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FOREWORD

Four thousand years ago the “Lost Civilization” of Dilmun domi-
nated the route to the Indies, the trade-ways between Mesopo-
tamia and the civilization of the Indus Valley. And for fifteen
years it has dominated my life.

The search for Dilmun began as a fairly lighthearted archae-
ological adventure in 1953. I looked on it then, I think, more as an
opportunity for a nostalgic return to Bahrain, to which island
chance had brought me just after the Second World War, than as
a serious attempt to grapple with the Dilmun question—whose
existence, after all, was only known to a handful of Sumerologists.

But then the project grew with a momentum of its own, as
sheikhdom after sheikhdom on the oil-rich shores of the Arabian
Gulf took up the search for its own prehistory. Some six years after
it commenced the expedition was thirty strong and researching in
five separate lands. And I found that, like it or not, I was fated for
the rest of my life to be regarded as a specialist in the tiny field of
East Arabian archaeology.

In the process a lot of the gilt has been rubbed from the ginger-
bread.

Like Sindbad’s Old Man of the Sea—in these selfsame waters—
the Dilmun Expeditions have firmly planted themselves upon my
neck. For fifteen years I have rarely spent an Easter or a Shrove-
tide with my family (and those who know Denmark will know
what I miss thereby). Christmas after Christmas is overshadowed
by last-minute preparations for an expedition which is to leave at
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the beginning of January. In my garden the tilling and planting
which should take place in March and April is hurriedly rushed
through in May. And this for year after year.

It is difficult to sustain, in these circumstances, the romance of
Archaeology, the glamor of the quest for the lost history of man.
Especially as archaeology is hard work; many cubic yards of earth
and stone must be moved for each even minor object found.

Thus, if the following account is prosaic, the fault is mine—I
have lived too long with my eyes too close to the ground. For the
glamor is indeed there. The thrill of discovery ever recurs, that
sudden spreading glow of incredulous delight as you realize that
the object you hold in your hand, or are uncovering beneath your
trowel, is another piece of the jigsaw, extending the picture of
what you already know and hinting of new vistas beyond.

The discovery of the city of the mound-builders of Bahrain, and
its dating to 2000 B.c., the very period of Dilmun’s zenith as a sea-
trading power; the finding of the same people far to the north in
Kuwait; the extension of civilization in the Arabian Gulf further
and further back in time, to 3000 and then to 4000 B.c.; the emer-
gence of a second, undreamed-of civilization on the Oman coast
in Abu Dhabi; and the appearance of the same civilization a hun-
dred miles inland at the foot of the Muscat mountains; these have
been the highlights of the expedition’s story, and they compensate
for much.

Hardly a one of them has been my own personal discovery; and
I need to emphasize that this book, though a personal record, is an
account of the work of many hands. Over eighty archaeologists of
half a dozen nationalities (though most of them Danes) have
taken part in our excavations, as well as several hundred workmen
from almost every Arab land. The story that follows makes clear,
I hope, the debt the expedition owes to their devoted work. But
our debt is far wider. There is hardly a government or an oil com-
pany in the Arabian Gulf which has not repeatedly come to our
aid with grants of money, with loan of houses and tents, of trans-
port and heavy equipment, of maps and instruments and air pho-
tographs, with analysis of samples or with radio-carbon dating.
Many other firms and foundations, in Denmark and the Middle
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East, have made us grants or placed their special facilities or
abilities at our disposal, while behind us has always stood the
Carlsberg Foundation. We have been singularly fortunate in our
friends.

Special mention must be made of the amateur archaeologists,
Arab, American and European, who ply their hobby along the
Arabian Gulf. They are a modest and unassuming body of people,
almost apologetic in their disclaimers of any ability to judge the
significance of what they have found. And yet they are always the
first in the field, explorers with an unrivalled local knowledge. We
but follow in their footsteps, and our debt to them is beyond com-
pute.

I owe too a personal acknowledgment of gratitude to Peter
Glob, my companion throughout the course of the Dilmun expedi-
tions. His sympathetic friendliness has won the hearts of sheikhs
and villagers alike, his acumen has time and again pointed the
way we should go. Together he and I have reconnoitred most of
the territory in which we later worked. I could ask for no better
comrade.

The expeditions continue, and no end is yet in sight. But we
have, I feel, now reached a point where a coherent picture can be
given of the civilizations which are now known to have existed in
the apparent vacuum between the ancient Middle East and an-
cient India. While the book is, as I say, a personal record, and tells
at least as fully what it has been like to dig in these new lands as
what has been discovered, it is my hope that our colleagues in the
quest will, pending the publication of the detailed and many-
volume reports on the individual excavations, accept graciously
this general survey of our work and results.

Qald’at al-Bahrain
4th April 1969
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BACK TO BAHRAIN

We were digging a Viking causeway, as I recall it.

It was an idyllic spot, deep in the heart of Jutland, where a
placid stream flowed through water-meadows below low green
hills, and cattle scratched lazily against the posts that fenced off,
precariously, our excavation from their pasture. It was the middle
of a drowsy summer, the summer of 1953.

Across this valley, a thousand years ago, one of the major
military roads of Viking Denmark had run, connecting the garri-
son camp of Fyrkat with the seaport of Aarhus. It had been part
of the organized network of military preparedness that cast a new
light—at least to an English archaologist but newly come to
Denmark—on the seeming haphazardness of the Danish inva-
sions of England during the century before the Norman Con-
quest. And where the road had dipped down to the marshy
ground of the valley bottom the engineers of Sweyn Forkbeard’s
army had built a causeway, a road of stout oak planks laid
crosswise over a fivefold row of lengthwise beams' that in turn
rested upon a brushwood bed and was tied down at fixed inter-
vals by triangles of posts driven deep into the peat. It was a
wonderful piece of engineering, preserved in its entirety by the
waterlogged soil and lying a scant two feet below the green-

sward.
And it was not the only road to have crossed the valley at that
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point. Below the Viking causeway three other roads, the upper
also of wood and the two lower ones of cobbles, took the tale
back another millennium and a half, to the end of the Bronze
Age. Fifty yards to one side a medizeval post-road still made a
discernible mound below the grass of the next meadow, and a
hundred yards farther away a modern road ran on an embank-
ment that raised it forever above the floods and freshets that had
menaced seventy-five generations of wayfarers and over-
whelmed, one by one, the five earlier roads.

Behind our backs as we worked—a local labourer, a girl volun-
teer, and I—to disentangle this sequence of highways stood the
oldest traffic sign in Denmark. Where the road ended in a welter
of flood-tossed timber, all that was left of a bridge or a planked
ford across the Alling River, the Vikings had erected a warning
sign, a standing stone carved with the head of a water-troll, with
blank staring eyes and a beard apparently plaited of waving
fronds of water weeds.

For as long as living memory went back the stone had lain face
downward, half buried in the turf by the river, and, until a
historian from the National Museum, in a routine search for runic
inscriptions, had raised the stone two years before, no one had
known of the troll’s head carved upon it. Yet some memory of its
existence must have been handed down, for among the people of
the district the tale of the Aamand, the Man of the River, was
well known. It was told that each year the Aamand craved a
victim, that—before the causewayed road was built and the river
straightened and deepened by the Fen Reclamation Authority—
every year a man must die in crossing the river. Once indeed six
years passed without the sacrifice being demanded, but then in
the seventh year a coach foundered on a wild winter’s night. And
seven men were drowned . . .

On this warm July day it was difficult to credit the sinister
reputation of the river crossing, and as the work of cutting and
drawing the long central section through the four superimposed
roadways progressed, our thoughts and eyes turned ever more
often in the other direction, away from the river to where the inn
stood—as surely a Viking hostelry must also once have stood—at
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the edge of the valley where the road began to curve down the
hill to the bridge.

It was while we were eating our lunch at the inn that the
telephone call came through, from the local correspondent of a
Copenhagen daily. The Scientific Foundation had that morning
published its list of grants for the next twelve months, and on the
list there was a grant of four thousand dollars towards an ar-
chzeological expedition from the Prehistoric Museum of Aarhus to
the island of Bahrain. Could I tell them what it was all about?

I tried to marshal my thoughts. For there was a lot I could tell
them about that little palm-clad island in which I had spent three
years, and to which, it seemed, I was now to return. But it would
not be easy to explain to newspaper readers who did not know
the Arabian Gulf just what Bahrain was and why archaeologists
were interested in it. I took a deep breath and started in:

—Babhrain is a little island in the Persian Gulf. Or as the
Bahrain islanders themselves prefer to call it, the Arabian Gulf.
For the Bahrain islanders are Arabic-speakers, like all the inhabit-
ants of the countries along the southern shore of the Gulf and on
the islands off that shore.

Already I was getting off the subject. I swallowed, and went
back to the beginning again:

—Bahrain is an island off the Arabian coast of the so-called
Persian Gulf. It’s a very small island, not more than thirty miles
from north to south, and fifteen from east to west, but it is an
independent nation, one of the smallest independent nations in
the world. There are about 150,000 inhabitants, of Arab stock,
Muslims, and they are ruled, autocratically but benevolently, by
a paramount sheikh with a British adviser.

I was getting into my stride now, but was interrupted by
questions.

—The ruler’s name? He’s called Sulman, His Highness Sheikh
Sir Sulman bin Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifah, K.C.M.G., K.C.LE,,
and he is a little man in his late fifties with a carefully groomed
black beard and a pair of very intelligent brown eyes. And the
adviser? Sir Charles Belgrave, tall, cool, cheroot-smoking, very,
very efficient.
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—Did that mean that Bahrain was in fact a British protectorate?

I paused. This needed careful explanation, to a Danish audi-
ence. Not in the normal sense, I replied. A British protectorate, as
I understand it, has a British governor, with armed forces at his
disposal, governing in the name of, or in concert with, the native
ruler. Bahrain isn’t like that at all. Bahrain is in fact “protected”
by the British. There is a treaty, nearly a hundred years old now,
between the ruler of Bahrain and the British government which
lays down that Britain guarantees the independence of Bahrain,
and Bahrain in return undertakes to refrain from piracy and slave
trading, not to make treaties with any other nation, and to allow
herself to be represented abroad by Britain. But on the other
hand the same treaty debars Britain from any interference in the
internal affairs of the island, and so far as I have seen this proviso
is very strictly observed.

—But what about the British adviser?

—Oh, that is a very different matter. Sir Charles is not an
official of the British Foreign Office. He was simply appointed, as
a young ex-officer, by Sheikh Sulman’s father, to help him to plan
a program of educational and technical progress, along Western
lines, with the meagre revenue that Bahrain at that time pos-
sessed. His power and influence has increased, certainly, when
the oil royalties began to come in, but he is in fact only a Bahraini
civil servant. Even the fact that he is British is accidental.

But with the magic word “oil” the reporter had lost interest in
Sir Charles Belgrave.

—Yes, oil was found in Bahrain in 1931. No one had guessed
earlier that there was oil in the Gulf at all. Now, by Gulf standards,
I suppose Bahrain hasn’t got very much. Its production is sur-
passed very considerably by Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and even
by the next-door state of Qatar. But it’s had a very nice income—
somewhere between five and ten million dollars a year—for
nearly twenty years now, and that has given it a chance to
develop gradually into a very comfortable, fairly well educated,
fairly prosperous little country.

—You sound as though you know Bahrain. Have you been there
before?
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—TYes, I spent three years there, the three years just before I
came to Denmark in 1950. I was working with an oil company—
not the one that extracts Bahrain’s oil, but the one that was then
developing the new field in Qatar, just across the water. They
had an office in Bahrain, which I helped to run.

—And now youre going back—as an archaeologist. Why? Is
there anything of interest to an archeologist on Bahrain?

I smiled—gently. Yes, I said. There is the largest prehistoric
cemetery in the world.

That afternoon I had difficulty in concentrating on Viking cause-
ways. I was reliving the day on which I first saw the burial-
mounds of Bahrain.

I had been in Bahrain about a fortnight. It was the middle of
summer, and Bahrain was enveloped in the stifling blanket of
sweat-dripping humidity which, so the old hands said, descended
upon the island in June and never lifted again before October.
They talked with sombre satisfaction of “the worst climate in the
world,” and in truth, arriving from England in July and landing
by flying-boat in the steaming shallow waters that lay between
Bahrain proper and the northern island of Muharraq, I had not
felt in the mood to contradict them. I had been installed in a tiny
whitewashed office in a large whitewashed building, and found
myself in nominal charge of an organization engaged in supplying
the necessities of life to three hundred men and more busy
drilling for oil in the Qatar desert. Though I soon found out that
my staff, of twenty or so Arab and Indian clerks and purchasing
agents, were—fortunately—fully capable of running the whole
organization without my interference, a perverted sense of the
White Man’s Burden had kept me to my desk, with every win-
dow open and a ceiling fan singing above my head, signing
requisition forms for everything from toilet-paper to three-ton
trucks, and loading-notes for a fleet of dhows that sailed continu-
ously with water from an undersea spring off Bahrain to waterless
Qatar.

Then after ten days my chief, the only other Englishman in the
building, was called to London for an emergency conference.
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And three days later occurred one of the Arab feast-days on
which it is the custom that the heads of the European firms in
Bahrain call upon the ruler and offer him their congratulations.

Feeling very raw and thoroughly nervous, I summoned the
general manager’s large black limousine, and set off for the palace
to pay my respects to an absolute monarch as temporary-deputy-
acting-general-manager-in-Bahrain of one of the world’s largest
oil companies.

The summer palace lay ten miles away, to the south of the
town. We had driven through the narrow streets of the bazaar
quarter and past the tall new blocks of flats on the edge of town;
and then for several miles through close-set palm groves, where
the date-palms stood grey and dusty in the heat of the morning
and where dark-brown men in loincloths washed their white
donkeys, or occasionally a truck, in the deep irrigation channels
that bordered the road. Then we rounded a bend, and came out
into the desert.

For a moment my eyes had been dazzled by the white glare of
sun on sand, after the gloom of the date plantations. And then, as
they became accustomed to the light, I saw the mounds. On both
sides of the road were groups of small round gravel hillocks, six to
ten feet in height and very neatly circular. They grew more
numerous. And larger. And closer together. Soon they began to
blot out the horizon. In front and behind, to right and to left
there was now nothing to be seen but mounds, some of them up
to twenty feet high. They fell back as we dipped into a shallow
valley, where only a single thirty-foot tumulus stood beside the
road, and then, as we swung onto the slope that led up to the
palace, I could see that the whole slope, three miles of gradually
rising ground, was covered with mounds, crowded so thickly
together that they were, so to say, treading on each other’s skirts,
the footings of one mound extending out over the footings of the
next. As far as the eye could see to either side, a sweep of ten
miles or more, there was no end to the mound-field; there must
have been tens of thousands of mounds in view.

I had heard that there were burial-mounds on Bahrain, and I
had intended—archzologist as I prided myself on being—to visit
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them someday. But this was something beyond my experience.
These crowded, regular hillocks must be a phenomenon of na-
ture, some sport of volcanic action or wind-drift. It was impossi-
ble that these scores of thousands of mounds could all be burials.

I looked at Ghuloom and pointed out of the window. Ghuloom
was the general manager’s driver, and not accustomed to acting
as chauffeur for very junior general assistants. His dignity had
been upset by my ordering out his cherished automobile, and he
clearly believed that my usurping of his master’s duties and
privileges was blackest presumption. He had been silent through-
out the journey, staring straight ahead. But now he unbent a trifle
—after all, I was very new. “Grave-mounds, sahib,” he said.
“Grave-mounds of the Portuguese.”

The audience with the sheikh was almost an anticlimax after
that. I had passed the red-turbanned guards at the palace gate
and crossed the courtyard to join the little procession of Europe-
ans moving slowly forward to greet the sheikh. Sheikh Sulman
had looked quizzically at me as I presented myself, and smiled
conspiratorially as I apologized for my chief’s absence in London,
for Basil Lermitte was a favourite of his, even though he was
working to ensure oil royalties for Sheikh Sulman’s hereditary
enemy, Sheikh Abdullah of Qatar. And I had been conducted to a
seat in the huge audience hall, and the Negro servants poured the
ritual bitter coffee from their brass coffee-pots, and, as short a
time thereafter as etiquette would permit, presented the ritual
burning sandalwood and the sprinkling of rose-water, which was
the signal that we should leave.

On our way back to town, Ghuloom had stopped, without my
asking, where the burial-mounds lay thickest. I got out, and
climbed the highest of those nearby, my feet slipping on the
hard-packed gravel, and sweat running down my face and reduc-
ing to a damp ruin the collar and tie and jacket that I had put on
for my visit to the sheikh. From the top the view of the tumulus
field was even more impressive. An unending vista of mounds
was opened up. By far the majority of them were merely simple
circular barrows, but occasionally one could be seen surrounded
by a low ring-mound, as though in an attempt to keep the other
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mounds from pressing too close. And many of the mounds
showed unmistakable signs of having been disturbed; shallow
hollows, or sometimes deep cuttings, in the western slopes
showed where robbers had dug down to the graves beneath.

As, at a distance of six years and from the position of a practising
archzeologist engaged in a routine Danish dig, I thought back to
my first sight of the grave-mounds of Bahrain I found it hard to
understand why I had not taken better advantage of three years
spent on the island. During all that time I had only dug one of
the grave-mounds, one of the smallest I could find. It had been a
very amateur “dig,” judged by the standards I had acquired in
three years of digging Danish grave-mounds under expert super-
vision. Like the grave-robbers of an earlier age I had shovelled
my way down from the top of the mound to expose the cap-stones
of a burial chamber only just big enough to contain a body. I had
prised up two of the cap-stones and rummaged through the few
inches of dust and soil that had accumulated on the floor of the
chamber below. And found nothing. Either other robbers had
been there before me, or else the grave had been that of a person
too poor to have anything buried with him—the exiguous mound
above him could well suggest the latter.

Apart from that excavation I had left the mounds alone. Life in
Bahrain was somehow not conducive to the pursuit of serious
hobbies. During the summer no one save a very dedicated enthu-
siast could resist the after-work siesta, dozing the afternoon away
under a ceiling fan or in the one air-conditioned bedroom with
which some of the firms were beginning to equip their staff
houses. During the winter the temptation was the opposite. Then
the mild breezes from the north, and the sun, no longer the
enemy, shining warm on the white sand and copper-green sea
called to holiday rather than to endeavour. Evenings and week-
ends passed in sailing and swimming and tennis, in garden-
parties and picnics and fishing cruises. It would have been a brave
eccentric who refused all invitations and went off alone to dig.
And a young executive in the oil business must not, I thought, be
eccentric. I know better now.
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Anyway, now I was going back to Bahrain. And this time as an
archzologist, with no need to find excuses, or time off from
business, to dig as much as I desired. And I was not going alone,
but with a very experienced companion.

It is high time that my readers be introduced to Professor Peter
Vilhelm Glob, commonly called simply P.V.

Since the birth of European archeology—which happened, by
the way, in Denmark—a century and a half ago, Denmark has
had a tendency to produce colorful archzologists. Christian
Jiirgensen Thomsen, who began his career as an import and
export merchant and became an archzologist through rescuing a
coin collection from the flames of the British bombardment of
Copenhagen in 1807, went on to become the first curator of the
Danish National Museum and to discover that prehistory could
be divided into a Stone Age, a Bronze Age, and an Iron Age. Jens
Asmussen Worsaae, who as a schoolboy had begun to assist
Thomsen at the National Museum, quarrelled with his chief
when poverty forced him to ask for payment for his work, and
then went straight to the king of Denmark to ask for, and get,
money for an archaeological research program abroad. He became
boon companion to the crown prince, the later archaologist-king
Frederik VII, and came back in 1865 to succeed Thomsen as head
of the National Museum. Sophus Miiller, a fiery little Captain
Kettle of a man with a goatee beard, had succeeded Worsaae at
the National Museum, and, during his reign there, had acquired a
legendary reputation as opponent of the senseless destruction of
the grave-mounds of Denmark then taking place, and as the
discoverer of the battle-ax-bearing invaders of Stone Age Europe
from the East who were buried in them.

P.V. is in the tradition of men such as these, and indeed today
sits in their seat, as head of the National Museum and the State
Antiquary of Denmark. But at the time of which I write, in 1953,
he was professor of archeology at the University of Aarhus and
curator of the Prehistoric Museum of that city, the museum for
which I work. A tall, burly figure, with a craggy face and a mane
of fair hair which he never seems to find time to get cut, he is of a
family of artists and himself a painter of unusual brilliance. And
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he brings to his archaeology, as to his painting, an astounding
clarity of vision, an ability to see a pattern in an apparent mass of
dissociate detail, and to see anomalies in an apparent pattern.
This ability shows itself in the field, where P.V. will unfailingly
pick up twice as many flint implements or painted potsherds as
any other trained archzologist, and will invariably interpret cor-
rectly, apparently by sheer guesswork, the date and provenance
and significance of what he finds. It can be vastly irritating to find
P.V’s guesses confirmed time after time by later discoveries of
which he can have had no knowledge, and it is only after you
have worked with him for years that you realize that behind the
guesswork there is a phenomenal grasp of pattern, and of the
place in the scheme of things where the objects found can and
must fit in order to be as much artistically as scientifically right.
In the sphere of planning, too, P.V.’s grasp of patterns and trends
has irritatingly often resulted in him just happening to be around
when new discoveries or opportunities for new and exciting
projects crop up.

Bahrain was a case in point. No one could foresee that to attach
an Englishman and a former oil executive to a Danish museum
would result in an archzological expedition to the Middle East.
But P.V,, being P.V., could see that it would provide a break in
the pattern of normal museum practice, and therefore could
hardly fail to produce a result of some sort, which would cer-
tainly be interesting, probably amusing, and even perhaps impor-
tant. Life is never dull when P.V. is around.

