. Her skills were needed, but she did not want to give up her horse. On the kibbutz, individuals were
allowed to own dogs but not automobiles. The question before the membership committee was, “Is the horse more like
a dog or a car?” The answer: “It’s a dog.” The woman joined the kibbutz.

Our day started at 5:15, well before sunrise, and by 5:45 we were in the dining hall for a quick cup of hot tea or
coffee and bread. Mostly we prepared our breakfast, which we were to eat later on the tell. We gathered bread, vegeta-
bles, sliced meat and cheese, and fixings for sandwiches in plastic bags. By 6:15 we were boarding the bus for our ride
to the tell, about five miles up the road in the town of Beth-Shean.

The first chore was to carry tools and buckets up the 81 steps to the top of the tell and to catch our breath. Luckily,
there was plenty of help, and we only had to make one trip each. We were divided into teams with a supervisor for each
team. My team leader, Tami, was very patient with us; she explained what she wanted done and how to do it. She also
looked carefully at each find we made and told us what it was. Most of the work consisted of digging a small area about
10 square feet, working down an inch or two at a time until we discovered something of interest or until we found a
floor. A floor could be a harder packed layer of dirt, an area of flat flagstones or a layer of plaster. I became very good
at cleaning off plaster floors. We also found many pieces of pottery and bones, which we were instructed to save. We
each had a bucket with a tag identifying the location of the finds within it into which we put pottery sherds, bones and
other finds. These were later washed and sorted by Ami, the director, and the staff. The important pieces were saved
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High above the Roman city of Beth-Shean, volunteers move to their assigned positions
atop Beth-Shean tell—occupied more than 1,000 years before the lower city. Meter-
wide balks (unexcavated catwalks), divide the site into a grid. These balks preserve a
stratigraphic record of the excavation and enable archaeologists to record precisely
where volunteers find each artifact and architectural remain.
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and most of the unusable sherds discarded. Some of the better discards were kept by the staff and volunteers for pri-
vate study collections. Sometimes there were enough sherds of a pottery item to make it worth reconstructing. In that
case, all the sherds in that bucket would be labeled for restoration and set aside. The bones were put into paper bags,
labeled and sent back to the university for further study.

At 9:00 a.m. we stopped for half an hour for breakfast. By this time the sun was up, and it was getting warm; the
jackets that had seemed so cozy a couple of hours earlier were off, and all kinds of sun hats were on. Ami sometimes
extended this break with a tour and lecture on our dig, or had Bob Mullins take us around the Roman ruins being exca-
vated at the base of the tell. Then it was back to work again until a 15-minute rest break at noon and more work until
1:15, when we packed up our tools, covered work areas with plastic sheets against the rain and went down the tell to
get our ride back to Kfar Ruppin.

Our dig consisted of three Late Bronze Age temples built on top of each other. One aspect of our work was to find
the relationship between them. The director and the staff spent most of their time drawing what we were uncovering and
measuring the areas and relationships between them. When it was decided we had dug enough, Ami would tell us to
“clean up the area,” and then he would take a series of pictures. My most exciting find was the Cucumber Goddess, a
6-by-1-inch cylindrical stone, naturally rounded at each end, with what appeared to be two eyes, a hairline and an
inscribed belt. Other interesting finds included two bronze arrowheads, a bronze kettle handle, pieces of alabaster con-
tainers, cooking and storage pots, a small stone dove and many other items.

We had lunch at 2:00 p.m. and then were free to shower, change clothes, help sort pottery with the staff or just
relax until supper. The staff spent the afternoons and some of the evenings sorting, identifying and dating pottery sherds,
and working on the notes and drawings that they had started during the day. The day ended with the evening meal at
the dining hall at 7:00. With a 5:15 wake-up call we usually went to sleep early.

The weekends (from Thursday afternoon until Sunday morning at 6:30) also were free. I spent some of the time
resting at the kibbutz and two weekends in Jerusalem with others from the dig, going to museums and exploring the Old
City. Twice I rented a car and went to Haifa, Akko and other places in the Upper Galilee. Because it is my trade, I was
especially interested in seeing the 2,000-year-old boat at Kibbutz Ginosara and the Maritime Museum at Haifa.

Volunteering on the dig has been one of the most interesting times of my life. While I may never do it again, I
would highly recommend the experience to anyone interested in history and in meeting people from other parts of the
world who have the same interests.
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Dig In: A Guide to ’99 Digs Dig Scholarship

Tel Dor

By Yiyi Chen

Sidebar to: Guide to Sites

We do not typically receive applications for Dig Scholarships from former second lieutenants in the Chinese

Army, but Yiyi Chen was not our typical applicant. Chen earned a bachelor’s degree in Hebrew language and

literature from Peking University in 1994 and is currently enrolled in a Ph.D. program in Cornell’s Near Eastern

studies department. In addition to his academic workload, Chen is translating the Hebrew Bible into Chinese,

the first such translation in more than a century.

In his application for a scholarship, Chen told us that he wanted to join a Cornell team digging at Tel

Dor, along northern Israel’s Mediterranean coast. The team would be trying to identify the transition from the

Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age. “The finds from this excavation will illuminate the social, economic and

cultural context of the early Biblical period, and will probably also shed light on the hotly debated issue con-

cerning the origin of the early Israelites,” Chen wrote us. He also hoped that the dig would uncover new epi-

graphic material—material that would be directly relevant to his dissertation topic, northern Hebrew dialects

in the Bible.

Chen added that even if the dig failed to produce any new inscriptions, it would nonetheless “equip me

with firsthand knowledge of the people who lived in this region, with whom the northern tribes of Israel had

a close relation, and from whom they received significant influence, both cultural and linguistic.”

Here is his report on his experiences at Dor last summer:

Life on a dig is a combination of extremely hard work and the continual excitement of discovery. On the physical
level, our greatest sense of fulfillment came from the bucket chain that we formed four or five times a day. People stood
in line to pass buckets of dirt from the 6- to 7-yard-deep Area G up to ground level. The work required coordination and
strength. According to our raw calculation, one person would lift and pass three or four hundred buckets in a typical day.
This amounted to more than a ton of dirt; in the whole season, an average volunteer moved 20 to 30 tons of dirt!

On the intellectual level, the most educational parts of the experience were the stratigraphy discussions and the
pottery-and bone-reading sessions held after our daily afternoon nap. The artifacts we uncovered included two examples
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of Iron I glassware, a large bronze ingot, ceramic tableware, a scarab seal, bones of Nile crocodiles and many Egyptian,
Mycenaean and Cypriot pottery sherds. When we learned about the background and origin of the pottery we had exca-
vated during the week, the relation between the floor levels that we had uncovered, and the kinds of animals that were
eaten and sacrificed 3,000 years ago, we truly felt the reward of our hard work.

Also extremely valuable were the various field trips held on Thursday afternoons and weekends. We visited exca-
vations at Megiddo, Caesarea, the Carmel Caves, Hazor, Dan, Banias, Beth-Shean, Belvoir, Hippos, Hammat Tiberias and
Jerusalem. Our director and “tour guide,” Jeffrey Zorn, visiting lecturer at Cornell University, always pointed out each
site’s archaeological characteristics in addition to its historical and cultural significance. Having our own digging expe-
rience fresh in mind made it easier to understand the unique archaeological aspects of the various sites and deepened
our understanding of our own work at Tel Dor.

My personal goals on the dig were to gain firsthand knowledge of field archaeology and of Phoenician culture and
language. Those goals were only partially met. I learned more about Phoenician seafaring, pottery, architecture and the
purple-dye industry than I had ever learned from my academic reading. But my desire to find a new Phoenician inscrip-
tion was not realized (the only epigraphic find was a scarab seal written in hieroglyphic Egyptian, not yet published), so
I will have to use already-published Phoenician inscriptions in my dissertation.

Another disappointment was that we never reached the Late Bronze Age level as we had hoped. We did notice,
however, an ever-increasing percentage of Bronze Age pottery during our pottery-reading sessions. We are more and more
convinced that we will soon discover the Late Bronze Age settlement, most probably next season.
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CHAPTER 4

Look What I Found!
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Excavation Opportunities 1995

“Screams of Pure Joy”: A First-Hand Account of the Dor Prize Find

By Mindi Epstein-Goldin

I supervised the area at Tel Dor where the scapula was found. More than a year later, I can still feel the thrill of that
moment. The hard physical labor, the intensive report-writing, the early rising hours—all seemed trivial in the wake of
finding the scapula.

I first came to Tel Dor in 1992 as a volunteer. I hoped that a season here would put to rest my dream of working
on an archaeological dig. Instead, my dream turned into an irreversible passion when, on the last day of the dig, we
uncovered a complete skeleton, fondly christened “Dorine.”c Dorine reminded me that the earth has many stories to tell.
I was compelled to return again and again to pull these tales from the dry, dusty earth.

In 1993, I supervised 12 volunteers in four “squares,” the 5×5 meter units of excavation. Each night my area
supervisor, Robyn Talman, and I planned the next day’s strategy, discussing the loci (distinct archaeological features) we
would excavate and the questions we hoped to answer. I began that particular morning as usual by explaining to my team
what areas we would excavate that day. In the early morning light, I pointed out subtle color changes in the soil. The
difference between a grey-brown sandy earth and a dark brown moist soil can indicate areas of possible intrusion from
another stratum, such as a pit or a robber trench where a wall was dismantled for reuse. I assigned each individual spe-
cific tasks and soon the sound of pickaxes striking the earth, “tureas” (hoes) scooping dirt into buckets and trowels
scraping walls signalled the start of another day’s work.

My team included students, adults, archaeology enthusiasts and nature lovers—all united by a common interest
in the treasures and knowledge contained in the soil. Laughter was common as we dug. Conversations flowed in German,
Italian, Hebrew and English. A volunteer who encountered something unusual would call me over: Identifying objects
can be tricky when their true nature is covered by millennia of accumulated dirt. I had to react quickly, often jumping
over walls and pits to answer the many questions that arise during the course of a day’s dig.

On this particular morning, Aaron Bin-Nun, a first-year archaeology student at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem,
shouted for me to come over. Aaron, who had an excellent eye for detail, was excavating one of the many Persian pits in
the area. This particular pit had already yielded a number of small finds—faience beads, bronze nails, restorable pottery.
Still I was skeptical when Aaron said he had found “a bone with writing on it.” Bones are nothing unusual: In an aver-
age day, we retrieve many of them.

Aaron placed two dusty bone fragments in my hand. I wiped away a bit of the dirt and saw strange markings incised
into the bone surface, markings that were clearly not accidental scratches. I immediately called over Ayelet Gilboa, our
supervising archaeologist, who quietly examined the find. She admitted that the etching looked like writing, but unlike
any she had seen before.

Then she carefully turned the bones over and tried to fit the two pieces together. Suddenly the picture of a man
in an Egyptian-style headdress came into view. I burst into tears of excitement. I laughed, I cried, I screamed from pure
joy. Ayelet was soon also in tears; Aaron was simply beaming. What was this amazing object? Where did it come from?
What were its secrets?
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Within moments, word spread across the tell. Looking up, we saw the entire staff and volunteers circled around
our area, watching us from five meters above. Professor Ephraim Stern, the dig director, suddenly appeared beside us,
and the photographer snapped pictures from every imaginable angle. Everyone’s attention was focused on the beautiful
artifact of an anonymous artisan, now destined for the annals of history.

Professor Stern calmly asked if there were more bones to be found. Aaron indicated the spot in the pit where the
bones had been uncovered, and there were indeed more fragments visible in the soil. We sat at the edge of the pit to
excavate the remaining fragments. With delicate wooden sticks and paintbrushes, Aaron and I dug around the bone frag-
ments so they could be lifted out of the ground on a pedestal of earth. The soil from the pit was carefully sifted through
a sieve to retrieve any tiny pieces that could aid in reconstruction. By slow, painstaking work, we recovered every splin-
ter of bone.

Now that the scapula has been restored, seven splendid figures are readily visible on one side, and a votive inscrip-
tion on the other, the letters that Aaron first saw.

The fifteenth season at Tel Dor is just a few short months away. As I prepare for the excavations, I feel sure that
more treasures are waiting to be uncovered.
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Flanders Field in Northern Israel:
A Hazor Volunteer’s Story

By Bryan Kovach

Kovach

I am an archaeology student, yet I’ve always felt that archaeologists are rather odd. They see houses and walls where
other people see piles of stones. They scribble and babble among themselves in languages that the living no longer
remember.

Despite their peculiarities, however, I always knew that I wanted to be an archaeologist. As I see it, they have two
jobs. First, they must summon from soil, pottery and other debris an understanding of long-lost civilizations. Second, by
telling us something about the achievements and failures of the past, archaeologists help us gauge the capabilities of
our modern world.
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If you have heard how hard dig volunteers work, you may wonder why anyone would be foolish enough to do this
sort of thing. But it can also be fun. In what other line of serious scientific research do you get to race up a mound of
rubble pushing a wheelbarrow? Or smash big rocks with a hammer? And the teamwork this kind of enterprise requires
is phenomenal. Volunteers of every age and background come from around the world, all for the same purpose. They
have heard of the marvels of the past and want to see them with their own eyes.

Because this was my third season of excavations at Hazor, I thought I knew what to expect, but one week into the
2002 season all our expectations were challenged. First we found a basalt column base where we believed a Late Bronze
Age gate system would stand. Then we unearthed some masseboth (cultic standing stones) in that same area, in earlier
strata. That seemed to be a good sign, because cultic sites are sometimes in orientation with gate systems. But we never
found the monumental gate, although we did have an ongoing argument about whether this entrance was dated to the
Middle or Late Bronze Age.

About 30 masseboth appeared in rows beneath the basalt threshold and around its foundations. This unusual locus
resembled Flanders Fields, with rows of tombstone-shaped stelae. Digging through layers of burned bones and ash
around each stone (reminiscent of the leftovers of summer barbeques), I wondered how long this cultic installation had
been used. Soon the tops of more masseboth appeared among the standing stones we’d already exposed. I learned that
cultic sites were generally kept in one location through the generations: As the old stones were worn down or broken,
they were gradually covered in the upward progress of the tell, and new stones placed on top of them.

Unfortunately, the turmoil in Israel has halved the number of volunteers at Tel Hazor. If asked, I would have to say
that it may not be safe to travel around Israel as a tourist, but digging at the tell doesn’t require much travel at all. You
stay in one place, digging foxhole-like ditches.

Would I volunteer again next year? Yes! This venture is crucial in maintaining the contacts that will one day help
me enter the Ph.D. program I seek. And apart from that, I wouldn’t leave my friends in the lurch. There are so many
important finds churning up at Hazor, and too few hands to help.

Yep, I’m a-leavin’ the armchair behind, ‘cause I’m a die-hard diggin’ volunteer!
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Digs 2000

Scholarship Winners

Edgar Hardesty

Edgar Hardesty

Edgar Hardesty is pastor of a small nondenom-
inational church near Baltimore and an
adjunct professor of the Bible and doctrine at
Philadelphia College of Bible. He was edu-
cated at Philadelphia College of Bible and
Dallas Theological Seminary and is completing
his master’s degree in Jewish studies at
Baltimore Hebrew University. Hardesty
received a BAS dig scholarship to join the
excavation at Beth-Shemesh.

What was it like to be in Beth-Shemesh during Sennacherib’s siege? That is what I wondered as I dug down to the layer
that dated to the fiery destruction of the city in 701 B.C.

The excavation square to which I and three others were assigned lay next to a square that had reached the
Sennacherib destruction layer during the previous season. Between the two squares stood a balk—an unexcavated wall
of earth left in place to preserve the strata of occupation—that contained a cluster of storage jars embedded in a layer
of ash.

As I began to clear away material, my trowel soon uncovered what appeared to be the curve of ajar rim. I gently
probed the area, and I realized that there was more here than I had anticipated. Ash was also beginning to appear that
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matched the ash around the storage jars in the balk, only 3 feet away. Eventually a complete wine service set emerged,
nested together with utensils. Included were a small jug and cooking pot, a cooking ring for the cooking pot, several
plates and drinking bowls, a wine strainer and two oil lamps. The cooking pot and one of the oil lamps were intact. All
of the other pieces had sustained some damage but were restorable. Their context gave the impression that they had
fallen as a nested stack and then had toppled over to one side. Over the course of the next two days, the pottery was
drawn and photographed in situ, extracted piece by piece, cleaned by acid bath and sent to Tel Aviv University for
restoration.

Many questions filled my mind. Who had owned this 2,700-year-old wine set? How does this small find add to our
understanding of the city’s history? How do these finds fit with the surrounding context? What had been an academic
matter now became quite personal: To study in the somewhat sterile confines of a classroom is one thing; to rummage
through the remains that mark the passing of another human soul is quite another.
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A Guide to ’98 Digs: The Volunteer’s View

Volunteers’ Views
Making a Find

By Jesse Halpern

Many people must have heard my excited cries. If they were standing atop the sun-crisped tell, or excavation mound,
they would have seen my square supervisor rush over. Approaching Square W41–42, they would have seen me pointing
excitedly to a small triangular hole. Lying in its center was a bead. To a non-archaeologist the discovery of a little old
bead may not sound like a big deal, but it is.

I had been talked into spending the summer at Megiddo by my father, a codirector of the expedition. I had been
assigned to Area H, the Assyrian palace. While cleaning out my square with a wire brush (a broom head with wire bris-
tles used for heavy sweeping) I reached a tiny little triangle of stones in a corner, from which it was difficult to remove
dirt because of its small dimensions. I squatted down and slowly swept the crevice out. When I looked down into the
hole to figure out if I had gotten everything, I saw something that appeared to be a piece of spray-painted Styrofoam,
very shiny and artificial-looking. That is when I started to squeal.