Of course I had talked about the grave-mounds of Bahrain.

P.V. and the four assistants that he had recruited—somewhat
unorthodoxly every one—for his museum, and a sprinkling of
wives, were sitting, as I recall it, over wine after dinner in the
library of P.V.’s rambling old house. And Vibeke—who is my wife
—had been talking about our life in Bahrain, and how there after
dinner we used to drive out along the west road from Manama,
the capital city, to areas of desert that we had found which were
covered with millions of potsherds, and how we used to stroll
around, as the sun went down behind the palm-trees, picking up
pieces of glass bracelets, fragments of Ming porcelain, and occa-
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sional copper coins. And P.V. slammed his fist down on the table
in front of him and said, “Let’s run an expedition to Bahrain.”

That had been a year and a half ago. For expeditions are not as
easy as all that to arrange. I should explain, perhaps, that the
Prehistoric Museum of Aarhus, Denmark, is not a wealthy foun-
dation. Until two years before it had been a cosy little country
museum, run by the local librarian in his spare time, and looked
after by a white-haired old lady who opened the museum to
visitors only when they rang the bell. It contained rather a good
collection of nineteenth-century Danish paintings, and three
rooms with glass cases full of flint axes and Iron Age pottery
found in the neighbourhood. Then in 1950 the new University of
Aarhus had established a chair of archeology and elected P.V. to
fill it. And because P.V. was known not to be overly enthusiastic
for purely academic and tutorial work they had given him the
museum to develop into a research institute, and even scraped
together sufficient money to allow him to bring with him from the
National Museum a young and talented excavator and a very
versatile conservator. But that was all. The other two members of
the tiny staff, of whom I was one, were supernumerary, paid,
when we were paid at all, from small grants laboriously acquired
from literary and scientific foundations for individual excavations
and for translation of books and articles.

The idea of the Prehistoric Museum, on its shoestring finances,
entering the field of Oriental excavation, a field reserved up to
now for institutions of the calibre of the Metropolitan Museum of
Art of New York, the British Museum, the Louvre, and the Berlin
State Museum, and the wealthier of the American universities,
was completely preposterous—and completely irresistible. I
wrote to Sir Charles Belgrave and asked whether the Bahrain
government would approve of an expedition. And he wrote back
that he had discussed the matter with the ruler, and Sheikh
Sulman was full of enthusiasm for the idea.

But since then over a year had passed; and Sheikh Sulman was
getting impatient. I had had to write to Sir Charles that our first
application to the Scientific Foundation had been shelved “for
reasons of government economy.” Then we were informed, unof-
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ficially, that a further application, the following year, of the size
that we contemplated would certainly be turned down too,
whereas there would be a good chance of a smaller contribution
being granted. There was a very considerable snag here; for our
original application had been for the amount which, after very
careful calculation, was the absolute minimum for which a two-
man expedition to Bahrain could be run.

In this impasse I wrote again to Sir Charles Belgrave and put
the position up to him as it was. And I asked him whether he
thought that His Highness might be willing to contribute to the
cost of the expedition.

Now, I should like to make it very clear just how completely
unheard-of such a proposal was. Governments in the Middle East
never contribute to foreign expeditions working in their country.
On the contrary. It has been for many years the general rule that
expeditions to the Middle East pay their own expenses, pay in
addition the salaries of the inspectors appointed by the countries
in which they work, and at the end of the “dig” hand over to the
government of the country everything they have found, with
copies of all their notes, drawings, and photographs. This system
is not as unreasonable as it sounds. The countries in which arose
the great civilizations of the ancient world are very conscious of
the fact that their best ancient monuments and most splendid
treasures grace the museums of France and Germany, Britain and
the United States. In the days, a century and a half ago, when the
great amateur archaologists of Europe, Botta and Layard and
the savants of Napoleon, were discovering apparently inexhaust-
ible treasures of sculptured stone in Mesopotamia and Egypt, it
did not seem unethical that they should take back to their homes
the treasures which they found. And later, when the more scien-
tific expeditions of Sir Leonard Woolley and Sir Flinders Petrie,
of Sir Wallis Budge and Robert Koldewey and Walter Andrae
were digging Ur and Abydos, Babylon and Nineveh, the new
governments of the countries of the Middle East knew very well
that if they wished their new national museums to be filled, they
must allow these Western experts to fill them. And the principle
of a fifty-fifty division of the objects discovered was generally
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adopted. But of recent years the situation has changed. There are
now Iraqi and Egyptian, Syrian and Lebanese, and Turkish and
Palestinian archaeologists of international standing, and these
countries have skilled and well-equipped departments of antiqui-
ties quite capable of carrying out the most complicated and
large-scale excavations within their own territories. If Western
archaeologists work in these countries, they do so for their own
satisfaction and can no longer be considered as conferring a
favour upon the country in which they work. It is therefore
eminently reasonable that the national treasures which they find
remain in the country to which they belong; and equally reason-
able that they pay themselves for the work which they themselves
choose to do. And in practice they are permitted to take back to
their own museums and collections a large part of what they find,
providing only that the specimens they are allowed to keep are
not unique. But they have never, in all their history, received
contributions towards the cost of their work from the countries in
which they operate.

It was therefore with very great hesitation that P.V. and I had
decided to ask the ruler of Bahrain for financial assistance—and
with very deep gratitude that we received his reply, offering us
three thousand dollars to assist our work, on condition that half
the objects found should remain the property of the Bahrain
government. When a little later the oil company that holds the
Bahrain concession also offered us a contribution, and the Danish
Scientific Foundation at last accepted our reduced application,
the Danish archaeological expedition to Bahrain was finally a
reality.

This tripartite support for our expedition, with contributions
from Danish foundations, from the government of the area, and
from the oil companies operating there, has set the pattern for our
subsequent work. We are very conscious of the quite phenomenal
generosity with which our repeated applications for assistance
have been met, and we have never made any secret of the fact
that our tiny cramped museum would never have been able to
enter the field at all, still less to mount expeditions of the size that
we have sent out to the Gulf in recent years, without this constant
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and ever-increasing support. In the course of the years our ar-
chzological expeditions to the Arabian Gulf area grew until their
yearly budget was vastly larger than that of the museum in which
they started, and within six years after their beginning they
formed one of the largest expeditions working anywhere at all in
the field of archaology.

But in 1953 all that lay in the future. No plans could be made
beyond the first expedition, for on its results would depend any
future work. No plans could, in fact, be made at that moment at
all. T have my Viking causeway, and P.V. was away, looking for
the origins of the Eskimos in Greenland.

One thing could be done, though, while I waited for P.V. to
return. I could get hold of the details of the work that had been
done already on the problem of the Bahrain grave-mounds. I
knew more or less what to look for; in the library of the British
Political Agency in Bahrain there had been copies of some of the
reports and references to others. And during my three years with
my oil company I had looked into them and taken notes.

So when the autumn rains began flooding my Viking causeway
I covered it up again with peat and took a belated summer
holiday in England—and browsed through the bookshops oppo-
site the British Museum. I was lucky. Although long out of print,
second-hand copies were available of the reports of the three
most important investigations made into Bahrain’s antiquities.
There was the report by Ernest Mackay, who later made a name
for himself digging Mohenjo-Daro on the Indus, but who as a
young man in 1925 had been sent from Egypt by Flinders Petrie,
the greatest name in Near Eastern archaology, to solve the mys-
tery of the Bahrain mounds. Mackay was an experienced ar-
chaeologist who for four years, from 1923 to 1926, had been field
director of the Oxford University and Chicago Natural History
Museum excavations at Kish in Mesopotamia, and he had done a
very competent job on the Bahrain mounds, opening nearly fifty
of them, drawing plans and sections, and listing contents. Thanks
to Mackay we had a very clear idea of what the mounds con-
tained. He had shown that every one of them covered a stone-
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built chamber, lying roughly east-west with its entrance to the
west. The majority of them were T-shaped, the crosspiece of the
T formed by two alcoves, not so high as the main chamber, one at
each side of the inner end of the chamber. There were variants,
though, to this general rule, some chambers having no alcoves, or
only one, some having two pairs of alcoves, one pair at each end
of the chamber. And some chambers were “double-deckers,” a
second chamber being built above the first. The contents of the
chambers were, frankly, disappointing. Such human bones as
were found were in the wildest disorder; such pottery as was
found was in most cases in fragments, and Mackay notes that
often pieces of the same pot were found both inside and outside
the chamber. And there was very little in the graves other than
bones and potsherds, only some fragments of worked ivory and
worked copper being recovered. Oddly enough, it never seems to
have occurred to Mackay that these observations showed clearly
that all the graves he opened had been plundered, and he went to
great pains to try to explain in other ways the disorder in the
chambers. The fragmentary skeletons, he claimed, must be re-
burials of bones from an ossuary or charnel house; the presence of
potsherds inside and outside the chambers showed that pots had
been “ritually broken” before burial.

It is, of course, the duty of a professional archaologist to
suggest theories to account for the facts which he digs up, always
provided that he keeps what is theory clearly distinguished from
what is observed excavated evidence (as Mackay did—and as I
shall endeavour to do in this book), and we have no quarrel with
Ernest Mackay for having theorized perhaps a little widely on
what was perhaps a slender body of excavated evidence. But
certainly some of his theories, in popular belief promoted by
thirty years without contradiction to the status of established
fact, have caused us some headaches in our work. For example,
he notes the finding of ostrich-egg shells, cut and painted for use
as drinking cups, and the fact that all the pottery found was
round-bottomed; and on that bases the theory that the people
buried in the grave chambers were natives of the Arabian main-
land, where men still alive today can recall seeing living os-
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triches, and wanderers in the desert sands, where round-bot-
tomed vessels would stand more firmly than pots with flat bases.
And working from this, and from his theory of the reburial of
skeletons brought from elsewhere, added to the fact that he did
not personally observe any sites of ancient settlement in Bahrain,
he added the conclusion that Bahrain was not in fact inhabited at
all during the period when the grave-mounds were built (a
period that he sets with reservation as about 1500 B.C.), but was
solely used as a burial-ground for people living on the mainland
of Arabia.

This belief that Bahrain in pre-Islamic times had been solely a
necropolis, an island of the dead, has proved very difficult to
scotch, and for all our evidence that Bahrain in fact was a popu-
lous, civilized land at the time when it buried its dead in the
grave-mounds, visitors to our excavations still occasionally try to
demonstrate their knowledgeableness by quoting the burial-island
theory to us as revealed truth. That is one of the reasons why
the film which, some years later, was made by the Bahrain oil
company about our excavations was entitled firmly The Land of
the Living.

The other—and even more widespread—popular belief about
the burial-mounds is that they are Phoenician. But this cannot be
laid to Mackay’s account, but rather to that of an earlier investi-
gator. Among the reports unearthed in London was that of a
Colonel Prideaux of the Imperial Government of India, who in
1906 had been instructed by that government to investigate the
Bahrain mounds. Prideaux was strictly an amateur, but an army
officer of considerable energy. And he tackled, with a large labour
force of local Arabs, the most formidable group of mounds on the
island, a collection of about a score near the village of Alj, a little
to the west of where I had first seen the mound-field forty-one
years later.

Whereas the majority of the grave-mounds are seldom more
than twice the height of a man, the mounds at Ali are stupendous,
the least of them as high as a three-story building. It cost us ten
years of hesitation before we ventured—unsuccessfully—to dig
even one of these tumuli; but Prideaux tackled eight of them at
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once. His methods were, of course, by modern standards not
beyond criticism—in many cases he contented himself with driv-
ing tunnels through the rock-hard gravel conglomerate until they
met the central chamber. These chambers were very much larger
than those later excavated by Mackay, but they followed the
same plan and, like Mackay’s, contained little, and that little in
complete disorder. Prideaux, however, did realize that the scar-
city and disorder of the contents were due to later robbery.
Among the objects which he found were two gold rings and
portions of two ivory statuettes. And it was these statuettes that
gave rise to the belief that the tombs were Phoenician. For they
were sent to the British Museum, where experts claimed that
they showed a resemblance to certain ivories there which were
believed to be of Phoenician workmanship. Less than ten years
later it was shown that these ivories, which had been excavated
at Nineveh in northern Iraq, had nothing to do with the Phoeni-
cians, and in any case did not greatly resemble the Bahrain
statuettes. But the damage was done; Prideaux had published, in
good faith, the opinion of the British Museum experts, and the
Bahrain grave-mounds were thereafter firmly believed to be
Phoenician—though the Arabs of Bahrain, who could not read
Prideaux’s report, equally firmly believed them to be the graves
of the Portuguese who had garrisoned the island in the sixteenth
century A.D.

Prideaux’s and Mackay’s reports were bulky volumes that
weighed down my suitcases as I packed to return to Denmark.
The third report was a slim paper-back offprint from the journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society, and it went without difficulty in my
coat pocket, to be read on the voyage back across the North Sea.
It was the earliest, and by far the most valuable, report of them
all, a survey of the antiquities of Bahrain, carried out by a Cap-
tain Durand for the British Foreign Office in 1879.

Our respectful admiration for Captain Durand has increased
steadily during our fifteen years of exploration on Bahrain. He
was not an archzologist. The antiquities of Bahrain were not
even his main reason for coming to the island—they were merely
his cover. His antiquities survey was published the following
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year, but a bulkier report, on the contemporary economic and
political situation on Bahrain, was—and still is—restricted, for
internal Foreign Office consumption only. But his survey of the
antiquities is a beautifully thorough job of work. Like those who
were to come after him, he of course saw and described the
immense mound-fields, and, before Prideaux and before Mackay,
he opened one of the large mounds at Ali and described its
construction, though he was inclined to doubt whether the struc-
ture it contained was intended for burials. But, unlike those who
came later, he extended his survey to the rest of the island too,
and pointed out many other features of probable historic signifi-
cance. Time and again in our work we have discovered new sites
for investigation and, on going back to Durand’s survey, have
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THE STONE CONE, FOUND BY CAPTAIN DURAND IN BAHRAIN IN 1879 AND NOW
LOST AGAIN, WAS TWO FEET TWO INCHES HIGH. ORIGINALLY PART OF THE
FOUNDATION OF A TEMPLE, THE STYLE OF ITS INSCRIPTION SUGGESTS A DATE
OF ABOUT 1800 B.C.
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found that he was there first, that he had stood upon our site and
listed it as one which would repay closer investigation. To crown
his work he discovered and brought back to England a cuneiform
inscription, carved on a black basalt stone and built into the wall
of a mosque. This inscription he published, and for many a year it
was the only extant text from the prehistory of Bahrain. The stone
had clearly been a foundation stone, and the inscription, in four
lines, was disappointingly short. It read:

Palace

of Rimum,

servant of the god Inzak,
man of (the tribe of) Agarum.

Now, this inscription, for all its brevity, had certain points of
significance, particularly centering on the mention of the god
Inzak, and they have a bearing on the question of the possible
identification of the island of Bahrain. The whole question is
discussed at length in the next chapter. Here it need only be said
that even at this point we were aware that our proposed expedi-
tion to Bahrain was going to involve us in one of the major
controversies of Mesopotamian scholarship, the question of the
location of the ancient land of Dilmun.

I arrived back in Denmark with the jigsaw pieces of a four-
thousand-year-old puzzle in my luggage, to find a more contem-
porary problem awaiting me, a telegram from Greenland. P.V.
wanted to know whether I thought the sheikh of Bahrain would
be interested in a gift of a Greenland falcon.

On that point, at least, there could be no two opinions. I wrote
to the sheikh’s adviser, to be on the safe side, but replied im-
mediately to P.V. that Sheikh Sulman would undoubtedly be de-
lighted. Among the sheikhs and princes of Arabia falconry is a
living sport, and there more than anywhere the odd resemblance
between the courts of the sheikhdoms and the mediaval courts of
Europe is striking. At the daily audiences of the sheikhs there are
always retainers standing by with hawk on wrist, and outside the
palace hawks and falcons are always to be seen on their perches,
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dozing motionlessly in the sun or, with wings flapping, tearing at
a scrap of fur. The head falconer is one of the most important
members of the sheikh’s entourage, and in every palace the mews,
where the falcons are kept, is one of the best-appointed buildings.
Most weeks the sheikhs will be out for two or three days in the
desert, hunting gazelle and bustard with their hawks and their
swift selukis, and the rival merits of their hawks are eagerly
discussed at all times.

Several species of hawk and falcon are employed in the chase,
mainly peregrines and goshawks. But the pride of them all is the
gerfalcon, the best of which are trapped in Persia, and the
sheikhs give large sums for these birds. They are the largest and
strongest of the falcons, and in mediseval Europe were reserved
for those of royal blood. The rule, in fact, still obtains, and in
consequence all Greenland falcons, which are gers, belong on
capture to the Danish crown. To present a gerfalcon to the sheikh
of Bahrain would thus be in every way to make him a royal
present. But there was more to it than that. The ordinary gerfal-
con is a magnificent bird, but brown in color with white mottling,
like most birds of prey. But the Greenland falcon is pure white,
save for the jet-black tips of its feathers. Such a bird had never
been seen in the Arabian Gulf; it would be—simply—beyond
price.

All this P.V. knew, or at least suspected, and when he had
heard of three nestling falcons taken from an eyrie in the moun-
tains near the ice-cap he had immediately acquired them for the
Copenhagen Zoo—but reserved one of them for the ruler of
Bahrain. As soon as he returned I went over to Copenhagen, and
we selected the loveliest of the birds, a tiercel just beginning to
assume its magnificent adult plumage, as our gift.

Time went fast from P.V.’s return until we were due to leave at
the beginning of December. There was not much we could do in
the way of material preparations. We were aiming to reconnoitre
the island as thoroughly as we could, and then to dig at the
places that seemed most promising. What these places would be
and what their special problems would be and what special
equipment they would call for we had no means of telling. Our
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equipment reduced itself to a stout builder’s trowel and a two-
metre rule each, a surveyor’s level and a couple of cameras. What
else we needed would have to be acquired on the spot or sent out
to us. But I spent a lot of time writing letters to people I still
knew out there, to my old company and to the manager of the
BOAC hotel and to some of the local merchants. For we knew
that we would need a place to live, and a vehicle of some sort,
and sooner or later labourers. And our money was very strictly
limited so that the sooner we could establish ourselves and get
into the field the better.

We left on December 2 by air from Copenhagen, a grey day
with low-lying clouds. We had had to pick our plane with care, as
the Greenland falcon was to travel in the freight compartment
and this had to be pressurized. Cold did not matter—it was built
to take temperatures of forty below in Greenland—but it was as
dependent on oxygen as we were. We were to fly direct to Beirut,
and there change to another plane that would get us to Bahrain
late the following day. There was quite a crowd to see us off, half
of P.V.’s students and former colleagues from the National Mu-
seum; and Vibeke, looking rather wistful, because I had promised
her when we left Bahrain three years before that we would return
one day. And now I was returning. Without her.

After half an hour in the air we landed at Hamburg and were
told that we could go no farther that day. All of southern Europe
was blanketed in fog.

We were worried about the falcon. But the zoo people had told
us, when we collected it, that it could easily take thirty-six hours
without food; so we deposited it in a room comfortingly labelled
“Live Freight” and hoped for the best. But the fog was slow to
lift, and before we got away late next morning we knew that we
had missed our connection from Beirut. We sent a telegram to Sir
Charles Belgrave, asking him to tell the sheikh of Bahrain that
the falcon and its two attendants would be late.

It was three o’clock the following morning before we touched
down at Beirut—to find that our visas were improperly made out
(one needed visas in those days for the Lebanon) and that we
could not leave the airport. But now we found that we had
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entered the Arab world, and with a most potent ambassador. We
had resigned ourselves to spending the rest of the night on the
hard chairs of the transit lounge, but we explained that we had a
white falcon with us and we were worried, because it had had
neither food nor water for nearly two days. Immediately the
atmosphere changed. Customs and immigration officials clustered
round as the travelling cage was uncovered and the Greenland
falcon blinked sleepily at the lights. A porter was sent to guide
me to the airport restaurant, which was not open to feed human
customers at that hour but whose duty cook, on hearing the story,
immediately conjured up a pan of water and a juicy hunk of
meat. Amid murmurs of approval in Arabic the falcon attacked
the raw meat with vigor, and while it gorged itself the immigra-
tion officer apologized for the stupid mistake that the embassy in
Copenhagen must have made in issuing invalid visas, stamped
our passports with a flourish, and escorted us to a taxi, promising
us that he personally would see to it that the white falcon was
properly cared for until we returned. Within half an hour we had
checked into one of the luxury hotels that airlines use to mollify
benighted passengers and were sleeping away what was left of
the night.

The next morning we discovered that the first plane to Bahrain
left in the evening, and we sent off another telegram to Sir
Charles. In the evening we collected our luggage, and the falcon,
and boarded our machine. This time, though, we were travelling
by an Arab airline, and there was no question of the most distin-
guished passenger being banished to the freight compartment.
The travelling cage was placed on the forward two seats, by the
door, and left uncovered, so that the white falcon could see, and
be seen by, all who entered. The night trip was uneventful, and
an early-morning stop at Kuwait only memorable for the lively
interest which a party of sheikhs, who boarded the plane there,
showed in the occupant of the front seat. And an hour later, with
the sun well up, I could point out of the window and show P.V.
the flat white outline of Bahrain spread out like a map below us
as we went into the circuit to land at Muharraq airport.

It was three years and five months since I had last been there,
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and nothing had changed. As we walked over the Tarmac, the
warmth of the December sun on our shoulders, the glare of the
sand with the dusty grey-green of the palms beyond, and above
all the faint smell in the rather damp air, the slightly acrid, tarry
smell that is crude oil, sloughed off instantaneously the interven-
ing years and brought a host of subconscious recollections up to
somewhere just below the surface of my mind. Arabic phrases
that I had not used or thought during the three years in Denmark
came naturally to my tongue as customs and passport and health
officials questioned us (and my Arabic has never been other than
halting and laborious ). It felt good to be back.

But before ever we reached the passport and customs officials,
while we were still walking to the airport building with the
travelling cage between us, a car drew up alongside and a tall
Arab in long white thaub and white headcloth descended. “Mr.
Glob and Mr. Bibby?” he asked in very good English. We as-
sented. “I am His Highness’s falconer,” he said. “You have a
falcon for His Highness?” We showed him the cage we were
carrying. He motioned to two porters, and they took the cage and
placed it carefully on the broad back seat of the car. “God be
with you,” he said, and got in beside the chauffeur. And the car
turned and drove away.

P.V. and I looked after the departing car and then at each
other. He could at least have offered us a lift into town, we
thought. We had brought the finest gift that Denmark had to
offer an Arab sheikh, and it had been taken off our hands without
even a word of thanks or an offer of help. We were wrong, of
course, but it was some years before we understood the Arab
point of view. A gift for which a return is expected is no gift. To
expect thanks, or especial courtesy, even to make a flourish or an
official ceremony of giving is to detract from the gift. When, some
years later, His Highness made us a gift of a gold watch and a
complete Arab costume to each member of the expedition, one of
his chauffeurs brought it, in an amorphous brown paper parcel, to
the camp and left it, almost surreptitiously, with our servant. And
when we suggested that we would like to write and thank Sheikh
Sulman we were told that that would be a breach of etiquette.
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Gifts should be bestowed by stealth, and never referred to by
giver or recipient.

Anyway, there was a car waiting for us after all, sent by the
adviser to take us to the BOAC hotel, where a double room was
reserved.

A week later we were beginning to feel that we were getting
nowhere, and at an uncommonly fast rate. We had called on a lot
of people, the adviser, the director of public works, the bank
manager, the manager of “my” oil company, the general manager
and the production manager of the Bahrain Petroleum Company.
We had walked miles along the dusty streets between the tall
whitewashed windowless Arab houses of the capital, Manama,
from one office to another in a town where no self-respecting
European walks. And everyone we met was most interested,
enquired when we were going to start digging, and was, I think,
surprised that we did not have cut-and-dried plans and moun-
tains of equipment. After all, we called ourselves an expedition,
and somehow the term did not seem to fit two rather bewildered
men with one suitcase each. When we had left the Bahrain
Petroleum Company’s office the production manager had said,
cordially enough, “Well, we’ll be seeing you again when you've
something more definite to tell us.” That seemed to express the
general attitude. In the meantime we were living in a very expen-
sive hotel because there was no other, and any travelling about
the island had to be done by taxi. And our funds were being
eaten away at an alarming rate.

Only in one respect had we been able to make a move in the
right direction. We had discovered that the Bahrain Petroleum
Company (Bapco to initiates) had complete air-photograph cov-
erage of the island, and we had spent two days going over these
with a stereoscopic magnifying glass. We had made a list of
fifty-five sites where unnatural-looking mounds, unexplainable
clearings in the palm plantations, or lines of ruined walls sug-
gested that investigation on the ground might repay the trouble.
And we had plotted the fields of burial-mounds on our map and
made a rough estimate of their number, on a basis of the area
covered by the mound-fields and the average density of mounds
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within the fields. The sum came out at a hundred thousand, a
truly stupendous figure, more burial-mounds than in the whole of
Denmark or all England. But we still could not visit the mounds
or our fifty-five suspicious sites, until we had our own transport.
It began to look as though we should have to buy a new jeep,
which would make a very large bite into the reserve that we were
keeping for excavation expenses.

Then all at once our luck changed. The manager of my old oil
company, who was new since my day but who knew of my
previous connection with his company, had written to his London
office asking for their policy toward appeals for help from indi-
gent archaologists, and he now got a reply allowing him to offer
any help within reason. And the machinery began to move. This
was the first time, but by no means the last, that we realized just
what it meant to have an oil company behind you when opening
up a new territory. It turned out that they were preparing to
dispose of a large Humber station-car, specially built for desert
transport, and it was written down on their books to a value of
170 dollars. We could buy it for its book value. And they would
shortly have a furnished house vacant in their compound and saw
no reason why we should not move into it, whereupon it would be
reasonable for us to take our meals in their guest-house restau-
rant, at a nominal charge of a dollar a day (for which they
“forgot” to bill us).

Three days later we took delivery of the powerful blue station-
car, with its massive low-pressure desert tires, and celebrated the
event by driving out to Ali, to look at the mounds which Captain
Durand and Colonel Prideaux and Ernest Mackay had excavated
between thirty and eighty years before. There they stood, just as
the excavators had described them, with the sides of their cut-
tings still standing, and even the roofs of Prideaux’s tunnels still
unfallen. To archeeologists used to digging in the peat bogs of
Denmark, where all cuts have to be stepped and graded that the
sides may not fall in on the digger, these perpendicular faces still
standing after two generations were almost uncanny. We have
since learned that the natural gypsum content of the Bahrain soil
causes an exposed face to compact in the humid climate into an
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almost cement hardness, and we have become accustomed to
working immediately at the foot of perpendicular cuttings thirty
and forty feet high. We have never had a face collapse, and
hardly ever even a stone fall from such a face.

Our real work was now begun, and the reader may well be
feeling—with the production manager of Bapco—that it is high
time our plans and hopes and expectations at this time be more
precisely described. That afternoon, on our first day of actual
field-work, we had stood beside the results of the field-work of
three predecessors. It was not unreasonable to ask what we
thought we could do that they had not already done. We had
been asked that question often enough, during the months of
preparation, and we had got into the habit of replying that
nothing at all was known of the history of Bahrain before the
island was converted to Islam during the seventh century a.p,,
and precious little of its history thereafter until the Portuguese
established their trading posts in the Gulf in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Thus everything was grist to our mill, anything at all that
could throw light on Bahrain in early Islamic and particularly in
pre-Islamic times. The grave-mounds bore witness to the fact that
Bahrain’s pre-Islamic history had at some period been out of the
ordinary and perhaps important, but to fit the grave-mounds into
Bahrain’s history was not our sole aim. Our aim, in fact, was to fit
Bahrain into world history.

Now, the role of re-creator of history is one that no archaolo-
gist ever resists. In theory the archaeologist is a technician, pro-
ducing by his technique of controlled exploration-and excavation
the material on which the historian and the prehistorian can
build up their picture of what happened. In practice the two
processes are inseparable. Not only can the arch®ologist never
resist the temptation to produce historical theories to fit the
archaeological facts, not only is he frequently the one best fitted
to theorize about what he has found, but there is also a continu-
ous feed-back, whereby the excavated evidence forms the basis of
historical theories which are then tested by further excavation,
confirmed or modified, and then tested again. We did not believe
that we were better archaologists than our predecessors in Bah-
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rain (though techniques had undoubtedly improved in the inter-
val), but we believed that the theories that they had produced to
fit Bahrain into world history had been inadequately tested.
Mackay had claimed that Bahrain had, in the second millennium
B.C., been a graveyard for the nomad tribes which he believed
inhabited mainland Arabia at that time; and this theory was
perfectly adequate “history”—if it were true. Prideaux had be-
lieved that Phoenicians had lived and died in Bahrain before
they emigrated to the historical Phoenicia on the Levant coast of
the Mediterranean, and this too would have been adequate his-
tory—had it been true; it would even have confirmed a statement

THE AAMAND.

by Herodotus that the Phoenicians in his day claimed that their
ancestors came from the Arabian Gulf. Durand’s theory—or
rather the theory put forward in an appendix to his report by a
very much more eminent authority—was much more circumstan-
tial. “Let it be understood then,” wrote Sir Henry Rawlinson in
1880, “that throughout the Assyrian tablets, from the earliest
period to the latest, there is constant allusion to an island called
Niduk-ki in Accadian, and Tilvun or Tilmun in Assyrian, and that
this name, which unquestionably applies to Bahrein . . .” Sir
Henry Rawlinson had an intuition that bordered on the uncanny,
and even at that early date he had seen that Dilmun was a land of
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unusual importance in the minds of the ancient peoples of Meso-
potamia. Later discoveries have shown that it occupied a unique
position in their history and mythology, as the next chapters will
try to show. And Rawlinson, for what it was worth, postulated
that Bahrain could be Dilmun. The evidence at that time was
slender. Whether it is stronger now is the question that this book
seeks to pose.

It would be unfair to a distinguished scholar not to mention
at this point Dr. Peter Bruce Cornwall, who during World War II
excavated a number of the Bahrain burial-mounds and later
wrote a very detailed thesis putting forward the evidence for an
identification of Bahrain with Dilmun. The reason why he has not
been mentioned hitherto is that when we began our work we
knew little more than the bare fact that an American archaeologist
had worked for a time on the island. It was only some years later,
and by rather devious channels, that we were able to obtain a
photostatic copy of Dr. Cornwall’s unpublished thesis and confir-
mation of which grave-mounds he had excavated.

At the time, then, when our serious field-work was about to
begin we were prepared to regard anything at all earlier than the
Portuguese as worthy of investigation. Our terms of reference
were simply to find out what had happened in Bahrain, from the
time when man first set foot on the island until the beginning of
recorded history a scant five hundred years ago. In theory we
were just as interested in Stone Age implements or in early
Islamic ruins as we were in the problem of the burial-mounds
that had so monopolized our forerunners. But in practice we were
well aware that there was one question that was bound to bulk
larger than any other: that in seeking to bring Bahrain into the
stream of world history we would be bound to find ourselves
looking for Dilmun.
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I have a feeling that people do not “discover lost civilizations™;
but rather that, when the time is ripe, lost civilizations reveal
themselves, using for the purpose whatever resources and people
are to hand. This has, at least, been the case with Dilmun, which
has gradually, over the last hundred years, swum back into the
surface waters of world history, after being completely sub-
merged for twenty-four hundred years.

For almost two and a half millennia Dilmun was in literal truth
a lost civilization, lost as Assyria and Egypt and Babylonia never
were, as even the Hittite Empire and Minoan Crete and the
Sumerians were not lost.

That Babylon and Nineveh and hundred-gated Thebes had
been capitals of mighty empires long before the time of the
Greeks and Romans was information that had never been lost,
that was known to the classical historians, to the monks of the
Dark Ages, to the new scholars of the Renaissance. All that was
lost was the location of these ancient capitals. That Crete had
been a power in the Mediterranean before the rise of mainland
Greece stood clearly written in the epics of Homer and the
classical accounts of the legend of Theseus and the Minotaur. But
the excavation by Sir Arthur Evans of the great palace at Knossos
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was needed, to show that the Iliad and the classical legends were
not entirely works of fiction. That the Hittites and Sumerians had
once been great powers was indeed completely lost to history—
but the names at least survived. The Hittites and the land of
Shinar stood recorded in the early books of the Bible.

But neither in classical history nor in biblical recollection nor in
epic poetry nor in legend was any mention preserved of the land
of Dilmun. For twenty-four hundred years no man ever heard the
name of Dilmun, no extant book or paper or inscription bore
mention of Dilmun.

And yet for more than two millennia before that, for just as
long a period as Dilmun had been forgotten, its name had been a
household word. It had been a country well known to traders and
travellers, to historians and geographers, a country famous in
romance and epic, in mythology and cosmogony. In these millen-
nia the men of Dilmun roamed the known world. Their artifacts
and inscriptions are found from Greece to the borders of Burma.

The way to Dilmun lay through the rediscovery of the civiliza-
tions of Assyria and Babylonia. Here the first systematic work
began in 1842, when Paul Emile Botta was appointed French
consul in Mosul, in northern Iraq. The tale has often been told of
how Botta was fascinated by the huge mounds, called Nabi
Yunus and Kuyunjik, which lay on the other bank of the Tigris
from Mosul, and how he began to dig, first in Nabi Yunus and,
when that was forbidden, on Kuyunjik. Three months” work at
Kuyunjik brought little result, but aroused much interest among
the local inhabitants. And one of them, a farmer from the village
of Khorsabad some twelve miles to the northeast, noticed that all
fragments of stone and brick bearing inscriptions were carefully
collected, and told Botta that if he were interested in such things
he should dig at Khorsabad, where there were thousands of them.
Botta was sceptical, but sent a couple of workmen to dig at the
village. And a little way beneath the surface they came on a wall
lined with slabs of sculptured alabaster . . .

Forthwith Botta moved his workers to Khorsabad, and for
eighteen months, with considerable obstruction from the Turkish
governor of Mosul, excavated the palace that proved to lie be-
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neath the village mound. A hundred rooms and corridors were
unearthed, the majority with walls lined with bas-reliefs, carvings
of battle scenes and religious processions, of gods and of kings, all
in an art style never before seen. The ornaments and dresses of
the human figures were of completely unknown type, the mon-
sters depicted belonged to no known mythology, while the door-
ways were everywhere flanked by winged statues of bulls and
lions with human heads. Between and upon the carved slabs were
long inscriptions, engraved in a script composed of wedge-shaped
signs.

Not long after the first ornamented slabs were exposed it be-
came clear to Botta that the palace he was excavating had been
destroyed by fire. And, alabaster being a form of limestone, the
fired slabs began rapidly to disintegrate into powder when ex-
posed to the air. While Botta attempted to draw the rapidly
crumbling slabs, the French government sent out, post haste, an
experienced artist who thereafter, as the excavation proceeded,
drew with meticulous accuracy all the bas-reliefs and inscrip-
tions. And by 1850, seven years after the excavation was com-
pleted, Botta was able to publish, in five volumes, a complete
account and pictorial record of the Khorsabad palace.

During these seven years another excavator had made discov-
eries rivalling those of Botta. Austen Henry Layard had been on
the scene first, in 1840, making an adventurous journey, with one
companion, which aimed to reach India overland from the Medi-
terranean. They had travelled by horseback and without escort,
and they had spent some time in Mosul and looked at the mounds
of Kuyunjik and Nabi Yunus. They had made a detour to Bagh-
dad and on the way had looked at other mounds farther down
the Tigris, in particular one called Nimroud. Layard had been
intrigued by the mystery of these mounds, with their surface
debris of potsherds and inscribed bricks, and when the two com-
panions reached Hamadan, in Persia, he decided to change his
plans and return to Mosul. This journey had apparently been
leisurely in the extreme, and when Layard reached Mosul again it
was already 1842 and Botta had begun to excavate at Kuyunjik.
Layard hurried on to Constantinople, at that time, of course, the
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capital of the Turkish Empire of which Mosul and the whole of
Mesopotamia formed a part, and from there he tried to gain
support for a British excavation of the buried sites of the Mosul
area. For three years, as he says, “I spoke to others about excava-
tions, but received little encouragement.” These were the three
years during which Botta was astounding the world with his
revelation of a completely unknown civilization at Khorsabad, a
civilization that the biblical and classical historians had, with one
accord, identified as that of Assyria. “At last,” says Layard, “in the
autumn of 1845, Lord Stratford de Redcliffe, then Sir Stratford
Canning, offered to incur, jointly with myself, for a limited pe-
riod, the expense of excavations in Assyria, in the hope that,
should success attend the attempt, means would be found to
carry it out on an adequate scale.” Layard left Constantinople
immediately. “I crossed the mountains of Pontus and the great
steppes of the Usum Yilak as fast as post-horses could carry me,
descended the high lands into the valley of the Tigris, galloped
over the vast plains of Assyria, and reached Mosul in twelve
days.”

It is not the purpose of this chapter to describe in detail the
unveiling of Assyria and Babylonia. But briefly, Layard dug first,
for two years, at the mound of Nimroud, now known to be the
Calah of the Bible, and unearthed palaces rivalling those of
Khorsabad. The same winged bulls and winged lions flanked in
the same manner the doorways of halls lined with sculptured
slabs. And everywhere among the reliefs of hunting and battle
scenes were carved inscriptions in the wedge-shaped script of the
Assyrians.

The British Museum now threw its weight into the scales. And
Layard, with something like adequate funds at his disposal, de-
cided, while continuing his excavations at Nimroud, to investi-
gate the very much bigger mound of Kuyunjik. For although
Botta had dug there with little success there appeared to be very
little doubt that the mounds of Kuyunjik and Nabi Yunus cov-
ered the city of Nineveh itself, the capital of Assyria. In the
summer of 1847, in the course of a single month’s digging, Layard
located at Kuyuniik a palace comparable to those of Nimroud and
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Khorsabad. But his funds were exhausted, and he decided to
return to London, after an absence of seven years. Two years
later he returned, again with support from the British Museum,
and in the course of eighteen months excavated at Kuyunjik “71
halls, chambers and passages . . . 27 portals, formed by colossal
winged bulls and lion-sphinxes . . . and g88o feet of bas-reliefs.”
And among the debris filling the sculptured chambers he found a
large number of tablets of baked clay, covered with writing in the
same wedge-shaped script as was found on the wall-slabs.

This was the first time that the long-familiar wedge-shaped, or
cuneiform, script had been found inscribed on tablets, and the
discovery opened wide perspectives. Although the script could
not at that time be read, philologists had been working on its
problems for a century and a half, and they were confident that
they were nearing success. For the inscriptions dug up by Botta
and by Layard were by no means the first cuneiform texts to be
discovered and published.

On the northern shore of the Arabian Gulf, due north of Bah-
rain, lies Bushire, the largest port of Persia. And from it runs the
main north-south land route through Persia, via Shiraz and Isfa-
han to the capital, Teheran, and to the Caspian Sea. A hundred
and fifty miles along that route, forty miles northeast of Shiraz, lie
the imposing ruins of a splendid city, known to the Persians as
Takht-i-Jamshid, “the throne of Jamshid,” or Chehil-Minar, “the
forty pillars.” They were first described for Europeans by the
Venetian ambassador to the Persian court, Geosafat Barbaro, in
1472, and in 1602 the Portuguese ambassador Antonio de Gouuea
first mentions the inscriptions which were to be seen upon the
ruins. They were described in more detail by his successor,
Don Garcia Silva Figveroa, in 1617, and it was Don Garcia who
first correctly identified the ruins as the site of Persepolis, the
capital of Darius the Great of Persia. Four years later, in 1621, the
site was visited by a famous Italian traveller, Pietro della Valle
(who also visited Babylon ), and the first copy of a portion of the
Persepolis inscriptions was made and brought to Europe. In the
course of the seventeenth century two or three other short—and
inaccurate—portions of the Persepolis inscriptions were pub-
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lished by European travellers, and in 1700 the term “cuneiform”
(from the Latin cuneus, a wedge) was first used to describe the
wedge-shaped script.

Serious study of the script only began, however, with the
publication in 1778 of accurate drawings of three long trilingual
inscriptions from Persepolis by Carsten Niebuhr.

Carsten Niebuhr has rather haunted our Danish expedition to
the Arabian coast. The fact that he was a Dane, from the then
Danish province of Schleswig, that he was a member—and the
sole survivor—of a Danish scientific expedition to Arabia, and
that that expedition was sent out by the king of Denmark just two
hundred years before our expedition made us feel in many ways
that we were merely carrying forward the work begun by this
unassuming lieutenant of engineers.

The tale of this earlier Danish expedition has recently been
told, in book form, by a member of our expedition (Thorkild
Hansen: Arabia Felix), and—although this chapter is already
piling digression upon digression—it is well worth telling briefly
here. Six men, five scientists and one servant, left Copenhagen in
1761, with Egypt and the Yemen, in southwest Arabia, as their
immediate goal. From there they were to proceed to Basra, and
return overland through Mesopotamia and Syria. There was a
professor of philology whose task was to study the languages and
customs of the Middle East and to collect inscriptions and manu-
scripts; a Swedish professor of botany, a pupil of the great Lin-
nzus, who was to collect plants and other natural-history speci-
mens; an artist and copper-plate engraver who was to make
illustrations of the countries and peoples met; a doctor, to study
the diseases and medicines of the areas visited, and to look to the
health of the expedition; a Swedish ex-soldier as servant; and
Lieutenant Carsten Niebuhr, who was to act as surveyor and
astronomer, to make maps and keep records of distances covered.
As it turned out, apart from a portfolio of drawings by the artist,
none of the objectives allotted to the first five members of the
expedition were to be achieved by them. The philologist found
no inscriptions; the collections of the botanist were largely lost
and those not lost were dispersed; the doctor collected no medi-
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cines, failed to save the lives of four of the expedition’s members,
and finally died himself. The expedition would have been a
disastrous and utter failure had it not been for the lieutenant of
engineers, who, after the last of his companions had died of
malaria and malnutrition in the Yemen and in India, carried
through the planned overland trip from Persia to Denmark, tak-
ing on single-handed all the planned researches, collecting the
specimens, copying the inscriptions, drawing the panoramas and
portraits, and making the maps to cover everything of scientific
interest met on the route. He arrived back in Copenhagen at the
end of 1767, seven years after the expedition set out. For the last
four of these seven years Niebuhr had worked and travelled
alone. We had no reason to be ashamed of our predecessor in
these latitudes.

It was the copies that Carsten Niebuhr made of the inscriptions
of Persepolis that gave the impetus to the first real attempts to
solve the riddle of the cuneiform script. Indeed, Niebuhr himself,
though no philologist, made the first contribution, pointing out
that the inscriptions were written in three different forms of
cuneiform, the first of which only used forty-two different signs.