The little bead I found dated back to the seventh or eighth century B.C. That bead, which has outlasted so many
people and civilizations, made me wonder how important I am, or modern society is. It is a tangible link to a life hard
to imagine.



© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     61

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

1988 Excavation Opportunities

Hands On: No Grid Lock at Ashkelon—The View from the Square

By Nicole Prevost Logan

James Whitred/Leon Levy Expedition to Ashkelon

It’s not glamorous being a square supervisor at a dig. It’s rather like being a sergeant on the front line, directing your
“privates”—the volunteers, who pick, shovel and carry—while the “officers”—the dig director, the associate director and
the grid supervisors—analyze and plan strategy. But you’re right there where the action is, and you know that the care-
fulness of your work determines whether archaeology is constructive or merely destructive.

For the past three summers, my job has been to supervise the excavation of one 10 meter by 10 meter square
located on top of the tell of Ashkelon, Israel, within sight of the Mediterranean Sea.
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The five recruits I supervised in
1987 were typical volunteers. They
reported to Ashkelon well scrubbed
and a little flabby. Overnight they
became like the rest of the staff,
thriving on the dirt. In no time they
understood the basics of digging and
recording. Rapidly they learned how
to survive the ruthless battle at dawn
to grab tools and wheelbarrows. They
even managed to enjoy the afternoon
sessions of washing pottery in
between jokes and gossip.

One elegant, white-haired
woman underwent a most striking
metamorphosis. She arrived in a
designer safari outfit, trailing in her
wake a powerful French perfume.
Within a few days, this Chicago
socialite, a good sport, kind and
funny, had forsaken mascara and the
crease in her “Out of Africa” slacks
and become like the rest of the
troops, ragged and dirty.

The space my volunteers and I dug is called a “square,” which is the basic excavation unit of modern archaeolog-
ical digs. It’s the physical feature that dominates most Near Eastern excavations and confuses people by looking like a
room. The square is actually an arbitrary space—32.5 feet on a side—that defines a dig area. Its walls, called “balks,”
preserve a record of the layers of each square to which archaeologists can refer even after their digging has removed the
stratigraphic evidence within the square. Four or more squares make up a “grid.”

I first came to Ashkelon in April 1985, after driving 35 miles from Tel Aviv, through cultivated fields and the fra-
grance of orange blossoms. I was to join the Leon Levy Expedition, sponsored by the Oriental Institute of the University
of Chicago and the Semitic Museum of Harvard University. I had already worked for several years with the director of
the expedition, Dr. Lawrence Stager, and the associate director, Dr. Douglas Esse, in ancient Carthage, Tunisia (see
“Child Sacrifice at Carthage—Religious Rite or Population Control?” BAR 10:01). Doug had told me: “It is high time to
move from the microstratigraphy of the ‘Tophet’a to the more mainstream Near Eastern archaeology.”

Although founded by the Canaanites, perhaps as early as 3500 B.C., Ashkelon is best known as one of the cities of
the Philistine “Pentapolis” and the main port city of the five. The Philistines were among the non-Semitic “Sea Peoples”
who arrived in the Levant at the transition from the Late Bronze to the Iron Age, about 1180 B.C. This was a time of great
upheavals, marked by the fall of political powers, the disruption of trade routes and the migrations of peoples.

Who were the Philistines? Where did they come from? Professor Stager believes they should be identified with the
Myceneans. The excavation of Ashkelon, scheduled to last into the next decade, should shed more light on the origins
of the Philistines and on their early settlement in Palestine.

Today, the site of ancient Ashkelon is a lively, popular 150-acre national park, surrounded by sand dunes. At the
center of the park, a mound, or tell, of 12 acres, ending in a bluff overlooking the beach, constitutes the presumed
citadel of the Philistines.

Very soon after groundbreaking in April 1985, the Philistine stratum appeared, less than 18 inches below a grassy
area where picnic tables had stood. Mudbrick walls, floors and silos of 30 centuries ago were, exposed. The discovery
of a 19th-century B.C. Cappadocian cylinder seal—the first ever found in Israel—brought champagne to the dinner table
that night.

Archaeologists’ slightly sadistic fascination with layers of destruction—which can be used as chronological
“pegs”—should be amply satisfied in Ashkelon. In the course of its 5,000-year-long history, the city has known much
violence, as it was attacked by the Egyptians (13th century B.C.) and the Assyrians (eighth century B.C.). A center of
Phoenician culture in the Persian period and of Hellenistic culture, Ashkelon was later developed by the Romans, the
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Nicole Logan, author of the accompanying article and square supervisor at Ashkelon,
and archaeologist Samuel Wolff excavate in a stratum above a Roman bath.



Byzantines and the Moslems. It ceased to
exist in the 13th century A.D. after a last
battle between Mameluke Sultan Baibars
and the Crusaders.

My square was a slow starter. While
the five other excavation areas of the dig
were speeding into Roman, Hellenistic,
Persian, Iron Age and even Late Bronze Age
periods, ours lagged behind. However,
toward the end of the first season, we
exposed a fourth- to sixth-century A.D. bath
complex: a small plastered pool; at each
corner, a heart-shaped column; and drains
with marble slabs running through floors or
crudely patched mosaic.

As we extended the excavations in
1986, our square began to look like a
moonscape of exploded limestone rocks.
We attributed this disaster to Seljuk Sultan
Salah el Din (Saladin), who destroyed the
city in 1191 A.D. to prevent its capture by
Richard the Lion Hearted during the Third
Crusade.

For a few weeks we felt rather
snubbed by Dr. Stager, who expects results
from his team. Our square had become merely a vantage point to which the director would bring distinguished visitors
to give them a better view of the Philistine area below.

Two weeks before the end of the 1986 season, however, we made a real discovery—a monumental, apsidal build-
ing, 26 feet in diameter, with a cut, polychrome marble floor laid in the elegant pattern known as “opus sectile.” The
discovery of this building, tentatively dated to the sixth century A.D., established our status; from then on, we deserved
a stop on Dr. Stager’s rounds.

During the most recent season, in 1987, we firmly entered the Late Roman/Byzantine and even Early Roman
periods. A major challenge was peeling off the ubiquitous cement the Byzantines had poured over earlier structures—
cement that seeped into cracks between stones and stuck viciously to mosaic floors. Slowly our square began to show
a busy “architectural horizon” of walls built on top of walls in association with several layers of mosaic flooring.

Two discoveries kept us racing against the clock as the third season approached its end: a tunnel for water or sewer
use, and a “hypocaust,” or underground heating chamber of a Roman bath.

Under the sixth-century apse, and cut by it, we found an earlier sewer drain. This example of massive masonry, about
six feet wide and more than six feet deep, gives us a clue to the scale of Roman public works existing in ancient Ashkelon.
The tunnel was excavated in record time by a team of volunteers who each day filled 600 guffas—or rubber buckets—with
over a ton of the rubble that had collapsed into the drain tunnel. We can predict that a maze of underground channels, pos-
sibly extending all the way to the sea, might lure future “digging moles.”

The “hypocaust” consisted of a subfloor with small columns made of round and square bricks, over which a bath-
house floor was laid. Hot air would circulate in the hollow space under the floor, warming the room and creating a steamy
atmosphere something like that in a modern sauna.

As a “square supervisor,” I am the keeper of the detailed records that concern my square. I label and control hun-
dreds of “layers,” “features,” “pottery baskets” and “levels.” Each day or so I draw a “top plan,” which is a horizontal
representation of the step-by-step progress of the excavation. I also make a vertical drawing of the balks of my square
in order to show a cross-section of the layers excavated. In my daily journal, I note observations, comments and opin-
ions. Every week I add to the crucial document called the Harris Matrix; like a giant genealogical tree, it shows the
sequence of layers and features— the physical stratigraphy—to produce the sought out “relative chronology.”

At least, this is how the system is supposed to work. But, in fact, each grid has its own organization, each grid
supervisor his or her style in running an excavation.
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Rub Shoulders with your university president when you go down in the excavation
trenches and dig. From left to right: Leon Botstein, president of Bard College;
Barbara Haskell, curator of the Whitney Museum; Leon Levy, benefactor of the
Ashkelon excavation; and writer Shelby White.



Ross, our grid supervisor, is a daring and intuitive archaeologist. He
believes in swift action. There are times when, goaded by the inquisitive
expedition architect, he becomes impatient to find the answers. He will not
hesitate to pull a wall down or tear a floor apart in order to disentangle the
stratigraphy. “A good archaeologist,” Dr. Stager told me one day, “knows
when to go fast and when to go slow.”

Under Ross’s guidance, the grid soon began to make much more sense.
The confusing, disconnected bits of information began to tie together. On the
drawing board of the architect, as if by magic, suddenly appeared whole
buildings, rooms, thresholds and courtyards. Ross practices one of the basic
precepts of excavation: “To proceed by making reasoned guesses on the basis
of insufficient evidence.”

Each grid supervisor’s findings are regularly put to the severe test of the
“phasing session.” In this brainstorming exercise, participants include the
grid and square supervisors, experienced archaeologists from other grids, the
architect, the associate director and the director. For a rich and puzzling grid
like ours, we would spend hours working toward a logical, reasoned under-
standing of “relationships.” Dr. Stager demands strong evidence. How were
the mosaics associated with the walls? Were there two or more phases to the
bath? Was the apse “cut into” the mosaic?

In Near Eastern archaeology, pottery is a crucial indicator, not only of
chronology but also of material culture. Huge quantities of sherds are
required to provide scholars with the necessary data. For instance, Tel
Gezer’s ceramic typology was based on the study of 350,000 sherds!

Every day, dozens of pottery buckets are brought back from the field to
the “pottery compound”—an open-air enclosure near our hotel. The 80 to 85 volunteers sit on small stools in long rows
and scrub the sherds with nail brushes. Then they lay the sherds on strips of burlap to dry in the sun. Once dry, the pot-
tery can be “read.” The director “reads” the Bronze Age and Iron Age pottery. Sometimes he washes it himself.

At Ashkelon, a threesome of pottery experts forms a knowledgeable team with a distinctive zest for their work.
Barbara, the Roman/Byzantine specialist, has a ravenous appetite for pottery. In no time, she bulldozes through a moun-
tain of Gaza or “Nile mud” amphorae, or of Palestinian “baggies” (bag-shaped store jars). She enjoys the elegant ESA
ware (Eastern Sigillata A, dated to the first century, which was first found in Pergamon, Asia Minor) and the ARS (African
Red Slip) from the fourth century. Charles analyzes the magnificent craftsmanship of the Persian and Hellenistic ware
in a witty way, sometimes resorting to suggestive metaphors to describe the shapes and fabrics.

Joelle introduces us to the glazes of the Islamic pottery—to its many hues and innovative application methods,
including dripping and splashing. Occasionally her mentor, Miriam, drops in to deal with some of the pottery puzzles.

The Ashkelon Expedition emphasizes the “field school” approach, offering a busy schedule of lectures and activ-
ities for the volunteers. Lectures range from fairly basic to more specialized presentations. Sometimes Larry Stager tells
slightly apocryphal tales. For example: He was excavating at Idalion, Cyprus, and could not find the 30-foot-wide city
wall, although he was sure the edge of the acropolis had to be fortified. Fortunately Doug Esse (who dug with Stager at
Idalion) fell one day and hit his head on a balk, which crumbled, revealing the magnificent wall! Doug avoids the usual
comparison of excavating a tell with the peeling of an onion. During his lecture on stratigraphy he used another image:
Swiss cheese pocked with pits and holes. Larry Stager, sitting beside me at the lecture, roared with laughter: “I never
heard that one before!” he said.

The lectures cover a variety of topics ranging from regional geology to the introduction of iron and metallurgy into
the Near East by the Philistines. Trude Dothan and Seymour Gitin, co-directors at Tel Miqne, bring news from the other
Philistine site currently being excavated in Israel.

Workships on different skills—on photography or on drawing pottery, for example, are very popular among volun-
teers. Paula, a bone specialist, came to talk to us in the field. We learned that the quantity of animal remains collected
at Ashkelon is phenomenal. The ancient city was on a flight path of migratory birds, and remains of more than 100 bird
species have been found here so far. Numerous jackals, lions, foxes, ostriches and camels existed in this region. Great
quantities of domesticated animals’ bones have been found, including those of dogs, cats, chickens and pigs.

A different type of workshop took place unexpectedly one day in the field. Fragments of early Roman lamps—some
of them with highly explicit erotic scenes—were discovered, crushed between two plaster floors. The news spread fast
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Director of the dig at Ashkelon, Lawrence
Stager, left, and Benjamin Mazar, doyen of
Israeli archaeologists, study pottery recently
uncovered at the site.
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throughout the dig. Soon Larry Stager and Doug Esse arrived to give their expert opinions. Doug poured water from a
thermos on a fragment. Someone handed out a dental pick, another person a paint brush. The volunteers huddled around
with intense interest at the “porno workshop,” eager to get a look. Later, Larry turned down an offer by Penthouse mag-
azine for an interview on the sensational finds.

One morning, a square supervisor I nicknamed the “deepest woman in Israel” treated my female recruits to a short
course on how they should swing the pickax and the rubber baskets called guffas. This supervisor had achieved the incred-
ible feat of digging a shaft 60 feet deep under the ramparts of Tel Dan in northern Galilee. Her stories of a snake snapping
its coils over the workers’ heads at the bottom of the trench made the adventures of Indiana Jones seem tame. She
explained to the volunteers: “Women don’t have the upper body strength men have, so use what you’ve got.” She demon-
strated that the secret is to use your hips.

More than one-third of the volunteers—young and not so young—dig to earn college credits. The others come from
a variety of backgrounds: There are homemakers, engineers, judges, armed forces veterans and members of the clergy,
to name a few.

As a square supervisor, I find this “wall-to-wall with people” existence particularly enriching. I feel I am an impor-
tant link between the highly specialized professionals and the enthusiastic one-time diggers.

And what better place to live this experience than in Ashkelon, one of the most important maritime and mercan-
tile centers of the ancient Near East; a city whose people, despite the bad connotation the Philistine name carries today,
were in fact sophisticated in the arts of pottery, small crafts and architecture.
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Excavation Opportunities 1986

First-Hand: Digging at the Grass Roots Level

By Robert Holst

Holst

A 4,000-year-old farm may not sound as exciting to excavate as a palace, but I found that exploring ancient agriculture
was just as rewarding as digging up royal treasures.

With volunteers from all over the world, my archaeological target was three ancient farms in a valley near Jerusalem.
These farms were buried under silt, surrounded by grass and, originally, separated by centuries. Officially we were part of
the Department of Antiquities Ein Yael project with Gershon Edelstein as director. (See “Ancient Jerusalem’s Rural Food
Basket,” BAR 08:04.) We were literally digging at the grass roots of an agricultural system extending from the era of the
Canaanites, through the Iron Age monarchies of Israel, into Roman and Byzantine times and continuing until today. We
labored to produce evidence of rural expertise in the land of abundant agricultural metaphors.

The Ein Yael project, an ambitious undertaking, nestles in limestone hills four miles southwest of Jerusalem. The
new apartment blocks of modern Gilo perch on summits east of the site while the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv railroad tracks
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bisect the site. The ubiquitous stone terraces threading their way around the valley give mute testimony to the people
who, long ago, struggled here to provide food for family and trade.

The Ein Yael project consists of three distinct farms. The project derives its name from the 11 -acre homestead of
Roman times (70–324 A.D.) that utilized the Yael spring. (Ein Yael means Yael’s Spring.) North of the site, across the
railroad tracks and a bit east, lies Kirbet er-Ras. Archaeologists date that Iron Age farm of 4.5 acres to the eighth cen-
tury B.C. I was involved in the third site, about 200 yards west of Kirbet er-Ras. Technically it is an Early Bronze IV
(2350–2200 B.C.) settlement, but we simply called it a Canaanite farm.

The first task was to clear the site of a year’s accumulation of vegetation. The perimeter of our work was marked
by a series of large stones, and Dr. Edelstein assured us that these stones were remains of a house or a courtyard. Part
of our task was to remove the earth and terrace walls built upon more ancient foundations. After the ancient remains
were exposed, the archaeologists would be able to determine if we were exhuming a house, a courtyard or some other
structure. We soon discovered that the size and position of the stones and the way they were chiseled indicated what
was, on the one hand, part of the natural landscape and what was, on the other hand, part of a man-made structure. We
could even speculate about when and why a stone was moved.

Digging between the stones, we uncovered innumerable sherds, as well as a few flints, bones and even olive pits.
How can you tell how old an olive pit is? Note the weight: Centuries-old olive pits weigh less than those only a few
years old.

Although the daily labor was never ordinary, two discoveries remain vivid in my memory. As we peeled away layers
of earth approximately three inches deep, we noticed that the soil suddenly changed color from a rich black to a dull
red. Edelstein conjectured that we had discovered either the clay floor of a courtyard or a clay brick wall that had col-
lapsed. The second discovery was even more tangible. In a corner of a Canaanite house, a large, broken but well-pre-
served clay jar began to surface. With hand pick, trowel and brush we carefully freed the fragments of the jar. We found
enough pieces to enable us to accurately reconstruct a vessel about two feet high that might have been used for trans-
porting water or storing grain.