The conclusion was very quickly drawn that the three forms of
cuneiform represented three different languages, all using a form
of the cuneiform script, and that the first of them was alphabetic,
each sign representing a letter, whereas the other two were prob-
ably syllabic, a different sign for each syllable giving naturally, as
in Chinese, a larger number of signs. Logic suggested that in each
three-language inscription the same message was in fact being
given in each of the three languages, and that these three lan-
guages were probably the languages of the three major divisions
of the Persian Empire, Persia proper, Susiana, and Babylonia. And
effort was concentrated on the first script, obviously the easiest to
“break,” which was—rightly as it turned out—guessed to be Old
Persian.

Now, it is outside the scope of this book to tell of the decipher-
ment of Old Persian, or of cuneiform in general (and the story
has been told many times already). Suffice it to say that progress
was slow, though advances were made, and the names of Hys-
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taspes, Darius, and Xerxes were identified, giving the phonetic
values of fifteen signs. The trouble was that the Persepolis in-
scriptions were too short. Reading an unknown script is in many
ways like breaking a cipher, and is largely a statistical process of
collation of words and phrases, of finding out which signs occur
most frequently and which combinations, or variations in combi-
nations, of signs occur. The process is immeasurably easier if you
have long messages with many signs at your disposal, and the
eminent philologists who, in the early years of the nineteenth
century, spent long hours and much ingenuity wringing the last
drops of evidence out of the few three- and four-line inscriptions
brought home by Niebuhr would have been better employed
exploring Persia for longer inscriptions in the same scripts.

As it happened the Honourable East India Company saved
them the trouble, when it seconded a twenty-three-year-old
officer of its Indian army to the task of training and modernizing
the Persian army. The officer was Henry Creswicke Rawlinson,
and the year was 1833.

Just as the main south road in Persia runs from Teheran past
Persepolis to the Arabian Gulf, the main west road runs from
Teheran past Hamadan and Kermanshah to Baghdad. It is an
ancient road, for Hamadan is the old Ecbatana, while at the
western end of the road is not only Baghdad but also Ctesiphon
and Babylon. Fifty miles west of Hamadan and twenty miles east
of Kermanshah, the road skirts the end of a mountain range at
Bisitun, running below a sheer rock face over 3,800 feet high. On
this cliff, almost five hundred years before the beginning of the
Christian Era and some 500 feet above ground level, Darius the
Great of Persia had caused to be carved a large relief of himself
as the conqueror of kings, and thirteen columns of inscriptions in
the same three cuneiform scripts as occur at Persepolis. It was
these inscriptions that attracted the attention of the young British
major.

In 1835 and 1836 Rawlinson copied the greater part of the Old
Persian inscription, which was the easiest of access, scrambling
three and four times a day up the steep rock face to the foot of
the inscription, balancing a short ladder upon the ledge, only
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eighteen inches wide, which ran along the foot of the inscription,
and then standing upon the topmost rung of the ladder “with no
other support,” he tells us, “than steadying the body against the
rock with the left arm, while the left hand holds the notebook
and the right hand is employed with the pencil.” By 1839, work-
ing on this hard-won material without any knowledge of the
researches of the philologists in Europe, he had succeeded in
deciphering nearly half of the inscription. In that year, however,
the Afghan War recalled him to India and to Afghanistan, where
he was mentioned in despatches and later appointed Political
Officer in Kandahar in southern Afghanistan. It was not until the
end of 1843 that he could return to his cuneiform studies. In
December of that year he was appointed Political Agent in Bagh-
dad.

This was the very year when Botta was startling the world with
his discovery of inscribed alabaster slabs at Khorsabad farther
north along the Tigris, and when Layard was trying desperately
to raise funds for excavations at Nimroud and Kuyunjik. But
Rawlinson had an appointment with Darius the Great, and the
following summer he rode two hundred miles to Bisitun, to make
a new and more accurate copy of the whole of the Old Persian
and Susian inscriptions. The Susian text was more difficult to
reach than the Old Persian, for here the foot-ledge was missing
over a large stretch, and Rawlinson completed his copy balanced
upon an upright ladder standing precariously upon a horizontal
ladder bridging a sheer drop of several hundred feet. In the
following year he revised his translation of 1839, and in 1846 it
was published by the Royal Asiatic Society in London.

The following year, while Layard was excavating the first
hoard of cuneiform tablets at Kuyunjik, Rawlinson was back at
Bisitun, to try to get a copy of the Babylonian version of the
inscription of Darius. This was a vastly more difficult task than
that of copying the first two versions. For the Old Persian and
Susian texts formed the lower register of the inscribed slabs, and
the ledge below them could be reached via the irregularities of
the precipice below. But the Babylonian text was inscribed upon
slabs above the other two texts, and the smoothed surface of
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these lower slabs was quite impossible to climb. Above the in-
scriptions the rocks overhang the text, making access from above
equally impossible. Rawlinson was at a loss, until a “wild Kurdish
boy” volunteered to reach the inscriptions. Climbing up a cleft to
the left of the inscriptions, he drove in a peg with a rope attached
and, taking the other end of the rope, traversed across the almost
smooth rock of the overhang above the inscription. At the other
side he drove in another peg, and, with a loop of rope thus
hanging free across the inscription, could fix up a “swinging seat,
like a painter’s cradle.” From this, under Rawlinson’s direction,
he took casts in wet paper of the whole of the Babylonian text of
the inscription.

With this material at his disposal Rawlinson returned to Bagh-
dad, and for the next four years, first in Baghdad and then on a
two-year leave in London (his first holiday in twenty-two years),
he worked on the decipherment of the Babylonian language and
script. It proved unexpectedly difficult, as many of the signs
appeared to be capable of representing a large number of com-
pletely distinct syllabic sounds. And indeed, when he published
his translation, first in lectures in London in 1850 and later in
print in 1852, his interpretation was widely criticized on that
score. If the signs had so many alternative values, it was said, the
Babylonians could never themselves have known which ones
were intended, and could not have read their own language . . .

In 1857, however, the critics were silenced, and Rawlinson’s
decipherment vindicated. In that year Rawlinson, and three
other philologists who had been working, more or less independ-
ently of each other and of Rawlinson, on the problems of the
Babylonian language, Hinckes of Ireland, Oppert of Paris, and
Fox Talbot of London, were invited by the Royal Asiatic Society
to submit separately, and in sealed envelopes, their translations of
an inscription recently found during excavation by Layard’s suc-
cessor in northern Iraq. When the envelopes were opened a jury
of five members of the society could report that the similarities
between them were so remarkable, the rendering being often
word for word the same, that there could be no doubt that the
language of Babylonia and Assyria could now be read.
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I make no apology for this long account of the first excavations at
Kuyunjik and Khorsabad, and of the reading of the cuneiform
script. Together they explain how, at the time when Layard and
Botta uncovered the palaces of an unsuspected civilization, with
their monumental inscriptions and their archives of clay tablets,
circumstances had conspired to bring about that the language in
which the inscriptions and archives were written was just on the
verge of being deciphered. Within a score of years of the excava-
tion of the first slab at Khorsabad the history of Assyria, as
recorded by its own kings on the walls of their own palaces, was
known to the world.

And as an incidental by-product of the emergence of Assyria
and Babylonia into the full light of history, and certainly not
realized at the time, the stage was set for the reappearance of
Dilmun.

We have seen that the first monumental inscription to be found
in Mesopotamia was on the alabaster slabs excavated by Botta at
Khorsabad in 1842 and 1843. In 1850 these were published in
France, at the same time as Rawlinson in London was lecturing
on the translation of the Bisitun inscriptions. Four years after the
Royal Asiatic Society had proved that cuneiform could be read,
in 1861, a full publication, with translation, of Botta’s Khorsabad
inscriptions appeared in France. They proved to be a full ac-
count, told nine times over in different words, of the events of the
reign of a certain Sharru-kin, king of Assyria; and they included a
description of the campaigns against Israel that established be-
yond a doubt that Sharru-kin was the Sargon, king of Assyria,
recorded by Isaiah.

This first correlation of the annals of a king of Assyria with the
Bible seized the imagination of the world, and it is hardly surpris-
ing that the rest of the inscription, full of the tale of campaigns
against other lands and other kings, most of them unknown,
received little attention. Certainly no one paid serious heed to the
closing phrases of an account of Sargon’s campaign against a
rebel king of Babylonia, Marduk-apel-iddina, who is the Mero-
dach-Baladan of the Bible. Sargon drove Merodach-Baladan out
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of Babylon and pursued him into his southern realms of Chaldea
and Bit-Iakin. And, he says, “I brought under my sway Bit-Iakin
on the shore of the Bitter Sea as far as the border of Dilmun,” and
he adds that “Uperi, king of Dilmun, whose abode is situated, like
a fish, 30 double-hours away in the midst of the sea of the rising
sun, heard of the might of my sovereignty, and sent his gifts.”
Dilmun had re-entered history—and nobody cared.

In the meantime Rawlinson had been busy. Now the acknowl-
edged master of cuneiform, he had turned his attention to the
clay tablets that Layard had brought home from Kuyunjik, and in
the same year—1861—in which the Annals of Sargon were pub-
lished in France Rawlinson published in London the first volume
of tablets from the British Museum collection, in a series entitled
“The Cuneiform Inscriptions of Western Asia.” It was now known
that the palace excavated by Layard in Kuyunjik was that of
Assurbanipal, another king of Assyria well known from the Bible,
and the cuneiform tablets proved to be part of the royal library of
this king. But they were a very different proposition from the
monumental inscriptions found engraved on the walls of the
palaces. For one thing they were incomparably more difficult to
read; they were in many cases fragmentary and written in a
microscopic script. But they were also of a very different charac-
ter. Whereas the inscriptions were clearly intended to give an
easily readable account of the reigns of the kings who had caused
them to be carved, the library was a jumble of records of widely
different kinds. Among them were lists of cities, fragments of
psalms and incantations, business records, copies of earlier in-
scriptions from other parts of the Assyrian Empire, portions of
poems and myths, and even dictionaries, lists of signs with their
variant meanings and pronunciations; some of them were even
written in a new and unknown language, sometimes with Assyr-
ian translation, sometimes without. And the sheer number of the
tablets made the task of selection almost impossibly difficult, for
by now about twenty-five thousand tablets had been
recovered . . .

Just what principle Rawlinson followed in selecting the tablets
for publication in the British Museum series is now unknown. It
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can hardly have been intentional that two of the tablets in the
second volume, two in the third, and again two in the fourth
mentioned this still insignificant land of Dilmun. They added
little to the scanty information given in the inscription of Sargon
of Assyria. Three appeared to be fragments of hymns or incanta-
tions, in very obscure terms, associating Dilmun with a variety of
gods. One appeared to include Dilmun among a number of cities
and regions subject to Assyria in the time of Assurbanipal. One
was simply a list of gods, with the regions under their protection
appended. In the list occurred the line:
“The god Enzak; the god Nabu of Dilmun.”

This identification of Enzak (also listed elsewhere as Inzak) as
the tutelary god of Dilmun was, as we know, to prove of signifi-
cance later. The sixth mention of Dilmun was of greater immedi-
ate interest. It occurred on a tablet describing the career of King
Sargon of Akkad, and states that he reached the “Lower Sea,”
which is the Arabian Gulf, and conquered Dilmun.

Now Sargon of Akkad is not to be confused with Sargon of
Assyria. It was already clear from the text itself that Sargon of
Akkad was immeasurably earlier than the Sargon of Assyria who
reigned in the eighth century B.c. (Rawlinson even describes him
in his publication of the tablet as “mythical”), and later research
and discoveries have revealed Sargon of Akkad as the founder of
the first empire in history, becoming king of Akkad, or Agade, in
southern Mesopotamia, in 2303 B.C. (or thereabouts), some six-
teen centuries earlier than his later namesake, and going on to
conquer all the land between the Mediterranean and the Arabian
Gulf.

The situation at that stage, twenty years after the first reading
of cuneiform, was that some half dozen documents had been
deciphered and published mentioning a land called Dilmun.
They were all casual references, in documents containing casual
references to dozens and scores of unidentifiable lands and cities.
Even among the research workers who were now beginning to
call themselves Assyriologists there was little profit or interest in
chasing these unknown geographical names. The Assyriologists
had other things to think about. As more and more of the larger
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cuneiform tablets from Assurbanipal’s library were deciphered,
they—and the world with them—began to realize that they were
recovering a whole literature. Hymns and incantations began to
fit together, and soon it became clear that some of them formed
part of whole epic poems recounting the deeds of gods and
heroes.

The epic poetry was, in later years, to have a bearing on the
“Dilmun question.” But when Captain Durand in 1880 published
the results of his survey of the antiquities of Bahrain, there was
no reason to believe that Dilmun was more than a little kingdom
somewhere on the periphery of the Assyrian Empire. But Durand
had found a cuneiform inscription on Bahrain, and therefore the
Royal Asiatic Society, who published his report, asked the great
Sir Henry Rawlinson to comment on the report.

Rawlinson’s comment forms an article quite as long as the
report itself, and it is fairly heavy going. He not only quoted all
the cuneiform references to Dilmun then extant, but also all the
later references to the Arabian Gulf in Greek and Roman writers,
and he dealt in great detail, and with amazing prescience, with
the possible role of Dilmun in the mythology and theology of the
Babylonians. But his main argument was clear. The writer of the
Bahrain inscription described himself as “slave of the god Inzak.”
The god Inzak was defined, in the British Museum tablet that
Rawlinson had himself deciphered and published, as the “god
Nabu”—in other words, the principal deity—“of Dilmun.” And
Dilmun, according to the annals of Sargon of Assyria, was the
land whose ruler dwelt “30 double-hours away in the midst of the
sea of the rising sun.”

Rawlinson claimed that Bahrain was identical with Dilmun.

We must, I am afraid, look a little more closely at the evidence.
Because some very eminent authorities have later disagreed with
this identification. What Sargon of Assyria in fact said is that he
conquered “Bit-Iakin on the shore of the Bitter Sea as far as the
border of Dilmun.” He later states that he conquered “Bit-Iakin,
north and south, as far as” four cities “which are on the Elamite
border,” that he thereafter ordered one of his commanders to
build a fortress at “Saglat, on the Elamite border,” and only then
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goes on to say that “Uperi, king of Dilmun, whose abode is
situated, like a fish, 30 double-hours away in the midst of the sea
of the rising sun . . . sent his gifts.”

Two things are clear from this. One is that, while the king of
Dilmun lived on an island (for “like a fish” and “in the midst of
the sea” are terms commonly used to describe islands), his realm
also included part of the mainland, since it had a common fron-
tier with Bit-Takin. And the other is that the location of Bit-Iakin
is vital to the question of where this mainland region lay. That
Bit-Takin lay to the south of Babylonia is attested by many
phrases in the inscriptions, and Sargon also tells us that it lay “on
the shore of the Bitter Sea” and that it had a common frontier,
not only with Dilmun, but also with Elam. And Elam without a
doubt was in present-day Persia, its capital, Susa, lying some 200
miles due east of Babylon. The question, then, is whether Bit-
Iakin lay on the northern, Persian, coast or on the southern,
Arabian, coast of the Bitter Sea. For on whichever side it lay,
Dilmun must have been on the same side. A further complication
lies in the possibility that the Bitter Sea itself, the Arabian Gulf,
may not today have the same extent, in the delta area of the
mouths of the Euphrates and Tigris, as it had at the time when
Sargon of Assyria campaigned there.

We are in a better position now to answer these questions than
Rawlinson was over eighty years ago. At his time it was believed
that the Arabian Gulf in antiquity extended some seventy miles
farther into Mesopotamia than it now does. But recent geological
researches have shown beyond a doubt that this theory, still to be
found in most textbooks, is unfounded, and that for all practical
purposes we can regard the present-day coastline of the head of
the Gulf as unchanged from that of Babylonian times. And in the
1920’s the Annals of Sennacherib provided new information
about the geographical location of Bit-Iakin.

Sennacherib was the son and successor of Sargon of Assyria,
and shortly after his succession in 705 B.c. he had to take the field
against the same Merodach-Baladan, king of Bit-Iakin, who had
revolted against his father. He too, he tells us, conquered Bit-
Iakin and reached the sea. And the inhabitants of the coastal
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towns of Bit-Iakin took to their ships and crossed the sea to seek
refuge in Elam. This leaves no doubt that the coastal regions of
Bit-Iakin lay on the Arabian side of the Gulf, and that the com-
mon frontier with Elam of which Sargon of Assyria talked lay in
the region north of the head of the Gulf, somewhere in the lower
Euphrates-Tigris area. Mainland Dilmun must then lie south of
Bit-Iakin, farther along the Arabian coast.

We are, unfortunately, at this point still far from knowing
precisely where Dilmun was. All we know is that it comprised
part of mainland Arabia with access to the Arabian Gulf and also
at least one island in that Gulf. We have, of course, one quoted
distance, the “30 double-hours” of Sargon. It helps us little,
though. For one thing numbers in the annals of the kings of
Assyria are rarely trustworthy; for another, while we know that
the island capital of Dilmun lay at one end of this distance we do
not know where to measure from; and finally the actual unit of
measurement is not very precise. But doing the best we can with
what we have, we may guess that the 30 double-hours are to be
measured from “Saglat, on the Elamite border,” whither, it seems
likely, Uperi, king of Dilmun, sent his gifts, and though we do not
know where Saglat lay it cannot have been far north of the head
of the Gulf. From there to Bahrain is 300 miles. Now, a “double-
hour” is simply the distance that can be travelled in two hours,
and it is normally used of a two-hour march. At that rate Bahrain
would lie too far away, though not outside the range of normal
inaccuracy of Assyrian measurements. But if a “double-hour” in
the case of sea distances can mean a two-hour sail (and I am not
sure whether the philologists will allow me this possibility) then
the distance is almost embarrassingly accurate. With the north
wind that blows four days out of five in the Gulf a speed of 5
miles an hour, or 4.3 knots, would be very reasonable indeed,
and Arab dhows today, which are probably speedier than the
ships of three thousand years ago, count the voyage from the
Shatt al-Arab to Bahrain a good two-day sail.

We have then reached the conclusion that, unless we are to
disregard completely the only geographical information we have,
we must agree that Rawlinson’s identification of Dilmun with
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Bahrain is the guess that best fits the facts, though we must keep
in mind that Dilmun was more than just Bahrain; it was also a
still unidentified area of the Arabian coast.

A long while ago our impatient readers left P.V. and me prepar-
ing to explore Bahrain. But after the long discursion that has
occupied this chapter we all, I hope, know more about what we
had to look for. For if Bahrain was in fact Dilmun, or the seat of
the kings of Dilmun, then we could expect towns—cities perhaps
—of the people of Dilmun dating to the period during which we
knew that Dilmun existed. And that was the period from Sargon
king of Akkad to Sargon king of Assyria, from about 2300 B.C. to
about 700 B.c. In fact we could do better than that. For since the
time of Durand’s and Rawlinson’s report other historical inscrip-
tions had come to light naming Dilmun. And we knew that the
first-ever reference to Dilmun occurred in a tablet of Ur-nanshe,
king of Lagash, in south Babylonia, who lived about 2520 B.c., and
who claims that “the ships of Dilmun, from the foreign lands,
brought me wood as a tribute.” The latest-ever reference is in an
administrative document of the eleventh year of Nabonidus, king
of Babylonia, which is 544 B.c., mentioning a “governor of Dil-
mun.”

Dilmun, then, was known to have existed for almost exactly
two thousand years, and anything we found on Bahrain dating
within those two thousand years would have a bearing on the
history of Dilmun. So we set out to look for Dilmun.

It was a bright and windswept day. It was well on in December,
not many days before Christmas, and there was a nip in the air
very foreign to the usual balmy winter weather of Bahrain. The
sky was a pale blue with high cloud. The usual haze that obscures
the long view had been swept away, and across the narrow water
to the west the ochre shore of Saudi Arabia could be plainly seen.
A mile or so behind us the dark-blue bulk of our station-car stood
out clearly against the yellow desert sand, where we had left it at
the end of the oil-company track. Ahead of us hillocks of sand
and parched scrub stretched up to the skyline where we knew the
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rim-rocks dropped to the central bowl of the island. We were on
our way to a ruined building, far from any habitation, which the
air photographs had shown out here in the southwestern desert
area.

P.V,, a little in advance, stooped down, and then turned and
held out his clenched fist to me. “The expedition is off the
ground,” he said, and dropped a flake of flint into my out-
stretched hand.

Now, I should explain that there are two main classifications of
archaeologists. There are those who are crazy about potsherds,
and those who are crazy about flint. I belong to the first category,
and P.V., though as good an all-rounder as I have met, belongs to
the second. Your real flint enthusiast has a sort of second-sight.
He can see worked flint, not merely at a distance where it is
manifestly impossible to distinguish flint from stone, but, I am
convinced, at anything up to an inch and a half below ground
surface. And the fragment of flint that P.V. had picked up was
unquestionably worked. It was only a “waster,” a piece struck off
in the course of fashioning some flint implement, but it showed
the unmistakable bulb of percussion that can only be produced
by the hand of man. We had found the Bahrain Stone Age.

Of course we had not found Dilmun. Worked flints found at
ground surface are not in themselves datable. Flint does not age
or decay. It only in certain circumstances even acquires a patina
or a weathering that can make it certain that it was not struck the
day before yesterday. And although patina, if present, does prove
a considerable age, you cannot tell from it whether the flint is five
hundred or fifty thousand years old. But as we ranged around for
the rest of the morning gradually filling all our available pockets
with fragments of worked flint, we began to make the acquaint-
ance of the people who had worked the flint. Actual implements
were few, perhaps a dozen in all—and all, as I recollect, spotted
by P.V. And they were mainly scrapers and rather crude cutting
tools. They were the tools used by hunters, to prepare skins and
to work in bone, and despite their lack of any indication of age
they clearly belonged to the general run of Middle Paleeolithic
cultures. They were probably not more than fifty thousand, but
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could hardly be less than, say, twelve thousand years old. And
even that would make them nearly three times as old as the first
mention of Dilmun.