With a sense of awe, I wondered about that moment when the vessel we were delicately freeing from the earth had
been broken and left in the corner. Did a woman stumble and fall while hurrying about her daily chores? Had a child in
careless play destroyed a family treasure? Or had a soldier or thief in senseless rage ruined a vital implement of civilized
living? I could only wonder. We were uncovering evidence of everyday life of nearly 4,500 years ago. Our kind was not
part of an offering preserved in a tomb out of concern for the hereafter; it was an unplanned message from the past.

My experience as a volunteer broadened and refocused my view of both archaeology and history. Our project was
part of the new balance or vision in modern archaeology. No longer do great palaces, forts and temples monopolize schol-
arly interest. Ein Yael research looks for the rural resources that supported monarch, soldier, merchant, prophet and
priest in ancient urban society. Urban monuments were only one part of a complicated economic network. What foods
fed the armies marching to protect trade, treaties and tariffs? How were plants watered during the months without rain?
What surplus foods or agricultural by-products entered the economic system? I continue to marvel at the exploits of the
famous kings like Solomon and Herod who created awesome urban monuments. But now I appreciate more the labor of
the countless anonymous people who created rural works essential for the economic and political survival of a state.
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Scholarship Winners

Gina Fugate

Gina Fugate is a senior English education major at Berea College in Kentucky. In her
letter of application for a 2000 BAS dig scholarship, she displayed an educator’s
understanding of the importance of firsthand experience: “As a future teacher,” Fugate
wrote, “I know that one of the grandest ways to learn something is to literally get into
it.” And that’s exactly what she did at Ashkelon, where she learned the lessons of his-
tory not by reading books and listening to lectures, but by personally uncovering the
relics of an ancient culture.

Gina Fugate—Ashkelon

Sometimes the sun was so hot and the dirt on me was so incredibly thick that I would think, “What have I gotten myself
into?” I had no background in archaeology or theology. I was simply an English education major who wanted to teach
high school English to “at-risk” kids. So what on earth was I doing on a dig? I was literally getting into history in a way
that no traditional classroom would allow.

Excavating is tough work. There are so many different tools—not only pickaxes, trowels and goofahs (baskets made
from cut-up tires), but also measuring tapes, stadia rods, grid paper and meter sticks. Almost every moment requires
intense concentration. The grid I was working in seemed to be one huge puzzle: Do all of these walls meet? Why is there
a gap in the middle? Why on earth would we find the remains of a human baby in a pot?
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During the second week of digging, I found part of a figurine dating to about 1200 B.C. Probably connected to the

Baal cult, the piece resembled a pig-calf creature and was roughly the size of my thumb. As I studied the figurine, I

remembered the story of the golden calf in the Bible, and suddenly I felt connected to the narrative as I never had before.

As the weeks rolled by, the discoveries in our grid continued: We found oil lamps, beads, bowls, cooking pots and

more figurines. All of this brought ancient Ashkelon and the Philistines to life for me. The stories of the Bible became

personal, for I was able to get a glimpse of life as it was lived in this region nearly 3,000 years ago. Working on the

Ashkelon dig was an experience I will definitely take with me into the classroom and beyond.

Ron Tappy

Külli Tõniste, from Estonia, is currently working on her Ph.D. in Bible Studies at the
London School of Theology. A volunteer at Tel Zayit last summer, she reports that she
finally learned to “read dirt.”

Külli Tõniste—Tel Zayit
I spent the 2004 excavation season digging at Tel Zayit, in the foothills of the Judean mountains, approximately 30 miles
southwest of Jerusalem. Zayit is a small tell (mound) and was chosen in 1996 so that excavators could learn about vil-
lage life in ancient Israel. Ironically, the discoveries of each season have revealed that Zayit was not the tiny village it was
believed to be. The site was larger and more important in ancient times than we had thought.

Upon our arrival last year, we faced a tell that had not been excavated for two summers. It was overgrown with
thistles and thorns; scorpions and snakes had made their home there. We spent our first week pulling weeds, digging fire
trenches, burning the wild growth off the tell and filling sandbags in the hot sunshine. We looked like little sun-burnt dirt
devils by the end of each day! This all had to be done before we were able to dig deep to the good stuff.

Our little tell did not disappoint us: Everyone found some pottery. My personal favorites were a fully restorable
Roman cooking jar, a perfectly intact Herodian oil lamp and what appeared to be a stone measuring cup. We also uncov-
ered a substantial Late Bronze Age Egyptian building, believed to have served a public function. It included some valu-
able stoneware and a large grinding stone. We also found a cylinder seal, as well as several monoliths that formed a
circle on the top of the tell—something for the next dig season to uncover and for archaeologists to puzzle over. These
monoliths are one more indicator that Zayit was not a mere peasant village but a more centralized administrative cen-
ter.

We were a relatively small group of volunteers (50 people), which gave us the opportunity to work side by side with
our supervisors, Egon Lass and Gabriel Barkay, and our dig director, Ron E. Tappy. We did much more than sift and drag
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dirt. We took measurements and drew surface plans, and we washed, labelled and documented pottery. We observed spe-
cialists who dated and restored the pottery. In the evenings we had lectures from world-famous archaeologists, and on
weekends we took field trips—one to the Galilee and another to the Negev and the Dead Sea. The whole experience cul-
minated with a visit to Jerusalem.

It was my first dig and I must confess that, at first, archaeology seemed more like a mystery than a science. All dirt
looked the same to me, while supervisors seemed to make quite a distinction between dirt and dirt. How, for example,
could one tell a dirt floor from the rest of the dirt? My last week on the excavation, however, made me a believer in archae-
ology. I was given the task of finding the dimensions of what I was told was a mudbrick wall. How does one tell a mud-
brick wall from the midst of mudbrick debris and dirt? It was a challenging task to search for a wall that I did not believe
existed! Finally I noticed two very weak silt lines—were they actually there or was it my imagination? It was a precious
moment when the supervisor took out a tape measure, measured the lines, looked into my eyes and said: “Exact dimen-
sions of an Egyptian mud brick.” Once I believed this was truly a wall, I could easily uncover the rest of it following those
delicate lines. This proved to me that there are little clues in the soil. It just takes time and experience to learn how to
read them. After years of experience in “dirt reading,” one can truly tell stories about ancient times and people.

I am addicted—I want to dig again! You might think I am crazy wanting to volunteer for this hard and dirty work.
Yes, I am, together with all the other archeologists and volunteers who keep going back each year. You will never under-
stand the attraction and addiction of archaeology until you have volunteered yourself. I hope I have a chance to return
to this location to discover more of its story.
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CHAPTER 5

Fast Friends
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1993 Excavation Opportunities

Old Stones, New Friends

By Kenneth Gewertz

llene Perlman

The varied faces of Ashkelon. David, an Ethiopian Jew, helps excavate the ancient city
along Israel’s southern coast.

In a summer of sweaty, dirty, demanding volunteer work, one particularly arduous morning stands out. We were disman-
tling a Persian-period wall at Ashkelon. My job was to work the stones free with a pick and then carry them in my arms
over a treacherous terrain of balks, pits and trenches. That was the first time I paid much attention to Denis and David.

They were as different as could be. Denis was 17, a blond-haired, blue-eyed Ukrainian in jeans and a T-shirt. David
(pronounced dah-VEED), a dark-skinned Ethiopian, was about 60. He dressed in shorts, battered ankle-length dress
boots, an oxford shirt buttoned to the neck and a green wool cap. But they had two important things in common: Both
were Jewish, and both were olim—recent immigrants who had come under the Law of Return, which welcomes any Jew
in the world to live in and to become a citizen of Israel.

The wall we were pulling apart was the last remaining component of what appeared to be a fifth-century B.C. res-
idential structure in Ashkelon’s upper-class neighborhood. The wall had been described, measured, drawn and pho-
tographed, and now it was time for it to come down.

The staff was eager to get down below the Persian-period remains to the Philistine period underneath—that’s where
the action was. In other sections of the dig, excavators had already encountered evidence of the 604 B.C.E. destruc-



tion, when the Babylonian army under Nebuchadnezzar swept down from the
north and obliterated the city, taking Aga, the last Philistine king of
Ashkelon, back to Babylon as a captive.

As I passed the stones from the dismantled wall to David and Denis, I
could feel a growing, wordless change in our relationship, our awareness of one
another. Sharing physical tasks can do that, even when few words are spoken.
As we struggled with the stones, some weighing 60 or 70 pounds and more,
each of us tried to take more of the burden on ourselves to spare the others. We
grunted and made noises of encouragement and concern. Our fingers over-
lapped as we hefted the rough ashlars, and we reached out to steady one
another when one of us swayed or stumbled. When the task was done and the
wall was down, I felt that I had made two new friends.

Unfortunately, our ability to communicate was limited. I spoke no
Hebrew and Denis only rudimentary English. David, though he had studied
Hebrew at an ulpan, was fluent only in Amharic, the ancient Semitic lan-
guage spoken by Ethiopians.