But we had not come to Bahrain primarily to find Dilmun. We
had come to find prehistory, and this was prehistory with a
vengeance. P.V., who knew—and told me that evening—of the
wide geographical gap separating the known Stone Age indus-
tries of Palestine and Africa from those of India, was already
visualizing a link-up through an Arabian Stone Age; and I think it
was on that day that we first began to think in wider terms than
Bahrain Island. And the fact that the ruined building which we
had come to look at turned out to be the remains of a mosque
probably not more than a century or two old could in no way
quench the glowing satisfaction of our first discovery.
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THE HIDDEN GARDENS

We were out every day from early morning until well after dark
for the rest of the year, and some way into January. It was the
cold season, and there would be a clammy chill in the air as we
drove out of town. The mist would be hanging thick among the
palm-trees, and the asphalt of the road would be black and slick
with condensation. But before we were out of the date planta-
tions the sun would already be groping through the mist, and
over the desert the sky would be clear and the road rapidly
drying. We would leave the asphalt road for a sandy track, P.V.
driving and I trying hard to follow the route by our forty-year-old
map and by the notes we had made from the aerial photographs.
Often we would meet irrigation ditches, with a couple of date-
palms felled across, as a bridge meant more for donkeys than for
automobiles. And then most often we had to turn back and try a
new route, though occasionally we essayed a crossing, the one
who was driving following with painful accuracy—and with his
tongue, as the Danes say, held level in his mouth—the signals of
the other, as he guided the wheels onto the two narrow bridges.
Sooner or later we would have to leave the car, and go on on foot.
The objects of our journeys were various. Most often they were
ruined buildings, three quarters covered with sand, with only a
course or two of coral blocks still showing; or irregular mounds of
sand that might well be the same thing at a later stage—now
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completely sand-covered. Once it was a hilltop fort, a ring of
tumbled stones around the edges of an isolated mesa eroded
away from the rim-rocks some way south of the oil town of Awali
in the center of the island. Several times what we sought was the
course of a ganat. The qanats are underground water-channels,
dug out by hand and walled and roofed with slabs of stone, often
running twenty feet and more below the surface. They extend for
miles, running from the lower slopes of the central hills of Bah-
rain to the lowlands of the west coast, where a few poverty-
stricken villages still exist and a little cultivation is still carried
on. But the ganats no longer carry water for this cultivation, and
following the water-channels uphill to their source we found out
why.

There was no difficulty about following the underground chan-
nels. About every fifty yards circular stone “chimneys” led down
to them from the surface, and the upper ends of these shafts,
protruding one to four feet above the surface sand, formed long
lines leading inexorably into the distance. Follow them for a mile
or two and you see in the heat haze of the approaching noon a
low brown wall and the grey-green of palm bushes beyond it. You
come closer and finally climb the gentle slope of sand that almost
laps the top of the wall. And then you see that the palm fronds
are not the low bushes that they appeared to be. They are the
topmost branches of tall trees. The wall surrounds a large oval
area, anything up to two hundred yards in length, and the other
side of the wall drops sheer a matter of twenty or thirty feet. In
the whole area of the enclosure there is no sand. The limestone
bedrock, pleasantly broken into low cliffs and smooth curving
slabs, is patched here and there with grass and dotted with the
score or so of palm-trees which we saw from afar. And in the
hollows of the rock there are pools of crystal-clear water, in
constant movement from the springs at their lowest depths, spill-
ing over and forming chains of streams, with miniature waterfalls
as they glide down over the faults of the rock.

Flights of steps led down the inner side of the walls, and P.V.
and I frequently ate our lunch packets in one of these hidden
gardens, lying in the shade of the trees and out of the wind that
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scoured the sand of the desert above. These gardens were the
springs which once had fed the ganats. But they feed them no
longer. The level of the waters has fallen, and the springs today
only keep pace with the surface evaporation from the pools. At
one end of the enclosure the entrance to the ganat could be seen,
with its silted-up bottom no more than a foot above the water.
But no water runs into the channel. Sometimes it was obvious
that the water was too low ever to run again; sometimes it
appeared that all that was needed was for the channel to be
cleaned out along its length—by means of the “chimneys” un-
doubtedly built for that purpose—for the ganat again to be
opened for irrigation. It will not be done. At the bottom of the
mile-long slope, at the villages which the qanats once served,
such agriculture as is still carried on is based on borings drilled
down to the water-bearing strata, and on gasoline-driven pumps
bringing up the water with a much smaller expenditure of energy
and danger than went into the construction and maintenance of
the underground water-channels.

But to the archzologist the ganats and the springs at their
sources pose a problem. And the problem is not so much that of
age as that of depth, the difference in level between the surface
of the sand outside the protecting walls and the surface of the
rock-gardens within. Has twenty feet of sand been dug away by
hand over the enormous area needed to expose a matter of fifteen
thousand square yards of bedrock and the springs that broke
forth there? And was a twenty-foot wall then built and the sand
piled back around it? And if so how had they known where to dig
to find the springs? For if not there was only one other explana-
tion. That we were standing there on the original ground surface.
That once upon a time the whole hill slope had been naked rock
at the level at which we stood, with springs in the hollows, and
that the irrigation channels, probably indeed roofed from the
start to prevent evaporation, had been dug at ground level or
only a little below. In that case the sand had come later, and the
wall around the springs, together with the “chimneys” giving
access to the ganats, had been built up gradually, to keep pace
with the encroaching sand. This would suggest that the sand was
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comparatively recent, how recent only an investigation into the
age of the qanats could determine.

I must not arouse false expectations. We have never made that
investigation. It is one of the many things on our list of “projects
to be undertaken when we have the time and the money,” and it
stands high on that list. It would not be difficult, though it would
be arduous. It would involve digging down outside the walls
around the springs, in order to find the artifacts and potsherds of
the original builders of the walls. It should be done. But it was
only peripheral to our main problem, of finding the dwelling-
places of the early inhabitants of the island. And we contented
ourselves with collecting samples of the potsherds on the surface
around the springs, and promised ourselves that one day we
would come back and do more. We have never returned to these
hidden oases. ‘

Although we now told ourselves firmly that we were looking
for settlement sites of the date of the builders of the grave-
mounds or later, we found ourselves frequently making excuses
to drive down to the southwestern areas of the island. We told
each other that there might well be settlements there too, but
somehow we always ended up looking for flint. There is a fascina-
tion about pacing slowly for miles over the empty desert, turning
over stones with the camel-sticks with which we had equipped
ourselves, in the hope of seeing the glossy surface of worked flint.
We never came back without at least one new flint site to mark on
the map and a bag of flint to add to our collection. The sites
trended southward, and we followed them, into an area where
there are notice-boards beside the desert tracks proclaiming that
the southern portion of the island is the private hunting ground
of the ruler of Bahrain, not to be entered without permission.

We had, a week or so before, called to pay our respects to His
Highness, and had been received in the spacious throne room
where I had first met the sheikh six years before. He had ap-
peared very interested in our work, and had sent out for our
Greenland falcon, which was brought in perched on the wrist of
the falconer. He was already trained to the hood and the jesses,
and raised his head attentively when the sheikh called his name
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in a hoarse grunt. Sheikh Sulman had told us in detail of the
methods of catching the adult falcons—which he suggested we
should introduce into Greenland—and of how the hawks were
used in the hunting of gazelle and bustard. He had told us we
could go where we wished in his little kingdom, but even so we
were not sure whether his permission extended to his own private
hunting grounds.

Thus when one day we topped a ridge and saw, some hundred
yards away, a small building with several cars and trucks parked
nearby we felt it only polite to turn back and continue our search
for flint on the near side of the slope. But the Arab of the desert
has sharper eyes than we, and a few minutes later a tall Arab
strode down to us and told us that His Highness wished to see us.
Approaching, we found Sheikh Sulman sitting on a carpet spread
on the sand in front of the building, flanked by his body-guard,
who all appeared at first glance to be fierce-eyed, with jutting
aggressive beards and rifles held suspiciously loosely. But the
sheikh seemed to have no objection at all to being interrupted in
his hunting by a couple of European trespassers. He bade us be
seated, called for coffee, and asked us, in halting English, what
we had found. We showed him our flints, and tried to convince
him that they were in fact fashioned by man. He was uncon-
vinced, but responded by sending a servant to unearth from a
dusty corner of the hunting lodge several large fossil shells that
he said had been found in the neighbourhood. And then he
offered to take us to see the places in the south of the island
where, by tradition, there had been villages, before the water
supply gave out. He crooked a finger, and the long black limou-
sine parked beside the lodge purred up behind us. We were
motioned into the broad rear seat and Sheikh Sulman climbed in
and wedged himself between us. The driver and an escort, bear-
ing the sheikh’s sporting rifle as well as his own Lee Enfield, took
their places in front, and we drove south. Looking back I saw two
large covered trucks pull away and follow us.

The south end of Bahrain narrows to a point, and distances in
the southern part of the island are therefore not long. After
twenty minutes’ cruising on cushioned springs over trackless
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country that would have chattered our teeth in our station-car
and must have given the occupants of the trucks behind some-
thing to think about, we turned down a valley to a couple of
palm-trees and a well. There were no ruins of houses to be seen,
but for perhaps two hundred yards in every direction from the
well the ground was littered with potsherds. I picked up a piece
of typical blue-and-white glazed Ming china, such as I used to
collect on my free afternoons in and around the Portuguese fort
on the north coast of the island. “From the time of the Portu-
guese,” I said impressively.

It had never occurred to Sheikh Sulman that a site could be
dated otherwise than by written records, and he turned the sherd
over and back, looking for the date inscribed on it. “Where is the
writing?” he asked. I explained, haltingly, that there was no
writing, but that pottery like this was made in China four
hundred years ago and could only have been brought here by the
Portuguese. Sheikh Sulman grasped the principle of dating sites
by surface indications with the instantaneous comprehension that
one hopes for and rarely finds in first-year archaology students.
For the next half-hour he and P.V. and I quartered the site,
picking up representative sherds of every type of pottery visible,
meeting occasionally to compare notes and sherds and to specu-
late on the possibility of any of our collection being from before
the Portuguese. I often saw Sheikh Sulman in later years, until his
death in 1962, at official functions and receptions, or on visits to
our excavations, but he has never impressed me as much as on
that afternoon when, with his red-and-blue ankle-length abba
flapping in the wind and with an almost boyish smile on his
fiercely bearded face, he brought handfuls of potsherds for our
inspection. Not a few kings have been archzologists of repute,
and, given the training, I am sure Sheikh Sulman would have
been a worthy addition to their number.

All that afternoon we drove from site to site collecting sherds,
and each time we returned to the car we found the carpet rolled
out beside it and the cook, who rode in one of the trucks, stand-
ing by with freshly brewed coffee in the brass coftee-pot. We
would sit for ten minutes through the ritual three cups, eating
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sweet biscuits or sticky halwa, and then board the car again. The
body-guard and the falconers would climb into their truck, the
servants and the cook would whisk away the carpet and the
coffee cups and get into the other truck, and the cavalcade would
start off again. The sun was setting, and it was time for the
evening prayer, when we got back to the hunting lodge. We said
our farewells, took our bags of potsherds, entered our own, dis-
tinctly shabby-looking, station-car, and pressed the self-starter.
Nothing happened. The sheikh, who had turned to Mecca to
begin his rakat, looked over his shoulder, and snapped his fingers.
The escort, the falconers, even the cook, got behind us and
pushed. After ten yards the motor fired and we drove away over
the ridge. Sheikh Sulman was already back at his devotions.

Wherever we went we collected potsherds. Gradually our map
became covered with numbered sites, and our rooms in our com-
fortable oil-company house became littered with piles of bags
bearing corresponding numbers.

Potsherds have been called the alphabet of the archzologist.
And that is because they so often tell the archaeologist what it is
that he is dealing with. It all looks most impressive to the unini-
tiated. In a barrow in England, or on the mound covering house
ruins in Greece or a city in Mesopotamia, the archeeologist picks
up an insignificant scrap of pottery, and says, “Ah yes, a B Beaker
burial” or “Late Mycenzan” or “Early Dynastic III B.” And he
will often add a very exact-sounding date to his identification,
and a discourse on the origins and way of life of the people whose
remains lie there. It is, of course, not clairvoyance. It revolves
about the fact that pottery is a rather remarkable thing. Since
about 6000 B.c., on latest reckoning, people have been baking
clay to make receptacles. And from that time to this no commu-
nity in the world has made pottery quite like that made by
another community. The varieties in shape, texture, decoration,
and mode of construction are apparently endless, and fashions
and styling change continuously. In any one community at any
one time there will be close similarity between all the pots made,
but even in the most tradition-ridden community the type of pot
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made in a hundred years’ time will be recognizably different. We
must add to this that pottery is in very common use, is in most
cases fairly cheap, and is constantly being broken. Even today it
is very rare indeed for a piece of china to last a hundred years.
And yet, oddly enough, pottery is practically indestructible.
Where wood and cloth, leather and parchment, iron and even
copper and silver will be dissolved in the soil in the course of
periods varying from a few years to a few centuries, potsherds,
together with stone and gold, will outlast the millennia.

All these facts combine to make potsherds far and away the
most common objects found on any site where man has lived
during the last five or six thousand years; and to make potsherds
the easiest means of identifying the people who lived there as
belonging to a definite community of a definite date. But there is
one snag. The pottery does not in itself tell anything at all. In
order to be able to call a potsherd Late Mycenzan someone must
first dig Mycenze, and discover there which types of pottery were
used by the earliest dwellers on the site, by the later dwellers,
and by the last dwellers. Only then can you label these types
Early, Middle, and Late Mycenaan, and use these labels else-
where where pottery of the same type is found. And if you wish
to be able to date Late Mycensan ware, there has to have been
found together with that ware, somewhere, something that can
be dated by other means, perhaps a scarabzeus of a known Egyp-
tian pharaoh or some charcoal that can be dated by residual
radioactivity.

As our collections of bags of pottery from our various surtace
sites mounted up we found this snag obtruding more and more.
For we found no Late Mycenzan or Early Dynastic Mesopo-
tamian ware. Though we found many different styles of pot-
sherds on the different sites, very little of it was known anywhere
else in the world at all. And the few scraps that were of types
known elsewhere were uncompromisingly modern. The oldest
pottery that we could identify on any site was precisely that
blue-and-white Chinese porcelain of the Ming Dynasty, dating to
the sixteenth or seventeenth century a.p.

This result was not entirely unexpected. There had always
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been a possibility that we might find potsherds of known Meso-
potamian types in Bahrain, but we were, after all, over four
hundred miles from Ur and Eridu, the southernmost Mesopo-
tamian cities excavated, and it was unlikely that the inhabitants
of Bahrain in Babylonian and Assyrian times had used the same
pottery as the Babylonians, or imported sufficient of it for it to be
found lying about the surface. What we had hoped to find was
the same type of pottery as had been found in the grave-mounds
by Prideaux and Mackay. We had the reports of these excavators
with us, and I had even seen a few sherds from Mackay’s excava-
tion at the British Museum. But we found now that these reports,
and even my recollection of the actual ware, were insufficient. All
excavation reports are full of drawings and photographs of pot-
tery vessels and potsherds. And however well they are executed
they are always inadequate. Time and again, in the years that
followed, we were mislead by apparent resemblances between
the pottery we had found and pottery illustrated elsewhere,
and other people were misled by our descriptions and drawings.
We are constantly being shown potsherds found by explorers in
various parts of Arabia that appeared to the finders to resemble
those we have described. And in almost every case a single
glance is sufficient to show that the resemblance is illusory. For
the shape of a pot is only one of its characteristics. Colour and
texture, thickness of sherd, the precise admixture of gravel or
sand or straw as a binding medium, the hardness of firing, the
shade or consistency of the “slip” of liquid clay often used in the
final finish; all these things vary from one community or one
century to another, and even the best coloured illustrations
cannot supply all these details, nor reproduce the actual “feel” of
the potsherd type. While from the previous reports we could
reject the majority of our specimens as undoubtedly not of
grave-mound type, there were too many cases where we were in
doubt. We needed actual potsherds from the grave-mounds for
comparison. And these were, after all, easy enough to obtain.

Just after the New Year we decided to excavate two of the
grave-mounds in the hope of finding typical pottery.

We chose a mound-field in the northwest of the island, as far as
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possible from villages without being completely inaccessible by
road. This was in the hope, vain as it proved, of finding unplun-
dered graves. The mound-field was also far from the area on
which Durand, Prideaux, and later Mackay had concentrated, so
that we would at the same time be able to find out whether all
the mound-fields contained tombs and artifacts of the same type.
We picked two mounds, one large—about 12 feet high—and one
only a little over half that height. And then we faced the problem
of organizing the dig.

We asked the advice of an Iraqi contractor in Manama, and he
took on the job for us. He supplied a gang of twenty workers with
a foreman, arranged to drive them out to the site by truck each
day, supplied a watchman, and a large black tarpaulin tent for
the watchman, and a large circular galvanized tank for drinking
water. We spent a day buying picks and shovels and measuring
tapes and pegs and cord and builders” levels, and on January g,
1954, we started work.

Although our main object was the contents of the graves we
were too infected by the meticulous techniques of Danish tumu-
lus excavation to trench straight in to the central chamber. Be-
sides, this was our first dig on the island and we could expect
visitors, including the people who had been giving us assistance
and openly wondering when these Danish archzologists were
going to begin digging. The usual technique for dealing with a
tumulus is to remove the tumulus completely, a quarter at a time.
When the first quarter is removed, leaving vertical walls of earth,
these walls are drawn, to show all the phases of the build-up of
the mound. The second quarter is then taken and the new face
drawn. The third quarter provides a fourth face for drawing, and
at this stage two complete sections through the mound have been
drawn, at right angles to one another. Finally the fourth quarter
is dug away and the ground plan of the original surface below the
mound, which has been gradually drawn during the digging, can
now be completed. Only at this point is the central chamber or
central grave tackled. However, to save time and money, and in
order to leave something to look at (for a completely excavated
tumulus is after all no tumulus any more), we decided to make
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» 4 i Levem

OUR FIRST BAHRAIN GRAVE-CHAMBER, ROBBED BUT WITH AN OSTRICH-EGG
BEAKER (1) AND THE SHERDS OF A RED POT (2) STILL LYING BY THE FEET OF
THE PARTIALLY PRESERVED SKELETON (5). THE HEAD-END OF THE CHAMBER
HAD BEEN CLEANED OUT BY THE ROBBERS, BUT THEY HAD OVERLOOKED TWO
COPPER SPEARHEADS STUCK IN THE WALL (3 & 4).
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concessions to expediency. The smaller mound was cut com-
pletely in half, and only a single quadrant taken out of the larger.

The smaller mound in particular looked satisfactorily impres-
sive when it was cut across. It could then be seen that a ring of
stones had originally outlined the circumference of the mound,
and in the vertical section through the structure of the mound
almost every individual basketful of gravel could be seen lying
where it had been tipped when the mound was built. In the
centre of the section the stone slabs of the chamber projected out,
with its entrance still blocked by two courses of cut stone. But the
third course was missing, leaving a hole into the interior of the
chamber. And in the section above, the outline of the tunnel dug
down by grave-robbers to the entrance could be clearly seen.
When we removed the entrance blocks the rest of the story was
revealed. The stones of the missing third course lay just within
the entrance, where they had been pushed in by the robbers, and
beyond them the grave chamber was empty, except for a scatter-
ing of bone fragments. We began the thankless task of drawing a
plan of what the robbers had left. The first to be drawn were the
fallen blocking stones, and when they were plotted in we lifted
them up to clear the way farther in. And as soon as we lifted
them we saw the potsherds lying below them. Our mood changed
at once, and we took out our trowels and brushes. As we brushed
away the dust and drifted sand more fragments of red pottery
came to view, and with them glossy ivory-coloured fragments that
it took us some minutes to identify. Then we realized, both
together, that they were pieces of the shell of a large egg, un-
doubtedly that of an ostrich. Among the shell and the potsherds
lay bones, crushed by the falling stones but still obviously lying in
position. After two days of painstaking work, crouched double
below the low roof slabs of the chamber, we could see the out-
lines of the lower half of the skeleton take shape before us. It was
the skeleton of an adult human, lying on the right side with the
legs half bent. A little above the hips the skeleton ended, trodden
to pieces by the robbers. But we had enough. We had the burial
posture, and we had every sherd of a tall red pottery vessel. And
we had the ostrich egg, showing clearly where the top had been
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cut away so that the egg could be used as a drinking cup, and
even showing the traces of a band of red paint round the top of
the cup. And the grave had a final prize for us. When we finally
cleared our way to the head end of the chamber we found what
the robbers had missed, two fine copper spearheads, driven into
cracks between the stones just below the roof slabs.

The larger mound was of more intricate construction. To all
appearances a gravel mound, it revealed just below the outer skin
of gravel a series of concentric ring-walls, stepped inward so that
the mound, when built, must have stood rather splendidly with
white limestone walls forming three-feet-high steps below the
final mound of gravel. This gravel mound hid the entrance to the
actual tomb, a square stone-built shaft giving access to two cham-
bers, one built above the other. But apparently the more splendid
the tomb, the more thorough the plundering. Both chambers had
been opened and ransacked. Apart from the usual scattering of
bones—which was confined to the lower chamber—the mound
contained only one small fragment of what had apparently been a
copper mirror, and a sprinkling of potsherds, some of which could
be assembled to form the greater part of a round-bodied vase
with a short and narrow neck.