David communicated without language. At breakfast time, he invited
me to join him and the other Ethiopian workers for a meal of injera, the big,
spongy wheat-flour pancakes that are eaten with a spicy paste of chickpeas
and vegetables. I would bring my Israeli breakfast of bread, cucumbers,
tomatoes and cheese, and we would sit on the grass in the shade of a
tamarisk tree and share.

One morning Denis asked me in his simple English if I had seen the film Lethal Weapon. When I told him that I
had, his face brightened. “I see Lethal Weapon and other film of American police, and I think police in U.S. have life
always exciting and fun, and therefore I want to go to America and be policeman.”

I spent the better part of that morning trying to persuade him that Hollywood cop films glamorize the lives of police,
which in reality can be tedious, frustrating and often very unrewarding. I’m still not sure whether or not I got through.

Although I volunteered at Ashkelon primarily to learn about Israel’s ancient past, some of my most memorable
encounters were with people like Denis and David, representatives of Israel’s present. I learned that the modern State
of Israel, no less than its ancient counterpart, is a meeting place of cultures, a truly diverse society in which the forces
of contemporary history converge. And perhaps because verbal communication with my new friends proved so difficult,
I made it my business to learn as much as I could about them from other sources. Many of the answers to my questions
could be found by looking at Israel’s recent immigration history.

There are now about 43,000 Ethiopian Jews in Israel, the majority having arrived during two massive airlifts—
Operation Moses, which took place between November 1984 and January 1985, and Operation Solomon, which airlifted
14,200 Ethiopians into Israel over 36 hours in May 1991.

The migration of Soviet Jews to Israel has risen and fallen according to changes in Soviet policy. The numbers
remained fairly high during most of the 1970s, dropped to a trickle during the early 1980s, then, with the coming of
perestroika, rose to a torrent in 1990, when more than 185,000 Soviet Jews entered Israel. In 1991, 145,000 arrived,
and the estimate for the first half of 1992 is 27,000. Immigration authorities project that a total of one million Soviet
Jews will enter Israel during the 1990s.

For a small country like Israel, finding work for such massive numbers of new citizens is an awesome task.
Archaeological digs are able to absorb only a small portion of this vast potential work force, and usually only for a few
weeks or months during the summer, but every little bit helps. One result is that if you volunteer on a dig, chances are
you will work with members of one or both of these very different groups.

Jews from the former Soviet republics tend to be highly skilled and well educated, but, unfortunately, the jobs they
have been able to secure in Israel are not always up to the level of those they left behind. The situation is especially
poignant on Ben Yehuda Street in Jerusalem, an upscale pedestrian mall lined with sidewalk cafes, jewelry stores and
T-shirt shops. In front of nearly every store front stands a street musician. Violinists compete with flutists, saxophonists,
trombonists, keyboard players and singers for the attention and the shekels of passersby. The music ranges from pop to
folk to opera. All the musicians are Soviet Jews, and, what is more disturbing, all are extremely good.

Among the new group of Soviet olim there are not only musicians but artists, physicians, engineers, scientists,
teachers, writers and scholars. They represent a staggering influx of human capital, and the question on everyone’s

© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     73

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig

llene Perlman
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mind is will the economy succeed in assimilating them while their skills and knowledge are up to date and their self-
esteem intact.

“Many Soviet Jews have come for the sake of their children, but they want to make a contribution, too,” said Inid
Wortman, director of the Jerusalem office of the Council for Soviet Jewry. “Already, many new orchestras have sprung
up. I think the quality of musical education will go up, the quality of medical care will improve. Soviet Jews will really
change the face of the country.”

Ethiopian olim seem the opposite of the urban, highly educated Soviet Jews. Most Ethiopian Jews come from
small, remote farming villages. The majority are illiterate but extremely devout, faithfully adhering to laws and traditions
that developed during 2,400 years of isolation from mainstream Judaism.

Ethiopian Jewry’s origins are uncertain. According to legend, their ancestors were Israelites who joined the entourage
of the Queen of Sheba when she returned from her visit to King Solomon. Some historians believe them to be descen-
dants of the ancient Jewish community in Upper Egypt that had been founded before the Babylonian Exile. In any case,
their separation from mainstream Judaism appears to have occurred before the destruction of the First Temple in 587
B.C.E. Certain post-Biblical additions to the Jewish calendar are unknown to them such as the Fast of Tisha B’Av, which
commemorates the destruction of both the Solomonic Temple (the first Temple) and the Herodian Temple, and the Feast
of Purim and Hannokah. Having lived in a way that has changed little since Biblical times, the Jews of Ethiopia now face
the problem of jumping forward two millennia within a single generation.

An observer described the dramatic completion of Operation Solomon in 1991. “Planes touched down and people
in Biblical attire got off. The Ethiopian Jews were extremely disciplined. Throughout the entire operation I didn’t hear a
baby cry. And when they were led into a room where food and drink had been set up, not one person touched a drop
until it was placed in their hands.”

It was not hard to imagine my co-worker David behaving in this way. Endlessly cheerful, patient, friendly and con-
siderate, he was a joy to work with and invariably made our tasks quicker, smoother and more fun. I will always remem-
ber working with David as well as trying to answer Denis’s questions about the United States.

In thinking back over my summer as a volunteer, of what I learned about the ancient Near East, the endless con-
quests and migrations that have enriched as well as troubled this narrow corridor between empires, I cannot help but
think of my friends Denis and David as modern examples of that ceaseless movement. Like so many before them, they
came to this part of the world filled with dreams. I can only wish them well in fulfilling those dreams. I know they have
helped to fulfill mine.
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A Guide to ’98 Digs: The Volunteer’s View

Volunteers’ Views
Meeting Other Volunteers

By Yekaterina G. Umarova

I relaxed the minute I met the other people at the dig. I was assigned to a team composed mostly of American students
directed to excavate the area of the village closest to the synagogue. (I had even studied it in one of my classes.) We
almost fully uncovered the courtyard of one dwelling.

All the volunteers were taught how excavations should be conducted and told the importance of the finds. I learned
how to record data, such as pottery finds, and helped wash and sort the pottery. I really learned the vocabulary of archae-
ologists.

I met people from the United States, Israel, the Netherlands, Great Britain, Germany and Switzerland; wherever I
travel I will never have to stay in a hotel again. The volunteers and staff ranged in age from 17 to over 70 and had very
different backgrounds and goals. Some came to gain experience related to their education and career; others came just
to have fun. They had it!

I plan to continue to research life at Ein Gedi and other small agricultural settlements in Judea. Thank you, BAR,
for the scholarship that helped me have the most amazing experience of my life.
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Dig Scholarship: Khirbet Yatir

By Joanne Besonen

Joanne Besonen’s letter to us began typically enough: “I am a graduate student in classical archaeology
at Tufts University … This summer I plan to dig at Khirbet Yatir, which is codirected by my advisor, Jodi
Magness. My goal is to study and photograph the subject of my thesis, the mosaic floor of Yatir’s Byzantine
monastery.”

But it was the next portion of her letter that caught our attention: “I am not the typical graduate student.
I am the mother of six children, who has found the challenge of a new vocation and career in the second part
of my life. I count myself extremely fortunate to have taken my education this far while helping to put my four
older children through college … To be part of the excavation at Khirbet Yatir and to have firsthand knowledge
of the mosaic, its environment and history is exactly the type of growth experience I envision.”

We awarded Joanne Besonen one of three dig scholarships to enable her to join the Yatir excavation, west
of the Dead Sea. Excerpts from her report to us on her experience follow:

What a reward awaited us at the top of our laborious climb! We would arrive at the crest of a rocky hill just as the
sun was rising above the hills around Khirbet Yatir. From our vantage point at the site’s Byzantine church, we could
watch the golden line of the sun spreading across the valley and hills. Some mornings we had an even better treat. We
would watch a low-lying mist, which filled the Beer-Sheva valley, lift and clear in the early morning light. It was almost
magical, like the enchanted village of Brigadoon coming to life from out of the brume.

My team was assigned to work on the church, which has a typical basilical plan—a long rectangular hall with rows
of columns creating side aisles and an apse at one end. Since the southern wall area had not been previously excavated,
that is where we concentrated our efforts. By the third day, the inner southern wall of the church was exposed. An affixed
bench ran along the plastered wall. By the end of the next day, we had laid bare the full depth of the bench.

On the northern balk of our square, we uncovered one of the columns, found by previous excavators lying parallel
to the north-south walls under the backfill. The column had been protected with a cloth that extended down to the floor
of the southern side aisle. On the fifth day, we were able to clean up enough of the backfill to see the tarp spread over
the aisle mosaic.

The following day, we finished cleaning the aisle mosaic within our square. It was absolutely beautiful! It is all
white except for a small flower pattern spaced quite far apart. Each flower consists of a few red tesserae in the shape
of a W, with a blue-green stem.

My one disappointment was that I was unable to study firsthand the nave mosaic of the church. Unfortunately, the
church had been left untouched for the previous two dig seasons, and the fill that covered and protected the mosaic had
become hard packed. Our dig season was too short to use our manpower to uncover that same area a second time.

Despite the hard, dirty work, I learned a great deal and had a huge amount of fun. Perhaps the greatest reward of
all was making many new and wonderful friends, who served as my surrogate family while I was away from home. With
a number of different faiths represented—Seventh-Day Adventist, Anglican, Catholic and Jewish, among others—our lit-
tle ecumenical choir even performed two-part harmony with Hebrew words to an old Latin hymn. It was gratifying to bond
with the people with whom I lived, ate, worked and played at Yatir.
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Filip Vukosavovicé

Hazor

Filip Vukosavovicé, now a graduate student at the Hebrew
University, was a volunteer at Hazor in 2003. His write-up of his
experiences arrived too late to be included in last year’s dig
issue, but we wanted to share it with our readers.

The summer of 2003 was my third season at Hazor and the second time that I was there for the full six-week season.
Many wonder what is so exciting about waking up every morning at 4 a.m., working until 1 p.m. under the scorching
sun, then washing pottery (the worst job of all), reading it and then attending all kinds of lectures … for six weeks. Yet
it’s one of the best things I have ever done in my life. It is challenging and exciting, it makes you use your intellect, and
you never know if you are going to meet the love of your life (as some did). I left Hazor after six weeks tired in my body
but stronger and richer both mentally and physically. I know I have accomplished something great.

I worked in area A4, which is loaded with all kinds of exciting stuff. Among them are dozens of occupation layers
from Iron Age Israelite settlements, each of which had to be carefully unearthed, registered, drawn and photographed.
In addition, special objects and finds from the same period required special treatment. For example, Stef, a girl from
Bulgaria, was a taboon (an ancient oven) specialist. Every time we would find a taboon she would be assigned to work
on it. There was also a Late Bronze Age area that has yielded one of the most beautiful palaces ever excavated in Israel
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and a Middle Bronze Age layer that produced one of the most exciting finds of the previous season: A huge number of
matsevot (standing cultic stones). Our work this season around those matsevot helped us understand their purpose and
their connection to a Middle Bronze Age structure lurking underneath Late Bronze layers.

The dig offered something for everybody. Different people prefer different time periods. Peter, from Switzerland,
loved Islamic-era finds and especially very beautiful and colorful Islamic pottery; Elisabeth preferred all kinds of han-
dles, Stef collected stones while Daniel, from Romania, was excited about different rims. Ariel, from Israel, would always
find something small and extraordinary; Robin, from Canada, couldn’t stop taking pictures; Anine, from Denmark, would
always demand more buckets (to clear more earth); Kristina, from Sweden, loved the walls. I was eager to dig through
a 9-foot-deep Iron Age layer in my section so that I could start working on the Late Bronze age level. Because the Iron
Age layer was so deep, the season ended with 10 inches still between me and the Late Bronze. Fortunately I was richly
rewarded by all the Iron Age artifacts I found. And there is always next season. I know those 10 inches will disappear
fast, and my joy of working in the Late Bronze Age layer will be unparalleled.

There were a few things everyone had in common: All of us dug, participated in never-ceasing bucket chains and
pushed the wheelbarrows. We would not stop doing archaeology, even on the weekends, when we visited many other
sites around Israel in order to compare them to our site, learn about other places and gain more experience. Very close
to Tell Hazor are other great sites such as Tell Dan, Banias, Gamla and the many sites around the Sea of Galilee.

I don’t intend to be an archaeologist, but I feel that my studies of the languages, history and cultures of the ancient
Near East would not be complete without having some archaeological experience and knowledge. Thanks to my experi-
ence at Hazor, the way I read Biblical and ancient Near East literature and my knowledge of archaeology has completely
changed. No book can replace the first-hand experience you can get by participating in an archaeological dig.

And if all that hasn’t convinced you: Have you ever seen the sun rise over the Golan Heights?
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CHAPTER 6

Young at Heart
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’97 Dig Opportunities

BAR Dig Scholarships

Rocks, Rocks and More Rocks

By Carol Lowry

Carol Lowry

When I learned I was a scholarship winner, I was thrilled. Then fear set in. Being 52, from Minnesota and having a desk
job, I imagined myself laid low by heatstroke, sunburn and backache, surrounded by scornful, muscle-bound students
and nasty bugs.

My fears were groundless. Dig volunteers ranged in age from 15 to mid-70s, and there was something for every-
body. While younger volunteers hauled boulders and buckets of dirt up ladders from the Iron Age level, 8 feet down,
most of us older folk concentrated on the Hellenistic and early Roman remains, only 3 feet down. The work was no more
strenuous than gardening, and I was delighted to be working on the remains from the city that the apostles Peter, Andrew
and Philip called home.

I also worked in a small pit along the outside of the Iron Age city wall, trying to measure how far down it went. We
had to make our way through rubble bulldozed off the top of the tell when it was a Syrian military position. One man
loosened boulders with a pickax while the rest of us took turns getting in the pit to sift the dirt and to roll boulders out
of the way. Shortly before the last hour of the last day we exposed pavement at the bottom of the wall and found two
almost-complete storage jars.
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Two thousand years of earthquakes, erosion and recycling of building material have left their toll at Bethsaida. My
first impression of the tell was that it was just a jumble of nondescript rocks, rocks and more rocks. But as we removed
the dirt and the finds, the head archaeologist, Rami Arav, would come around and tell us which rocks to leave, because
they were part of ancient structures, and which to remove. I wondered, how does he know? Near a newly excavated part
of the Iron Age city wall, I had the opportunity to look more closely at the layers in the balk (the walls of unexcavated dirt

Dig Scholarship

Tall al-Umayri

John Raab, 2003

For John Raab, who had a son in college and a daugh-
ter in high school, it was not an easy decision to enroll
at the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary to
study the Bible. But his lifelong interest in the Bible
lands not only led him to enter the Seminary, but to
volunteer at Tall al-’Umayri, a site in Jordan that
many scholars believe offers clues about the early
development of the Israelites. Though Raab was
excited to win the BAR dig scholarship, he didn’t
know just how much his dig experience would affect
him.



usually left enclosing a square as it’s being worked on). I learned to recognize the remains of mudbricks, plaster and roof-
ing material, and began to detect differences in the stones from the walls and those from the surrounding rubble. All
around I saw a layer of ash and clinkers, the bubbly black stones formed when the Assyrians destroyed the city in 732
B.C.E. with fires so hot they melted stone and brick. I had researched the Assyrian conquests for a church play I wrote:
Now I was seeing the results firsthand. I could imagine the panic of the city defenders who long ago faced the choice of
remaining in the inferno or running out and being skinned alive or impaled on a pole. A few hours of quiet observation
brought to life all the rocks I looked at from then on.

Imagine uncovering a wall dating to the time of the Bible or handling the contents of a pithos (a large storage jar) that
had last been touched by human hands 2,600 years ago. Thanks to a BAR scholarship, I had these experiences while
working for six weeks on the excavation team at Tall al-’Umayri, a site just south of Amman, Jordan that has produced
objects from the Early Bronze Age to the Roman period.

Tall al-’Umayri provides many educational opportunities. In biweekly lectures we learn about the historical-social
background of the entire region. Weekly lectures at the American Center for Oriental Research (ACOR) in Amman are
also offered by specialists from other Jordanian sites. The al-’Umayri staff leads field trips to many of those sites.

At the dig I worked in a square with Gayle Broom and later with Pawel Surowka and Candace Jorgensen. We uncov-
ered an eastern extension of the city wall and located an Iron Age II wall that formed the back of a house. But to find
any Late Bronze Age structures, we had to take this wall down.

We disassembled it using the same method by which it was constructed 2,600 years ago: lifting one large stone
at a time in the desert heat. I imagined the ancient builder—and felt sad. We weren’t just moving stones, we were
destroying a house that someone had worked very hard to build. The Bible tells many stories of human beings who lived
in houses like this.

After we dismantled the wall we found a standing pithos located under the northwest corner of the Iron Age struc-
ture. Pawel, Candace and I were eager to learn what was in that jar, which no one had touched in millennia. Near the
bottom we found a 3.5-inch iron point of a javelin. This poignantly reminded us of the attacks that the ’Umayri inhab-
itants had undergone. Their world, like ours, could be uncertain and violent.