Anyway, we had our potsherds, which was all we had really
hoped to find.

And they did not help us in the slightest. In all our collection of
potsherds from the surface sites we did not find a single sherd
that resembled the pottery from the grave chambers.

Now this could mean that Mackay’s theory was right, that the
people who built the grave-mounds had not lived on Bahrain. Or
it could mean that we had not looked in the right places. But we
had, after all, covered the ground pretty carefully—and the set-
tlements lived in by the builders of a hundred thousand grave-
mounds ought to be fairly thick on the ground. There was a third
possibility: that the settlements were not on the ground but
under it.

That settlements should lie below the surface is, of course,
nothing new to archaologists. They spend most of their time
digging below the surface. But the remains of ancient peoples do
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not get below the surface by some sort of natural law. They do
not sink into the ground; they get covered . .. Now in the
temperate climates in which we were accustomed to dig that can
happen naturally. Grass and trees and bushes grow in the ruins of
abandoned houses. A layer of turf and later of humus forms
above the site and in the course of centuries only a low grass-clad
mound marks the site of man’s habitation. But in Bahrain no grass
grows. On our flint sites we found the tools and weapons of Stone
Age man lying on the surface just as they had been dropped
thirty or forty millennia before. If the sites we now wanted were
below ground something other than vegetational growth must
have put them there.

THIS ROUND-BASED, CYLINDRICAL-BODIED POT—IN THIN RED CLAY—IS THE DOM-
INANT FORM IN THE BAHRAIN GRAVE-MOUNDS, WHILE ITS FRAGMENTS OCCUR
ONLY VERY RARELY IN THE CITIES OF THE SAME PERIOD.

It could be sand. The evidence of the springs at the head of the
ganats suggested strongly that in some areas of Bahrain thick
deposits of sand had accumulated within historical times. On the
other hand, the grave-mounds clearly still stood on the same
ground surface as that on which they had been built—there were
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no mound-fields drowned or half-drowned in sand. The most
likely explanation was the most obvious one, that our sites were
overlaid by later settlements.

This is almost the rule in the Middle East. In lands where
water is not universally available people at any period will tend
to build their towns and villages where there is water. Towns will
stand on the same site for thousands of years, and even if they are
abandoned the same site will sooner or later be picked again for a
new town. The houses and streets, the potsherds and discarded
debris of one town will be covered by the houses and streets and
debris of the next town, and these again by the third town.
Theoretically none of the remains of the first town will lie on the
surface at all. In practice people rarely live long on a site without
digging holes, for cellars and grain-stores, wells and cess-pits and
rubbish pits, or to quarry building stone from the house-ruins of
their predecessors. And some of the buried material will thus find
its way back to the surface. But it will be very little in comparison
with the thousands of sherds and other remains left by the last
occupants, and we could not be sure that they had not escaped
our attention.

We must look, then, for sites that bore signs of having had
several phases of occupation. And that, in Middle East terms,
meant that we should look for “tells.” Tell is an Arabic word and
means a city mound. A town or city which has been occupied for
a considerable period raises itself up on a sizable mound. The
process of building on top of the ruins and rubbish of a previous
town is a process of accretion, and each new building raises the
level. In Mesopotamia, where the houses are built of mud brick,
tells rise fast, and may well in the course of two or three thousand
years reach a height of two hundred feet or more. In Bahrain,
where stone was available for building, houses would last longer
and the stone would be reused, so that the rate of growth would
be much less. But even so a site with a long period of occupancy
should have quite a conspicuous height.

We set out to look for tells.
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“THE LAND OF DILMUN
IS HOLY”

From the top of the low hillock we used to look longingly down
to the shade of the palm-trees to the north. Beyond the palms the
white houses and flat roofs of the village of Barbar could be seen,
and beyond the village the green waters of the Gulf looked cool
and inviting. It was well into April; three months had passed
since we had dug our grave-mounds, and every day the sun
seemed to climb higher and beat more fiercely down. On the top
of the hillock, where what breeze there was stirred the humid air,
the heat was to be borne, but twelve feet down, in the trench
through the centre of the mound, no air moved and the heat was
stifling. The trench ran north and south, so that at midday there
was no shade at all, and then even the wiry brown villagers
whom we had recruited from Barbar and Diraz gave up. Then we
would all lie under the palm-trees, while the sweat slowly dried
into white salt stains on our clothes, and eat green tomatoes from
the garden nearby. But when an hour had passed, and shadow
was beginning to creep across the bottom of the trench again,
Muhamed, the headman of Barbar village, would call the workers
back to their shovels and baskets, and for very shame we would
follow them back to work.

We told ourselves often that it was too late in the year for
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“The Land of Dilmun Is Holy”

digging. But we had a tell at last, and as long as our money held
out we meant to dig it.

P.V,, of course, had found it. We had dug at four other places
first with no great success. The first one had looked promising.
Sar, a village only a mile away from our grave-mounds, lay on top
of a conspicuous and clearly artificial mound, and while I finished
drawing my grave-mound P.V. had taken six workmen and dug a
trial pit on the unoccupied western end of the mound. Immedi-
ately he hit drift sand, and for four days he dug heroically down
through sand with a consistency like flour. All day long the sand
drifted steadily down from the sides of the excavation, forcing
continual widening of the hole if the workmen were not to be
overwhelmed by the sliding masses. Finally at a depth of ten feet
the bottom of the sand was reached and the remains of buildings
were found. But the pottery among the buildings included glazed
ware of undoubted Islamic date, and below it was the virgin
desert. We moved our black tent north to Diraz.

Diraz is a village almost at the extreme northwest corner of
Bahrain, and eastward from the village stretches a large area of
sandy hillocks covered with millions of potsherds. Close in to the
village is a remarkable circular hollow, ringed by sand-covered
mounds on the top of which lie a hundred or so large squared
blocks of stone. Local legend says that this hollow was once the
largest well on Bahrain, filled in by one of the early Umayyad
caliphs, Abdul-Malik bin Marwan, to punish the inhabitants of
Bahrain for an attempted reversion to paganism. And indeed,
when we dug in the centre of the hollow we came to a jumble of
similar large blocks of stone and below them to water. To exca-
vate there would have required continuous pumping, and we had
no pump. While I started tracing a block of masonry jutting from
one of the slopes of the hollow P.V. had taken his workers farther
afield, to dig one of the hillocks half a mile away. There, too, he
found drift sand just below the surface and moved to a new site
even farther away. In the meantime I had found, behind my
masonry, a flight of steps leading down into the hill of sand, and
was following them down. I know no more exciting archaeological
discovery than a flight of descending steps. They obviously lead
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somewhere, and one cannot avoid recalling Tut-ankh-amon’s
tomb. . . .

My steps led down to a well. It was quite a nice well as wells
go. The actual well-head, flush with the floor of a tiny stone-built
chamber at the foot of the steps, was one single block of stone,
three feet square and a foot and a half thick, with a circular hole
over two feet in diameter cut through it. The hole, like the
chamber, was full of sand, but as soon as we began to dig it out
fresh water seeped in. When the well was cleaned out the water
found its level only an inch below the top of the stone. It was in
fact a very fine piece of construction altogether, and rather puz-
zling if, as legend had it, the largest well on Bahrain lay just
outside the head of the stairway.

In digging our way down the steps we had found two lime-
stone figures of kneeling quadrupeds, about a foot and a half
long. We began by calling them bulls but our workers said they
were sheep. It was difficult to be certain, for in both cases the
heads had been struck off, and were not to be found. But we did
find where they belonged. At the head of the stairway, on either
side, there was an empty pedestal just large enough to take one of
the figures.

I am rather ashamed of this dig. Technically I suppose the
excavation was done well enough; everything was drawn and
photographed, and all the objects found, the two statues, a piece
of an alabaster bowl, and thirty or so potsherds, were measured in
and labelled. But I should have noticed that the potsherds did
not include any of the glazed ware that should have been there if
the well was actually of Islamic date. The pottery in fact was like
nothing we had seen before. It was predominantly red in colour,
with parallel horizontal ridges. It was not grave-mound pottery,
but it was not Islamic either. And I packed it away and never
looked at it again for two years. After all, the site seemed self-ex-
planatory. Legend said that the site had been destroyed in the
eighth century a.p. as a punishment for idolatry. And here was a
destroyed site, complete with two idols with their heads knocked
off. With the hindsight that fourteen more years of work have
brought we can say now that the pottery from the Diraz well-

68



“The Land of Dilmun Is Holy”

chamber must be dated not to the eighth century a.p. but to the
third millennium B.c.

Someday, when we have time and money—and pumps—I
intend to return to Diraz and find out what it is that lies hidden
beneath the tumbled limestone blocks in the hollow and beneath
the sand hills that surround it. For it is by far the most promising
site in Bahrain—partly because of its size and complexity, partly
because much of the site is below the water-table, and water
preserves much, woodwork and textiles and basketwork for exam-
ple, which decays and disappears on a “dry” site.

While I was digging the Diraz well-chamber P.V. had been
prospecting. Every afternoon he would leave his workmen to dig
under the eye of their foreman and range over the surrounding
countryside. And on one of these trips he had found the mound
by Barbar village, just over a mile to the east of where I was
digging.

Now, in that area there is a whole string of mounds, parallel to
the coast and about a mile inland. They are huge heaps of sand,
clearly artificial but larger than, and completely different from,
even the biggest of the gravel grave-mounds at Ali. They have
been noted before, by both Durand and Mackay, and one of them
had even been dug into, by one of the British Political Agents.
We had looked carefully at them, especially the one that had
been excavated. But there seemed little doubt that they were
grave-mounds, of a different type and therefore probably of a
different date from the grave-mounds of the large mound-fields.
They were very much too big for us to tackle, and were in any
case unlikely to answer any of our questions, but much more
likely to raise new questions to answer.

The Barbar mound was at the western end of this string of
mounds, and differed somewhat from them. It was larger in area
but smaller in height. But we would have assumed that it, too,
was a burial-mound, were it not that P.V. noticed the corners of
two very large blocks of shaped limestone protruding from the
northern slope of the mound. One of these blocks showed the
edges of two square depressions cut in the top. We were, I think,
already beginning to realize that blocks of squared stone were
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indicative of a fairly respectable antiquity. In any case, this was
the sort of thing we were looking for, a project where we could
determine with a minimum of digging whether there was some-
thing worth a greater effort or not. P.V. took a couple of men off
his excavation at Diraz and cleared the two blocks. They turned
out to be very large indeed, two cubes of stone measuring four
feet to a side and probably weighing over three tons each. And
they stood on a paving of slabs of limestone.

P.V. moved his whole gang of workers to the site at once, and I
followed with mine as soon as I could with a clear conscience
leave my well-chamber. And we trenched in from the stone
blocks towards the centre of the mound. It was an odd excavation
—and it got odder. We were cutting a trench two metres wide,
keeping the sides dead vertical, cut and scraped smooth with our
trowels, so that any layering in the structure of the mound would
be clearly visible. And these section cuts, as well as the material
from the trench that our workers were removing in their coir
baskets, showed completely sterile sand. And yet beneath our
feet the stone paving went on. Now, as I have tried to make clear
before, a tell, a mound covering a site where people have lived, is
composed entirely of the debris of their living there, of the
collapsed remains of their houses, of their rubbish, and of such
furnishings of their dwellings as they did not take with them
when they left; nothing more, except perhaps a little sand, blown
in to fill the hollows and crannies in the ruins. A section through a
mound of this sort shows stratified rubbish, stumps of walling,
tumbled stones, all the way from bottom to top. But here there
was sterile sand, already higher than our heads. And it was not
wind-blown sand. We had already seen how yard-thick deposits
of wind-blown sand could cover the sites of villages, but we had
learnt to recognize the stuff the hard way; we could never have
cut our vertical sections in its drift-fine consistency. This was
much coarser sand, mixed with pebbles that no wind could have
lifted so high. And it was even compacted, every two feet or o,
with a thin horizontal skin of gypsum cement, and this was a
technique that we had seen used in one of the larger grave-
mounds at Ali, a device to prevent the lower layers of sand from

70



“The Land of Dilmun Is Holy”

sliding outward as more is piled on top. There was no doubt that
this thick layer of sand on the Barbar mound had been deliber-
ately placed there, heaped up by the hand of man.

For a long while we were more than half convinced that we
were digging a grave-mound after all. A grave-mound sixty yards
in diameter and only five or six yards high, and moreover floored
in its entirety with stone flagging, was difficult to believe in, but it
was equally difficult to believe in a building of that size deliber-
ately covered to a depth of three or four yards with sand. It still is
difficult to believe, but eight years of work have left no doubt at
all that this is in fact what we have.

Our trench went on, and after nine yards we met a wall cutting
straight across the line of the trench. It was of fine close-grained
limestone, the blocks carefully cut to fit together without mortar,
and it was only three courses high. Beyond it the stone flooring
slabs continued. Eight yards farther on we met a further wall of
the same type, and here it formed the rise of a step; the stone
paving on the other side continued at a higher level. We were
now approaching the middle of the mound, and the sand walls on
either side of us were over ten feet high. After another six yards
we met more stone blocks, equally carefully cut and laid to fit
together, but this time they formed a circle, about six feet in
diameter. We were in the centre of the mound.

It was now obvious that, whatever it was that we had found, it
was worth going on with. We needed to complete our trench
clean across the mound, and we wanted to enlarge our digging in
the central area in order to find out what the circular structure
was. But at the same time we did not want to get bogged down
on one single site. In every free moment we had been continuing
our reconnaissance trips over the rest of the island, and we had
other projects now in view. Principally, we had found a very
large tell, of completely orthodox character, with walls and floor
levels right up to the surface of the mound. Of this very much
more anon.

We telegraphed home for another man. It was by now the
beginning of March and we had been three months in the field.
Kristian was a classical archeeologist, but he was also an architect,
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and as soon as he arrived he started on the job of making sense of
the walls and pavings of the Barbar mound. P.V. and I still spent
most of our time there too, but a few days a week we would take
our favourite half-dozen men and dig elsewhere, P.V. on his “city”
tell and I on some grave-mounds less than a mile from Barbar.

We had marked off an area ten yards square around the circu-
lar structure in the centre of the Barbar mound, and dug this
down to the level of the stone paving. And now, in April, we
could stand and look down into this excavation. And we knew
what we had found.

We were looking down from a height of twelve feet upon the
inner court of a temple.

It was not a temple of a type we had ever seen before, but
there seemed no doubt about its nature. In the centre the circular
structure was now revealed as an oblong platform framing two
circles. Their purpose was still uncertain but they looked very
much like plinths for twin statues. To one side of them stood an
upright slab of stone and a foot or so away lay another, with the
precise place where it had stood still marked in plaster on the
stone paving. Both had hollows on the upper edge, and when the
second stone was set up again it was obvious that they were the
supports of a short bench or stool. In front of them stood an altar,
a cubical stone with a square hollow on the upper surface, and in
front of that again stood a stone with a round hollow leading into
an open stone drain sloping down to a hole in the surrounding
wall. In front of this whole complex there was a square pit in the
courtyard, framed by slabs of stone standing on edge.

We recognized the picture. The most common scene depicted
on the cylindrical seals of Mesopotamia is that of a god seated on
just such a bench, with just such an altar before him, while in
front of him stand the suppliants, bearing offerings to the altar, or
pouring libations before the god, or else standing in an attitude of
prayer, with their hands clasped in front of their breast. If we had
needed further confirmation we found it when we excavated the
pit in front of the altar. There, in a confusion which showed that
the pit had been thoroughly rifled, we found the offerings. Among
quantities of potsherds lay lapis-lazuli beads, alabaster vases, 2
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copper figure of a bird, and, the final proof, a little copper statu-
ette of a naked man, standing in just the attitude of supplication
represented on the seals. Such votive statuettes have been found
in large numbers in Mesopotamia, though there mainly of stone
or of terra-cotta, and they are always and only found in the
temples.

The whole picture made sense. And as we stood and looked
down on the slowly widening excavation we could almost see the
ceremonies that had taken place in the courtyard. The suppliants,
surely not looking very different from the cheerful swarthy villag-
ers, bare to the waist and wielding their picks and shovels below
us, would be standing in line waiting to be presented by the
officiating priest to the deity on the throne. And in turn they
would lay their offerings on the altar and pour their libation, of
wine or beer or milk (or even blood?) into the hollowed stone.
The flies would cluster around them as they clustered around us,
and the same sun would beat down as they made their prayer—
for a son and heir, or for the recovery of a sick child, or for a good
harvest or fishing trip. And then they would pass on, perhaps, if
they could afford it, leaving a little suppliant figurine leaning
against the courtyard wall, to remind the god of their prayer even
after they were gone.

The deity on the throne was a little obscure to the eye of
imagination. It was hardly a statue, for the throne was life-size,
and yet could hardly bear the weight of a life-size figure in stone.
It was perhaps an image of wood, sheathed in copper, for we had
found quantities of twisted copper sheeting with rows of nail-
holes, and several hundred copper nails; or perhaps the chief
priest sat enthroned as the deputy of the god; or perhaps they
offered to the empty throne and the invisible presence of the god.

The circular plinths beside the throne equally defied the imagi-
nation. Was it here that the statues of the deities had stood, a god
and a goddess perhaps? I do not wish to raise expectations; we
have never solved that mystery. No images of the deities wor-
shipped in the Barbar temple have been found during the eight
years in which we dug here. Only two enigmatic fragments of
stone have come to light, part of an arm and part of a shoulder of
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a life-size limestone statue, with a hint of drapery and a criss-
cross decoration of strings of beads. And they came from a rub-
bish heap, where the debris of an earlier, smaller temple had
been thrown out when the temple we were looking at was built;
and even that rubbish heap had been later disturbed.

We had a fairly good idea of when the temple at Barbar had
been built. The little copper suppliant, with his large round eyes
and shaven head, was very Sumerian in appearance. If he had
been found in Mesopotamia he would certainly have been dated
to somewhere between 2500 and 1800 B.c., and he could not be of
very different date here. And one of the alabaster vases was of a
shape known to have been used in Mesopotamia in the final
centuries of the third millennium B.c.

The tentative dating made us very interested in the pottery
that we were finding in increasing quantities, now that we were
digging the centre of the temple. The sherds were remarkably
uniform. Quantities of thin red ware, almost all decorated with
low horizontal ridges about three quarters of an inch apart, all
seemed to belong to almost globular, round-bottomed pots about
a foot or a foot and a half high. We found very many fragments of
the rims, and these showed that the pots had either been neck-
less, ending in a broadened rim at the top of the egg-shaped
body, or else had had a short neck with an outturned rim triangu-
lar in section. This “Barbar pottery,” as we came to call it, was
very distinctive, and would be easy to recognize if we met it
elsewhere. I cannot explain why I did not at once recall that I
had already met it, not many weeks before, in the well-chamber
at Diraz. All we noted at the time was that, apart from the
rounded bottoms, it had no resemblance to the pottery we had
found in the grave-mounds.

But although we had thus not yet solved the principal object of
our expedition, the third-millennium-s.c. temple at Barbar was a
discovery of the very first rank, and as we began to pack our cases
full of potsherds and specimens we knew that we would be back
the following year to dig further at this and the other sites that
we had located. It was highly significant that the first site of
importance to be found on Bahrain should be a temple, and at
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that a temple with Sumerian affinities. And it is time to explain

why.

At the time when Rawlinson, in 1880, wrote his commentary to
Captain Durand’s survey of the antiquities of Bahrain, Dilmun
was, as we have seen, known as a kingdom beyond the borders of
the Babylonian and Assyrian empires. Since that time Dilmun
had achieved importance in quite a different way.

In actual fact Dilmun’s unique position in Mesopotamian my-
thology was already presaged at the time when Rawlinson turned
his attention to Bahrain. Just as the monumental inscriptions from
the palaces of Sargon and Sennacherib and Assurbanipal had
introduced the world to the lost history of the Assyrian Empire, so
the library of Assurbanipal, with its tens of thousands of cunei-
form tablets, had, as we have seen, brought again to the knowl-
edge of man the literature of Mesopotamia, and in particular the
great cosmological and epic poems of Babylonia and Assyria.

And just as with the royal inscriptions, so with this epic poetry
it was the light that it threw on the Bible that most captured
popular imagination. The years in which they were published
were, after all, years when the Bible was under very heavy fire
indeed. Darwin’s Origin of Species had been published in 1859,
and in the same year the authenticity of Stone Age tools had been
recognized in the Somme gravels—together with and contempo-
rary with the bones of animals long extinct. The biologists, with
their theory of evolution, were attacking the story of the Crea-
tion, and the geologists, with their talk of Ice Ages, were ques-
tioning the concept of a Universal Deluge. Small wonder, then,
that the Annals of the Kings of Assyria, recounting from, as it
were, the other side of the fence many of the events of the later
books of the Old Testament, were eagerly seized upon as counter-
evidence for the truth of the Scriptures.

And then in 1872 an Assyrian account of a Universal Deluge
had been found among the British Museum’s stock of tablets from
Assurbanipal’s library.

The Deluge tablet was the eleventh “chapter” in the epic of
Gilgamesh, the semi-mythical king of Erech, who spent many

75



LOOKING FOR DILMUN

years of his life in a vain quest for immortality. And it told of his
visit to the one mortal who had ever been granted immortality,
Utu-nipishtim, the survivor of the Flood. And Utu-nipishtim, a
rather garrulous old man, takes the opportunity to tell the whole
story of the Flood. He tells how the gods decided to destroy
mankind, but how Enki, the god of the waters under the earth,
warned the narrator to build an ark and take on board his family
and his livestock. For six days and nights the tempest raged, and
on the seventh day the ark grounded, on a mountain-top in upper
Kurdistan. A dove and a swallow were in turn sent out, but
returned; and then a raven was sent out and did not return,
showing that the waters had abated. Utu-nipishtim disembarked
and offered sacrifice to the gods; and Enki interceded with the
chief of the gods, that he never again should punish the whole of
mankind for the sins of some. And Enlil, the great god, agrees
and, going aboard the ark, touches Utu-nipishtim and his wife
upon the forehead. “Hitherto has Utu-nipishtim been mortal,” he
said. “Now shall he and his wife be like the gods; and they shall
dwell in the distance, at the mouth of the rivers.”

This Assyrian story of the Deluge had such a number of points
of resemblance to the biblical account that no one could doubt the
common origin of the two. And it was clear even at this point that
the Assyrian version must, like so much in Assurbanipal’s library,
be merely a copy of a much earlier version. But forty years were
to pass before the earlier version was discovered, and only then
did the relevance of the Deluge story to the Dilmun question
become clear.

In 1899 and in 19oo the University of Pennsylvania was dig-
ging at Nippur, the site of a once-renowned city in lower Mesopo-
tamia. In Sumerian times, and in the time of Sargon of Akkad,
that first great Semitic conqueror, Nippur had been the leading
religious centre of Mesopotamia, for the patron god of that city
was Enlil, the first among the gods, and indeed the god who had
decreed the Flood and granted immortality to Utu-nipishtim. In
many ways the American excavations at Nippur marked a turn-
ing-point in Middle Eastern archaology. Here for the first time
the principal emphasis was not on the discovery of statues and
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monumental inscriptions to grace museums, but on the uncover-
ing of buildings in their entirety. This principle resulted in the
discovery of the first ziggurat, the remarkable terraced mounds
with a temple on the summit that were the chief features of the
Mesopotamian cities. Each city had one ziggurat, and only one,
dedicated to the patron deity of the city, and the ziggurat of
Nippur, called E-kur, or “the house of the mountain,” was dedi-
cated to Enlil. At its foot lay the main temple of Enlil, and here
Hilprecht, the leader of the expedition and himself an authority
on cuneiform, unearthed the temple archive, a collection of
35,000 tablets, exceeding in number even the royal library of
Assurbanipal.

Such a colossal number of tablets could not, of course, be
translated and published in short order. Even now, two genera-
tions after the discovery, the greater part of the tablets are still
unpublished, and discoveries of importance are still being made
among them. Many of the tablets were in Sumerian, the language
that preceded the Semitic Babylonian and Assyrian as at least the
written language of Mesopotamia, and it was these tablets, in
fact, that provided the basis for our knowledge of Sumerian. It is
thus not surprising that it was only in 1914 that a tablet from
Nippur was published giving part of the text of the Sumerian
Flood story. The tablet was incomplete, only the lower third in
fact being preserved, so that there were many gaps in the text.
But the story is recognizably the same as that told by Utu-
nipishtim to Gilgamesh, although the survivor of the Flood in the
Sumerian version is not called Utu-nipishtim but Ziusudra. From
our point of view the last part of the text is the most interesting.
Where the Babylonian version tells us, as we have seen, that
Utu-nipishtim was to be granted immortality and to dwell “in the
distance, at the mouth of the rivers,” the Sumerian version reads:
“Anu and Enlil cherished Ziusudra, life like a god they give him,
breath eternal like a god they bring down for him. Then Ziusudra
the king, the preserver of the name of vegetation and of the seed
of mankind, in the land of crossing, the land of Dilmun, the place
where the sun rises, they caused to dwell.” (The translation is
that of Professor Kramer of Philadelphia.)
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We must examine the last sentence rather carefully. The phrase
“the land of crossing” is not readily explicable. And that is not the
fault of the translator. The original Sumerian (kur.bala) is no
clearer. Kur means “land” and bala is the verbal noun from a verb
meaning “to cross,” and used of crossing rivers and the like. “The
place where the sun rises,” on the other hand, is completely
unambiguous, and has been used as an argument against the
identification of Bahrain with Dilmun. Bahrain lies between
southeast and south-southeast of Nippur, whereas a “place where
the sun rises” must, it is claimed, lie approximately due east.

I wish to be fair to the opponents of the identification which—
it must be obvious—we are inclined to uphold, for they are
scholars whose learning and judgment none would challenge.
Nothing is gained by pretending a certainty that does not exist,
and we do not pretend to have found, as yet, any boundary stone
inscribed “City Limits of Dilmun.” And that is why this book is
titled Looking for Dilmun rather than The Discovery of Dil-
mun. But I confess that I do not attach great importance to this
argument about the direction of the place where the sun rises.
For it is a well-known fact that the Sumerians and Babylonians
used commonly three expressions to describe the Arabian Gulf.
They called it the Lower Sea, the Bitter Sea, or the Sea of the
Rising Sun. And it would be perfectly natural for them to call any
place on or in that sea the “place where the sun rises.”

With the discovery of this new Deluge text Dilmun became a
much more important place than it had appeared to be from the
references in the inscriptions of the Assyrian kings. It was the
eternal home of the immortal ancestor of all mankind, and it must
have been to Dilmun that Gilgamesh had come in his search for
immortality. But why had the gods selected Dilmun as the home
for the man they had saved from the Flood? There was no
suggestion that Dilmun was the place where the ark had landed;
on the contrary, the ark was stated to have landed in the moun-
tains the whole length of Mesopotamia away.

Another text from Nippur suggested the reason, and at the
same time showed the very special position which Dilmun occt-
pied in the religion of Mesopotamia. This text, a large clay tablet
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containing 278 lines of cuneiform in six columns, was brought
back by the excavators to the museum of the University of Penn-
sylvania, where it now lies. It was first published in 1915 but the
translation then given was largely unintelligible, and it was only
in 1945 that Professor Kramer, one of the world’s great authorities
on Sumerian and the curator of the Near Eastern section of the
University Museum in Philadelphia, produced an adequate trans-
lation. The text is of a mythological poem and is normally known
under the title of “Enki and Ninhursag,” the names of the two
protagonists in the poem. Enki we have met already, as the god
who saved Utu-nipishtim from the Flood. He is one of the four
chief deities of the Sumerian pantheon, the patron god of Eridu
(which was the southernmost, and by tradition the oldest, of all
the cities of south Mesopotamia ), and the god of the Abyss. This
needs further elaboration. The word “abyss” is perhaps the only
Sumerian loan-word in the English language, and has changed its
meaning somewhat during the thousands of years in which it has
been current. Originally the Sumerian word abzu meant the wa-
ters under the earth. The Sumerians believed that the earth and
the sea rested upon another sea, the abzu. Unlike the ordinary
sea, which is salt, the abzu is of fresh water, and the two are kept
quite distinct, both in belief and in actual fact, the bed of the salt
sea preventing the two from mixing. The Sumerians believed that
the abzu was the source of all fresh water, rivers finding their
source in the underground sea, and wells and springs being holes,
artificial or natural, reaching down to it. And Enki was the ruler
and guardian of this fresh-water sea. Ninhursag was another of
the four chief deities, and the only goddess among them. She was
originally the great Earth Mother, the goddess of the land.

The events recounted in the myth of Enki and Ninhursag take
place in Dilmun, and the poem opens with a eulogy of that

land:

The holy cities—present them to him [EnkiP],
The land of Dilmun is holy.

Holy Sumer—present it to him,
The land of Dilmun is holy.
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The land of Dilmun is holy, the land of Dilmun is pure,
the land of Dilmun is clean, the land of Dilmun is holy.

After a few more lines in the same vein the text becomes more
specific. Dilmun is holy because in it there is no preying of beast
on beast, no sickness, and no old age:

In Dilmun the raven utters no cry,

the wild hen utters not the cry of the wild hen,
the lion kills not,

the wolf snatches not the lamb,

unknown is the kid-devouring wild dog,
unknown is the grain-devouring boar.

The malt which the widow spreads on the roof—
the birds of heaven do not eat up that malt.
The dove droops not the head.

The sick-eyed says not “I am sick-eyed,”

the sick-headed says not “I am sick-headed,”
its old woman says not “I am an old woman,”
its old man says not “I am an old man.”

Thereafter apparently follows a request from the goddess Nin-
sikilla to Enki to supply Dilmun with water. Nin-sikilla was a
daughter of Enki, and we know from another poem that Enki had
appointed Nin-sikilla to be the guardian goddess of Dilmun:

Father Enki answers Nin-sikilla his daughter:

“Let Utu (the sun god) stationed in heaven

bring you sweet water from the earth, from the water-sources

of the earth;

let him bring up the water into your large reservoirs (P);

let him make your city drink from them the water of abundance;

let him make Dilmun drink from them the water of abundance;

let your wells of bitter water become wells of sweet water;

let your furrowed fields and acres yield you their grain;

let your city become the ‘dock-yard-house of the (inhabited)
land.”
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As Enki orders, so it comes to pass. And in this land of sweet
water and growing crops the further events of the poem take
place. Briefly, Ninhursag causes eight plants to grow in Dilmun.
As Professor Kramer skilfully summarizes his long text, “she suc-
ceeds in bringing these plants into being by an intricate” (and,
may I add, incestuous) “process involving three generations of
goddesses all begotten by Enki and born without pain or travail.”
But Enki eats these plants, and falls sick with eight different
ailments. Ninhursag, angered by Enki’s action, withdraws from
the company of the gods and threatens not to return until Enki is

P

A MESOPOTAMIAN CYLINDER SEAL OF ABOUT 2300 B.C., NOW IN BERLIN, SHOWS
AN ENTHRONED GOD WITH HIS ALTAR AND A SUPPLIANT BEFORE HIM. BEAKERS
OF THE TYPE HELD BY THE GOD HAVE BEEN FOUND IN THE BARBAR TEMPLE,
AND THE DATE PALM MIGHT EVEN SUGGEST A CONNECTION WITH THE ARABIAN
GULF.

dead. But the fox succeeds in persuading Ninhursag to return
and she consents to cure Enki. This she does by giving birth to
eight gods and goddesses, one to cure each of Enki’s ailments.
The last of these is the god Enshag. And Enshag is the Sumerian
equivalent of Inzak, the god of Dilmun whose name was in-
scribed on the stone found by Captain Durand on Bahrain.

That is the story of Enki and Ninhursag—not a very uplifting
or moral story, not even, by any standards except perhaps sheer
age, of very high literary quality. But it is one of the oldest stories
in the world. It was first written down nearly four thousand years
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ago, and it was probably quite an old legend even then. From our
point of view, of course, its main interest lies in the fact that the
events recorded in it take place in Dilmun. And it is really rather
remarkable, considering the parochial nature of the Sumerian
gods, that a land which throughout "recorded history was re-
garded as a foreign country by the Sumerians and Babylonians
plays such an important part in their mythology. The truth may
be that Enki, the lord of the sweet water under the earth, was
originally a god of Dilmun, and that the myth we have recounted
came to Mesopotamia from there. Certainly it is now clear that
the Sumerian and Babylonian inhabitants of south Mesopotamia
believed that, at the dawn of time, the gods spent much of their
days in Dilmun, and had blessed that land with sweet water and
with vegetation, with health and with eternal youth. And when
Enki had saved Ziusudra from the Flood and Enlil had granted
him eternal life it was therefore natural that he should take up his
abode in the blessed land where death was unknown. And there,
it would seem, Gilgamesh at the dawn of history visited Ziusudra,
coming in his quest for immortality to the land where that secret
was already known. Here, admittedly, we are in the realm of
speculation; nowhere in the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh is
Dilmun mentioned by name.

But that Dilmun was a holy land in the eyes of the Sumerians
is not a matter of speculation. It is stated repeatedly, in as many
words, in the myth of Enki and Ninhursag. And it was therefore
very appropriate that the first major building contemporary with
Sumer that we had found on Bahrain should be a temple.
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Two years had passed, and our camp was, going up. Yunis and I
had laid out its ground-plan four days before, and now Ja‘far and
his team of little old men were busy building. From where I sat,
on the highest surviving portion of the ramparts of the fort, I
could watch the men at work or, by turning my head, look out
over the tell and over the miles of date-palm plantations. Or out
to sea. The Portuguese had had a wonderful look-out point here.

The fort must have dominated northern Bahrain and the north-
west approaches to Bahrain during the years when the Portu-
guese dominated the Arabian Gulf and the whole trade of the
Indies. In 1498, six years after Columbus had discovered Amer-
ica, Vasco da Gama had sailed around Africa and discovered the
route to India. During the following twenty years the Portuguese,
under their great admiral, Affonso d’Albuquerque, established
themselves along all the coasts from the Cape of Good Hope to
Further India. In 1521 they conquered Bahrain and held it, with
many vicissitudes, until 1602. It must have been shortly after
1521 that they constructed their immense fort on a prominent
mound in the centre of the north coast of Bahrain.

In popular parlance, and on all the maps, the fort is always
known as the Portuguese fort; but its official name, and the one
we use in our reports, is Qala‘at al-Bahrain, the Bahrain Fort. This
is because the ruler of Bahrain, our very good friend Sheikh

83



LOOKING FOR DILMUN

Sulman, always used to claim that the fort was not in fact built by
the Portuguese, but that they had merely adapted an Arab fort
that already existed on the site before they came. Sheikh Sulman
was, of course, no student of sixteenth-century fortifications, and
we were long of the opinion that his belief in the priority of Arab
fortification was dictated by a desire to minimize the influence of
Europeans in the history of his country. We should have known
better. Though the ruler’s knowledge of the sixteenth century
was no greater than our own, his instinct for strategic necessity
was incomparably finer. He must have realized that such a com-
manding site could never have been left unfortified. And when,
several years after our camp was built, we amused ourselves
digging free one of the square corner towers of obvious European
construction, we found that it abutted on an earlier round tower
of equally obvious Arab construction.

But this discovery, like so many other discoveries, lay in the
future as I sat that January afternoon of 1956 and watched our
camp rising below. Around me lay the ruins of the fort. The
whole of the interior was an immense area of tumbled stone and
drifted sand, sloping steeply down from the edge of the ramparts
to a fairly level sandy stretch in the centre. It was there, pro-
tected by the ramparts from the northerly winds that blow
throughout the year, that we had laid out the camp. We had
traced a long narrow rectangle in the sand, eighteen metres in
one direction and four metres in the other. This was to be the
living quarters, divided by eight cross-walls into nine small
rooms, each two by four metres. Opposite these were to stand
two smaller huts, the one a kitchen and the other the living
quarters for the cook and mess boy that we were doing our best
to recruit. And between the kitchen and the living wing, forming
a third side to the rectangular layout, would rise a larger hut, our
dining and work room. The size of all these rooms had been
worked out carefully, in consultation with Ja‘far. For the whole
camp was to be in barasti construction, and Ja'far was the ac-
knowledged expert in Bahrain on the construction of barastis.

A barasti is a palm-leaf hut, and its construction is a dying art.
Even twenty years ago, when I first knew Bahrain, the villages

84



The Portuguese Fort

among the palm plantations were built entirely of palm leaves,
and even many of the houses in the larger towns were of the same
construction. Now things have changed. A number of disastrous
fires in the closely packed barasti suburbs of the towns have
made this form of housing unpopular, and even caused the gov-
ernment to legislate against it. With the coming of electricity, and
with it of fans and air-conditioning, to the villages the airiness of
the barasti in the heat of summer is no longer a point in its favour.
Most important, increased prosperity has made it possible for
most villagers to afford stone-built houses. Barastis are now the
dwellings of the poor—including archaologists.

One of the reasons why we were building our camp within the
ruined ramparts of the Portuguese fort was that we could no
longer afford to live in Manama. The expedition had grown. The
Second Expedition, the year before, had been five men strong. All
the oil companies had, most aggravatingly and understandably,
wanted all their houses for oilmen, and we had rented a three-
room house where, by putting beds in the kitchen and the attic,
we had managed to squeeze ourselves uncomfortably in. This
year the Third Expedition was to be nine, and the prospect of
finding, and paying the inflated boom-town rentals of, accommo-
dation for nine men, or rather eight men and a girl, in Manama
had daunted our budget and our organizing abilities. We had
decided to Go Native.

There were other reasons, very obvious from my look-out post
on the rampart tower. For one thing the site was superb. A
hundred yards to the north a white sandy beach edged the
emerald-green waters of the coastal shallows, the colour deepen-
ing as the water deepened to a cobalt blue farther out. To east
and west and south the pleasure gardens of the sheikhs ap-
proached to within a couple of hundred yards, the vivid green of
the jasmine and hibiscus and pepper-trees underlying the grey-
green of the palms. For another thing we would be living above
the shop. The clearing around the fort, the white sandy mound
some six hundred yards from east to west and three hundred
yards southward from the beach, was our tell. Under it lay the
remains of a city, or several cities. We had been digging in it for
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two years, but we had no idea, yet, how far back it extended in
time. We meant to find out—this year if we could.

It was pleasant to sit up here and watch the activity below. We
had ten men at work, work to which, once we had drawn out the
plan of the camp, we could not contribute. They came from the
village of Bani Jumra, whose inhabitants specialized in weaving
and in building barastis. Apart from Ja‘far, who was headman of
the village, the local shopkeeper, and a barasti architect of some
genius, they consisted of six youths who did nothing but fetch
and carry, and three incredibly wizened and incredibly active old
men who did the actual building. In addition there was a con-
stant stream of donkey-carts, bringing loads of palm leaves, bun-
dles of long stripped inner ribs of palm leaves, bales of jute cord,
rolls of palm-leaf matting, and stacks of long thick poles, said to
be mangrove and imported from India. All of these, the basic
ingredients of the barastis, were piled up in the dry moat below
the fort, and borne up, as they were required, by the six carriers.

The actual construction of the barastis was simple in theory
and complex in execution. Not a single nail went into the building
of the entire camp. But over a hundredweight of cord was used.
First the framework of the long building was set up, with poles
ten feet long standing vertically, one metre apart, with a third of
their length rammed securely into holes in the ground. A row of
longer poles, two metres apart, ran down the centre of the build-
ing. To the tops of these vertical supports poles were lashed
horizontally to form the eaves and the ridge-pole of the peaked
roof, with further poles sloping up from the eaves to the ridge-
pole, all lashed together to form a rigid structure. Then came the
turn of the inner ribs of the palm leaves. These were set vertically
in the ground, about five inches apart, between the poles, except
where the doors were left, and tied to the eave poles, and then
more ribs were attached horizontally at the same interval, tied to
the poles and to the vertical ribs at each point where they
crossed. The side walls, the end walls, the eight partition walls,
and the roof were all filled in with this neat trellis-work of naked
ribs, the work going forward with incredible speed. And then the
trellis was thatched. Bundles of palm leaves were painstakingly
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sewn onto the supporting ribs. One of the three old men prepared
the bundles with a toothed iron sickle, and the other two placed
them in position, one standing on either side of the wall and
passing the cord back and forth on a large wooden needle made
on the spot from a length of palm-rib. Thus the walls were filled
in; the roof went even quicker. It was formed of two layers of
plaited palm-leaf mats with a thick layer of banana leaves be-
tween. Ja'far assured me that this was adequate. When it rained,
he explained, the banana leaves would absorb the moisture, and
would swell to stop any holes there might be. (This was wishful
thinking. We had very little rain that season—perhaps too little
to cause the banana leaves to swell adequately. Certainly all the
rain that fell on the roof found its way remorselessly inside, and
the following season we improved on the local construction by
covering the roofs with tarpaulins.)

Fascinating as it was to watch the camp going up, I could not
spend all my time on the ramparts of the fort. Yunis and I had
only a ten-day start on the main party, and there was much to do.
Every day I took the land-rover that had replaced our first year’s
station-car, and went shopping in Manama. The camp had to be
furnished. Mats for the floors and to hang in the doorways,
bedsteads, chairs, kapok mattresses, sheets, and blankets had to
be bought; and towels and crockery and cutlery, pots and pans
and a kerosene stove, hurricane lamps and water-tanks and a
water-filter, pillows and enamel washing bowls and a large red
fire-extinguisher to stand in the middle of the yard. The list was
endless.

While I shopped, Yunis stayed in camp to supervise the build-
ing, to dig a deep earth-closet, build a dry-stone rear wall for the
kitchen, where the fire danger would be greatest, and construct
two massive tables for the dining hall. Yunis was originally a
carpenter by trade, and the tables he made were built to last out
time. And they did, his time at least.

Yunis and Carsten Niebuhr would, I think, have had much in
common. For Yunis was a practical man who could turn his hand
to anything and who had fallen in love with the East. Many years
ago, as a young man, he had worked his way, carpentering, to
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Egypt, and since then he had spent more years in the Arab lands
than in Denmark. And he had found his niche in life on archao-
logical expeditions. He never learned to dig; but on Danish and
Swedish, French and German and English expeditions he had
done everything else, setting up camps, cooking, conservation,
packing, repairing equipment. His Arabic was fluent, as was his
English and French and German, and he was immensely popular
with our Arab workmen. It was the Arabs who had given him the
name of Yunis, finding his Danish name unpronounceable. He was
already in his sixties when he built our camp, and for the next five
years he was to run it for us. Then he left us for a more urgent job
of archzology. He died in 1963, of a heart attack, while running
the camp for the joint Scandinavian expedition working to save
the sites in Nubia fated to be flooded by the High Dam at Aswan.
And we still dine each year at the tables that he made in 1936.