The dig directors, Larry G. Herr (Canadian University College) and Douglas R. Clark (Walla Walla College), are
amazing teachers. I was awed by Dr. Herr’s demonstration of how he dated small diagnostic sherds. And Dr. Clark knelt
beside us to show us how to loosen the dirt with a handpick and scrape it away with a trowel. He also taught us how to
“crisp up” a balk (a 3-foot-wide vertical section of earth left standing between excavated squares), using a plumb bob
to create a perpendicular surface on the balk. This gives us a clear reading of the layers of earth, or stratigraphy.

I have read BAR for years, but nothing prepared me for this experience. You have to be there to appreciate what
Biblical archaeology can be.

—John Raab
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Stanley Waters, Tel Gezer

Every year I look forward to the issue of BAR announcing the upcoming digs. Like the salmon and swallows I would go
through the same ritual. Feverishly I would study each dig, the location, dates, goals and costs. I would then place each
one within the framework of Biblical history—how the Bible relates to each one—and then decide if I could fit it into
my summer schedule. This process would take weeks to complete while I carried the issue of BAR wherever I went scour-
ing over the information again and again. Some excavations always fit better than others but it always came down to the
same thing. If given the chance I would work on any of them. This year was no different and I began the annual rite
when BAR came. My wife, realizing that this dream was important to me made the remark one night, “Nothing will hap-
pen until you do something about it. Write the letter.” So, I sat down and wrote the letter requesting a scholarship. With
hopes and prayers we sent it off. Now we had to wait.

One afternoon after work I sat down collecting my thoughts before church and the telephone rang. It was a tele-
marketer wanting me to accept another credit card. After a few minutes exhausting all the different ways I knew of say-
ing no, I laid the phone down and continued my meditation. Seconds passed and the phone rang again and I thought,
ok, round two. To my surprise and delight the caller identified herself as not representing a credit card company, but
Kathleen Miller from BAS. She then offered me a deal. They would give me a scholarship if I would dig at Tel Gezer.
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Let’s see, twist my arm again! Yes! Sixty-three days later after flying from Pensacola to Atlanta and then to London and
finally to Israel I watched the sun rise in the land of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Tel Gezer had become the dig of choice when I learned that the director was Dr. Steve Ortiz, the director of
Archaeology at New Orleans Baptist Seminary. I had graduated from NOBTS and it was like going back in some ways.
Also I had watched the video series That the World May Know put out by Focus on the Family. The first one in the series
was about Tel Gezer, Standing at the Crossroads. Until then I had not realized the importance of Tel Gezer as a Biblical
site. I had always wanted to see the standing stones. Now I was going to see them every day for five weeks. When BAS
gave me the scholarship the terms stated that I would have to stay at least two weeks. However, I wanted them to get
their money’s worth and chose to stay the entire length of the excavation. To be honest, I could see them making a his-
tory-changing discovery the day after I left, so I decided to remain the entire dig to be part of the excitement and part
of the team.

Tel Gezer is a 33-acre site that not only guarded the western entrance to Jerusalem, but also stood adjacent to the
Via Maris, the Way of the Sea, that vital commercial north-south route that connected all the major empires in the Middle
East. With over 21 levels of occupation Tel Gezer was continuously occupied from the Bronze Age to the Hellenistic
period. It is mentioned fourteen times in the Bible and is mainly remembered as being part of King Solomon’s exten-
sive rebuilding projects as recorded in I Kings 9:15–17. After its destruction in the mid-tenth century by the Egyptian
pharaoh Siamun, Tel Gezer was given to Solomon as a wedding gift after marrying his daughter. My fascination with Tel
Gezer came with its location. Placed strategically between the coastal plain and the foothills and given to the tribe of
Ephraim, Tel Gezer seemed to be chosen by God to stand as a witness to people traveling up and down the Via Maris to
what God was doing in the nation of Israel. Tel Gezer itself was to be a standing stone, a spiritual infection giving testi-
mony to the greatness and goodness of the God of Israel, infecting the pagan nations that came into contact with her.

Digging at Tel Gezer was the most physically challenging thing I have ever done. At the beginning I wondered if I
was up to the task. My body said stop but my mind would not give in, and I feel a great accomplishment in completing
the excavation. I was placed just west of the Solomomic gate as we began to excavate the massive fortification system.
My grids were E-8 and E-9 and there I worked and earned the title of “master of the 10 cm pass,” given to me by my
supervisor Dr. Robin Knauth from Lycoming College. E-8 included a casemate wall, which I excavated. My discoveries
there included pottery, and a sandbag dating to the Macalister dig in the early 1900s. In E-9 my discoveries were pot-
tery, a couple of scorpions, and one brown snake. Towards the end of the dig we were clearing the ground of weeds and
I uncovered a stone basin covered and hidden by brush and dry grass. In all of the work and sweat there were lighter
moments of fun and laughter like the time we though we had found a foundation trench and I cleaned and brushed all
around it. Pictures were taken and we were so proud of ourselves until one of the archaeologist declared it to be a rat
trail.

My best discoveries, however, were the people I met and the friendships that have emerged from this experience.
I enjoyed the people, the lectures, the work, the traveling, and the time spent alone with God. Would I go back a sec-
ond time? Would I put up with all the dust, dirt, sweat, heat and no ice! Absolutely! I have already been shmoozing my
wife that I need a second trip of a lifetime.

—Stanley Waters
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Edgar Hardesty, Tel Gezer

Tel Gezer overlooks the Aijalon Valley at the northern-most ridge of the Shephelah, the foothills that lead to the central
hill country of Israel. The ancient site is located just east of the intersection of the coastal highway and one of the major
routes eastward into the highlands, which eventually leads to the city of Jerusalem. The site itself is a long, thin,
sausage-shaped tell of approximately 33 acres and is one of three cities fortified by Solomon (1 Kings 9:16–17). It was
continuously occupied from the Bronze Age to the Hellenistic period.

Originally excavated in the early 20th century by R.A.S. Macalister (1902–1905, 1907–1909) under the auspices
of the Palestine Exploration Fund, it was again excavated by an American team sponsored by Hebrew Union College
under the direction of W.G. Dever and later by J. Seger (1964–1971, 1972–1974, 1984, 1990). This past summer the
tell was again reopened to excavation by an Israeli-American team headed by Dr. Sam Wolff of the Israel Antiquities
Authority and Dr. Steven Ortiz of New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary (now associated with Southwestern Baptist
Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas).

I was privileged to join the dig through the enabling generosity of the Biblical Archaeology Society, who provided
a dig scholarship, and the Biblical Archaeology Society of Northern Virginia, who provided a research grant. Our work
centered on the central portion of the south side of the tell in an effort to accurately date the wall adjacent to what has
been dubbed the Solomonic Gate. In the years since Dever and Seger completed their work much has been written con-
cerning the date of the gate and the surrounding wall structure. Our job, this first season, was to begin the research that
hopefully will serve to settle the remaining questions surrounding the dating of these structures and provide a data base
of information to answer larger regional issues. For Biblicists, the importance of dating such structures goes beyond the
mere science of Israel’s past. The Bible states in 1 Kings 9:15–17 that “… Pharaoh king of Egypt had gone up and cap-



tured Gezer, and burned it with fire, and killed the Canaanites who lived in the city, and had given it as a dowry to his
daughter, Solomon’s wife. So Solomon rebuilt Gezer…” We discovered evidence of destruction under the wall adjacent
to the gate indicating that the destruction predates the wall. It remains to be seen whether the destruction we observed
can be definitively attributed to the 1 Kings 9 “Egyptian Pharaoh” and whether the wall built upon it can be attributed
to Solomon’s refortification of Gezer. It will likely require several more excavation seasons before enough data is avail-
able to drawn any informed conclusions.

There are some digs where a non-staff member becomes a coolie. Not so at Tel Gezer. Drs. Sam Wolff and Steven
Ortiz made certain that volunteers, no matter what their age and experience level, were involved in all aspects of the
dig. The roster of guest speakers and the quality of instruction by the staff members was second to none. My research
into the Aijalon Valley system was greatly enhanced by my participation in this season’s reopening of Tel Gezer. The
weekend excursions were also beneficial and instructive. Thank you BAS and thank you donors to the scholarship fund
for making this possible. This old timer, now known as one of the “Gezer Geezers,” had a fabulous time of discovery and
research. My classroom presence and personal enrichment have been advanced by my work at Tel Gezer.

—Edgar Hardesty
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1993 Excavation Opportunities Telling It Like It Is
a. See Shelley Wachsmann, “The Galilee Boat—2,000-Year-Old Hull Recovered Intact,” BAR 14:05).

Hands On: No Grid Lock at Ashkelon—The View from the Square
a. “Tophet” is the Biblical word for the place in Jerusalem’s Valley of Ben Hinnom where ancient Israelites transgressed the rigid monotheism

of their faith by sacrificing their children to pagan gods. Modern scholars use the word to name Phoenician cemeteries of sacrificed children that have
been discovered in Sicily, Sardinia and Tunisia.

© 2006 Biblical Archaeology Society     88

I Volunteered for This?! Life on an Archaeological Dig