And it was Yunis who made the first find of that season. Our
ten days of grace were almost over. The walls of the dining hall
were finished, only two partition walls of the living wing re-
mained to thatch, and the kitchen was being built. Yunis needed
more stone for the rear wall, and took it from a little stone hillock
immediately behind his wall. Just under the surface he found a
large stone cannonball, and then another, and then a third. When
I came back from town I found a regular excavation in progress
behind the kitchen. The walls of a small chamber had been
cleared, and it could be seen that the entire chamber was full of
cannonballs, stacked four deep. We estimated that there were
over two hundred of them, all of stone, ten inches in diameter,
and each of them weighing as much as a man could lift. We had
built our kitchen practically on top of the arsenal of our Portu-
guese predecessors. They are still there. We left them exposed
until our main party arrived two days later, and then covered
them up again. We have often speculated since whether the
cannon for which these round shot were intended also lie buried
under the hill behind the camp.

Our ten days to build the camp only just sufficed. When Yunis
and I drove out to meet P.V. and his five companions off the
plane at Muharraq, the camp was just barely habitable. But the

88



The Portuguese Fort

roofs were on the kitchen and the sleeping chambers, we were
stocked up with food and drink, and we had a Persian cook and
an Arab boy who were masters of improvisation, and who slept,
without complaint, in the kitchen while their own hut was being
built. During the next few days this hut was finished and the
dining hall roofed, and finally a man-high fence was put up,
running from each building to the next, and converting the seem-
ingly haphazard group of huts into a neat rectangular structure
surrounding a large sandy courtyard.

All that remained now, said Ja‘far, was to celebrate the comple-
tion of the work. We asked how, and he said that if we would pay
for a sheep they would take care of the rest. So we gave them
their heads—and fifty rupees. And the same afternoon the three
oldsters departed for Manama, and returned an hour later in a
hired truck with a large black goat.

The ceremony that followed would not, I think, meet with the
approval of orthodox Muslims, and almost certainly has its roots
far back in the pre-Islamic religion of the island. Certainly when
Habib bin Jasim, the oldest of the three old men, dug a shallow
hole in the centre of the courtyard and, cutting the throat of the
unfortunate goat, allowed its blood to drain into the hole, we
recalled the stone we had found two years before standing in
front of the altar-throne in the Barbar temple, with its deep
hollow in the top leading out to the stone drain . . . The beast
was then cleaned and skinned and partitioned, and handed over
to the cook to be roasted, but the ritual was by no means over. A
young palm-tree was planted in the hole that had been watered
with the blood of the goat, the head of the animal was buried at
the entrance to the camp, and one of the four legs at each of the
corners of the camp. We were now, they explained, protected
against the evil spirits, the djinns, who were known to infest ruins
such as the Portuguese fort. And then we all sat down, the
archaeologists and the barasti-builders, the cook and the watch-
men and the water-bearer, to a feast of goat’s meat and chupat-
ties—and tinned peaches and Coca-Cola from our provision store.

But all this occurred almost a week after our main party ar-
rived. The intervening days had passed in showing the new

89



LOOKING FOR DILMUN

members of the expedition where we had dug and where we
were to dig. During the term of barasti building I had scarcely
had a moment to look at our diggings, even though they lay
literally but a stone’s throw from our camp. But now the time had
come to look more closely at our tell.

P.V. had discovered the city mound at the Portuguese fort
during our first campaign two years before. In a way it was
hardly a discovery. The Portuguese fort was one of the show
places of the island, to which all visitors were taken. Vibeke and I
had visited it many times during my oil-company days. We had
collected the blue-and-white sherds of Chinese Ming porcelain,
of the same sixteenth-century date as the Portuguese, which lie
scattered over the area around the fort, in the vain hope of being
able to put together a complete Ming bowl. And, like every other
visitor, we had seen the clear evidence of buildings extending for
several hundred yards around the fort, broken cement floors,
fragments of squared stone, even the tops of walls showing level
with the surface sand. And, like every other visitor, we had
assumed that these remains of buildings were contemporary with
the fort, the remains of a town or village that had clustered
around the fort while it was occupied by the Persian garrison that
the Portuguese had maintained here.

It was P.V. who pointed out the fallacies in this line of reason-
ing. One was that the embrasures and cannon-ports in the corner
towers of the fort were clearly sited to command the ground on
all sides of the fort, and they could only be effective if there wasa
clear field of fire all round the fort. Buildings in the area beyond
the dry moat would have nullified this purpose and would cer-
tainly not have been allowed. Another and more important point
was that the open country around the fort was raised ground, a
broad plateau rising in places thirty feet or more above the
general level of the surrounding country. And once that point
was made it was obvious that the plateau was not natural, that it
was a tell in the Mesopotamian sense, an accumulation of super-
imposed buildings. And the hundred years or so of Portuguese
occupation, or even the four hundred years from the time of the
Portuguese to the present, could not have accumulated thirty feet
of building and occupational debris.
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It was in the month of April 1934 that P.V., on one of his
exploration trips from the diggings at Barbar, had come to these
conclusions about the Portuguese fort; and although our first
season was well advanced and the heat already oppressive, he
had taken five of his best workers from Barbar and started to dig
at the new site.

Now a city tell is not a thing to be tackled lightly. Even a very
small town covers quite a lot of ground, and this tell was no small
town. With an area of almost forty acres it was a city that could
bear comparison with the larger cities of Mesopotamia. It was, for
example, about two thirds the size of Ur of the Chaldees, on
which Sir Leonard Woolley had worked for twelve years without
uncovering more than a fraction of the total area. And here there
was no ziggurat, as at Ur, to tell us where we might find the most
important buildings of the city. Haphazard digging could only
give haphazard results, and years might go by before the portions
of the town that might give the best results could be located. Yet
a beginning had to be made somewhere, and the most important
thing to determine was the history of the site, how far back it
went in time. This could only be done by a deep digging, a
sondage as the French call it, at some point in the centre of the
city. P.V. picked a spot almost at thie highest point of the mound,
conveniently close to the deep moat surrounding the Portuguese
fort, into which the earth he excavated could be tipped. He
marked out an area four yards square and began to dig.

P.V’s instinct rarely fails him, and at a depth of only three feet
below the surface he came on the corner of a wall of large stone
blocks. On cleaning up this masonry he found that two massive
walls, three and a half feet thick, met at the centre of the north-
ern edge of his sondage. He continued to dig down in the now
restricted area inside the walls. And as he went down the walls,
too, continued downward. They were composed of cut limestone
blocks, up to three feet long, and in courses about a foot high.

Every day, when our work at Barbar and at my Iron Age
grave-mounds was over, Kristian and I would drive to the fort to
pick up P.V. and his workmen, and would stand on the edge of
the excavation looking down into the ever-deepening pit. It was
an excavation at which any ordinary archzologist would have
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baulked. The area left within the walls was scarcely six feet square,
and to the south a perpendicular wall of earth three times as high
as the excavation was wide seemed continuously to threaten to
subside and bury the workers beneath. In the sweltering heat of a
sub-tropical April the temperature at the bottom of the hole was
scarcely to be borne. Only two men could in fact endure it, P.V.
and Khalil bin Ibrahim. And Khalil was, in the opinion of the rest
of our workmen, insane. He was an ex-pearl-diver and afraid of
nothing. At Barbar he had distinguished himself by catching a
live, and reputedly poisonous, snake by the tail and scattering the
terrified workmen as he ran among them, waving the snake
around his head, to show it to us. Now at the fort dig he, and he
alone, insisted on digging out the deepening hole, piling the earth
into the coir baskets to be handed up to the surface by the other
workers perched on the wall-top or clinging to its stones. P.V. was
beside him throughout, drawing each new level as it was met,
collecting potsherds, and making notes. Eighteen feet they went
down, and still the wall continued. It stood now fifteen feet
above the bottom of the excavation, and its lower courses were
even more massive than those above, some of the blocks being all
of six feet long.

Then they came to a cement floor, broken through by two large
oval holes. And digging down into these holes they found two
bath-tubs. That at least was what they looked like when the rims
first appeared above the earth. Three feet long, square at one end
and rounded at the other, they were of thick earthenware, coated
inside and out with bitumen. We had already guessed their
function when, carefully removing the earth from inside, we
found a human skeleton in each, huddled at the bottom, with its
knees drawn tightly up beneath the chin. The bath-tubs were
sarcophagi, earthenware coffins.

We had been speculating on the age of the immense walls ever
since they had first appeared. But the sarcophagi told us that
they were at least pre-Islamic in date. For the burials were
certainly not Moslem, since they were in no way oriented toward
Mecca, as all good believers are buried. And the burials were
clearly later in date than the walls within which they lay and the
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floor through which their graves had been cut. And the floor was
not even the original floor of the building. The holes for the
coffins had been cut through two successive floors, and they
rested upon a third.

That was all that could be said, at that time, about the son-
dage. At this point it had to be given up, as the work of extracting
the two coffins used up all the time we had had left that first year.

The second year had given us a great deal more evidence—and
no answers. Looking back over a dozen years of work one can see
—as one cannot see at the time—that some years are interim
years; not profitless, because in them essential work is done and
essential progress made. But nevertheless at the end of them you
are apparently no further forward, no nearer to knowing what
that which you are finding means. Thus it was with the second
year. It had of course been a shorter season. The first year we had
been in Bahrain for a full five months, but we could not be away
for five months every year. Even to an archaologist family life
provides counter-claims and counter-attractions; and—more im-
mediately unassailable—a professor cannot for years on end be
absent from his university and from his students for five winter
months. In 1955 we reduced our season to three months. But it
was not that. Although we had only been out three months
instead of five, we had been five men instead of three. And we
had a deal more money. Sheikh Sulman and Sir Charles Belgrave,
who advised him on finance, had doubled their grant. So had the
Bahrain oil company. And the Carlsberg Foundation, that unique
brewery which was willed as a going concern to Danish culture,
which is run most efficiently by a board of professors and artists,
and whose profits are devoted exclusively to pure art, pure sci-
ence, and the purer of the humanities—the Carlsberg Foundation
had decided to back our future work. The Pennsylvania Univer-
sity Museum, too, had sent Bob, their best young archaologist,
with a cheque in his pocket. So we were in every way better
equipped than the year before, and indeed in terms of cubic yards
of earth moved we had achieved more. Yet all we had found were
new questions, not new answers.

Kristian had gone on digging at Barbar. The whole of the
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central court of the temple had been cleared, and three standing
stones, one bearing a bull’s head carved in the round and all with
holes pierced through them, showed beyond a doubt where the
sacrificial animals had been tethered. Excavations below the
courtyard had proved, as we had suspected from our section
trench the year before, that the temple had been built and rebuilt
three times, but that it was the same people, and not many
generations apart, who had built all three temples; the same
round-bellied pots of red ware adorned with horizontal ridges
were found from bottom to top of the excavation. In a corner of
the courtyard of the second temple we had found one object that
is still one of our best exhibits. In a heap of discarded copper
bands and sheeting lay a magnificent bull’s head of copper. It was
a splendid work of art, with great splayed horns and flaring
nostrils, but, more important, it was of a school of art clearly
related to the bulls’ heads of gold and copper that Leonard
Woolley had found in the Royal Graves at Ur in Mesopotamia.
There was some dispute among the experts about the date of the
Royal Graves but—apart from Sir Leonard himself, who spoke for
a fourth millennium B.c. date—the range of disagreement was
between 2500 and 2200 B.c. So at Barbar at least we had some-
thing approaching a firm date.

At Qala‘at al-Bahrain—the Portuguese fort—P.V., with Mogens
to help him, had widened his appallingly narrow sondage and,
with the greater elbow-room he had achieved, had driven two
shafts down from the floor level of his great stone building a
further ten feet to bedrock. But here the building itself was a
hindrance. Its walls could neither be moved nor undermined, and
the possible area for the deep sondage was therefore restricted to
two holes little more than a yard square. Only sheer luck could
have given anything conclusively datable from so small a sam-
pling ground, and for once P.V.’s luck deserted him. Only a
couple of sherds of painted pottery gave an impression of respect-
able age, and a flint flaking-core suggested that we might be
getting back to the neighbourhood of the Neolithic, perhaps 3000
B.C. or earlier.

Bob, from Philadelphia, and I had started on the next stage in
the exploration of the city mound. Now that the central sondage
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had shown that the site would repay further investigation, we
had decided to cut in from the edge.

There are considerable advantages in digging into a tell from
the side. There is not the same depth of earth to shift, and the
earth can be disposed of more easily, without encumbering
ground that you may wish to dig later. Moreover, the outer edge
of a city may be a very interesting area, for it is there that
fortifications may be found. On the other hand, if a city has
grown outward from a smaller nucleus the remains at the edge
may not be as old as the deepest layers in the centre, which is
why the central sondage is a useful preliminary.

A MODERN INCENSE BURNER, OF BRASS-COVERED WOOD. WE FIND ITS PROTO-
TYPE, OF CLAY OR STONE, BACK TO THE FOURTH CENTURY B.C.

For many reasons we chose the northern edge of the mound as
our starting-point. There the mound ran right down to the beach,
and it would have been by the sea that the earliest city would
have lain. Besides, winter storms had here bitten deep into the
mound and done a lot of our work for us. And indeed we were
able to pick a spot where the waves had recently laid bare a short
stretch of very fine masonry. It was possible that we had the city
wall already discovered for us.

After two days’ work I was quite sure that this was what we
had. The wall that the sea had exposed curved back in a half-
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moon shape, and abutted on a very much more massive wall
behind. Within a matter of hours of beginning the season’s work
we had been able to see what we were digging—a semi-circular
turret jutting forward from a fortification wall. And the fortifica-
tion wall was six feet thick, founded on bedrock, and preserved
all the way up to the surface of the mound—which here of
course, at the edge of the tell, was not nearly so high as at P.Vs
diggings in the centre. Even so, the wall rose ten feet high from
the beach. Bob and I crossed the wall and, continuing the line of
our trench due south, began to dig in the streets and houses of a
vanished town.

The area that we had uncovered, during that second year, of
the upper level behind the wall was quite impressively large.
Beyond the wall we had found ourselves in a street, with footings
of stone-built house walls on either side; and we had followed
this street due south and soon had reached a little square. This
was crazy-paved with stone slabs and sloped down to a drain in
the centre. And as we cleared the square we began to notice a
very odd feature about the town we were excavating. It appeared
to be completely symmetrical. In the centre of each of the four
sides of the square, streets identical to the one by which we had
reached the square ran off in each of the other cardinal direc-
tions. And the plan of the rooms, and of the doorways into the
rooms, on either side of each of the streets was identical. There
seemed to have been a master-plan to this section of the town.

When we had ended our diggings the year before we had
reached almost as far along the street running south from the
square as the length of the street running north from the square
to the northern turret. And I had speculated somewhat on what
would happen when we did reach the same distance, whether the
symmetry would be continued with another paved square, or
whether the master-plan would show some radical change. I was
not prepared for what we did in fact find.

And now the expedition was in Bahrain again. And, standing on
the rampart above the magazine of Portuguese cannonballs, with
the camp stirring to life behind me and the mounting sun in my
face, I could watch the sea-mist clearing from the spoil-heaps and
the trench of the year before. Another year’s work was before us.
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Much happened in the third year. It was the year when we were
besieged in the Portuguese fort; the year when the Seven-City
Sequence was worked out; and the year when the grave-mounds
were at last tied firmly into the growing framework of Bahrain
prehistory. It was the year when we were given our Arab cos-
tumes by Sheikh Sulman, and the year when we first ventured out
onto the mainland of Arabia. As we have seen, it was the year
when we built the camp.

The camp made a great difference to our way of life. Formerly
we had driven out to the sites each morning, and driven back in
the evening to a house in a town, to electric light and refrigerators,
to rooms with wooden floors and plastered walls and ceilings,
with glass in the windows and with carpets and soft furnishings.
And we had eaten European food in oil-company restaurants,
food designed to remind expatriate Englishmen and Americans
of their homelands. Now we were living square on top of our
major site. Our floors were of earth covered with palm-leaf mats,
our walls and our ceilings were of palm leaves. We became
perpetually conscious of the weather. We slept—in our tiny two-
by-four-metre cubicles—with the constant movement of air
around our faces, for the flimsy walls allowed free passage for
every breeze. We awakened to the pattern of sunlight filtered
through the walls and roof. We washed in cool water carried in
enamel bowls from the big round tank across the yard—and most
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of us abandoned shaving. In the kitchen the Persian cook, soon
reinforced by a couple of boys from the local village, rapidly
learned that the strange new sahibs had no desire for bacon and
eggs for breakfast, but instead could consume buckets of coffee
and loaf after loaf of bread with six different sorts of jam. And as
we sat around the long table we could already hear the first of the
“coolies” arriving outside, greeting each other and the watchmen
as they selected their shovels and baskets from the pile against
the camp fence. The Barbar team would be packing bags of fruit
and bread and cheese, and selecting drawing boards and survey-
or’s levels and poles and cord and trowels, while Yunis or P.V. or
I would be down by the moat, trying to coax one of the land-
rovers to life in the damp morning air. For each day one of us had
to drive the team out to Barbar and return with the vehicle. By the
time we came back work would be in full swing on the fort site.
Roll-call would be over, and the endless chain of baskets of earth
already coming up from the diggings, to be emptied into the
wheelbarrows and pushed out to the dumps. The workers would
already be singing—they hardly stopped from morning to eve-
ning—and, to one side of each dig, the oldest member of each
gang would be building up the little fire to provide the embers
for the water-pipe that would soon be going its periodic round.

In the camp all would be quiet. Yunis was away in town, in the
other land-rover, buying provisions and six-inch nails and extra
pencils and brushes. The cook was busy making the daily supply
of bread in the kitchen, and a cake for afternoon tea. His young
assistants would be cursorily sweeping out the dining hut. In one
corner of the yard, under a privately rigged awning, Jasim was
washing the potsherds that had been dug up the day before,
laying them out on mats, to dry in the now-brilliant sunshine.
And every quarter of an hour or so, Hasan would appear over the
crumbled ramparts of the fort, bearing two buckets of water on a
yoke from the spring by the edge of the tell, to replenish the big
tank outside the kitchen.

About ten o’clock would come the “donkey-break.” The market
potentialities of sixty workmen had been quickly discovered by
the pedlars of the surrounding villages, and the most regular
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visitor was the baker. Every morning his donkey-cart, loaded
with chupatties and caraway bread and highly coloured cakes,
came up over the brow of the tell, and all work stopped for half
an hour while our workers bought bread and biscuits and sticky
sweets. Our archzologists would come up to the camp for an
extra cup of coffee, commonly loaded with hunks of thick sweet
chupatties that had been pressed upon them by their workers.

At noon our Arabs, good Moslems all, break off for prayer, the
most devout being led in their rakat, the ceremonial prostrations
in the direction of Mecca, by Sulman bin Yusuf, who is one of our
less energetic workers, but a stately old man and, in his own
village, a mullah, or lay priest. Following the short prayers they
eat lunch, and we have soon learnt not to delay in leaving our
diggings, but to hurry up to camp while prayers are in progress.
For otherwise each group of Arabs, squatting around their billy-
cans of rice and vegetables, will ceremoniously bid us join them
as we pass. And while it would not be good form to accept the
invitation, it taxes our meagre Arabic to the utmost to decline
with due politeness and ceremony the courteous invitations—es-
pecially because the meal that the workmen have prepared over
their fire looks vastly more appetizing than that which the cook
has spread out upon our dining-hall table. There the fresh bread
is flanked by a motley array of savagely opened cans, of bully
beef and sardines and mussels and liver paste, which are almost
all unanimously left untouched. The meal is saved by the bowls
of hard-boiled eggs and the basket of locally grown salad and
tomatoes and chives that have been brought in by our villagers
from their gardens. And anyway lunch is a hurried meal, for after
half an hour work begins again. We have tried many times to
persuade our workers to take an hour for lunch, but they always
prefer to shorten their lunch-break and stop work half an hour
earlier in the evening. For many of them come from villages far
afield, and some have well over an hour’s walk or donkey ride
back to their homes. So at half past four work ends; and a
procession of workers carries tools and baskets of potsherds up to
the camp.

As the last of the workmen depart the life of the camp begins.
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Yunis arrives with the party from Barbar, and over tea and
biscuits—and the cake—in the mess-hall the city-diggers and the
temple-diggers compare notes and produce theories, to account
for the lie of a wall or the presence of a sterile layer, which have
to be defended against a barrage of counter-suggestions. Late-
comers drift in, having stayed at their diggings after the workers
left to bring a section-drawing up to date; others drift out, to
wash and change and catch one of the land-rovers that, almost
every evening, drives into town with those who want to visit the
bazaar. There is much to be done before sunset, which falls early
here on the edge of the tropics. Clothes have to be washed and
notes written up. The pottery dug up the day before and washed
today has to be examined, sorted, and bagged. If the tide is in
there will be a bathing-party on the beach, while if the tide is out
there are oysters to be gathered on the reefs at the far edge of the
coral flats. Letters have to be read and written; from one of the
rooms comes the rattle of a typewriter as some more enterprising
author produces an article for his local newspaper back home on
“The Romance of Archzology in the Middle East.”

Around half past six the sun sets and half the camp will be on
the ramparts to watch it. When we lived in Manama we were
unaware of the splendour of the Bahrain sunsets, where the
clouds change as you watch from white to pearl-pink and gold,
and then to an ever-deepening red against which the palms stand
out as though cut from black paper. As the glow fades and the
dusk deepens, the lights of Manama and Muharraq wink on to the
eastward across the bay, while overhead half the galaxy gradu-
ally glows into light, with a crescent moon lying on its back and
the Great Bear standing on its tail to the north and Orion striding
the sky to the south. In the camp we have been given the
freedom of the heavens, and we follow the courses of the stars
and the phases of the moon with a very personal interest. The
moon and the stars are, after all, the only street lighting we have,
and in the dark of the moon it is dark indeed within the Portu-
guese fort.

But now Saleh appears with the sizzling white light of the
pressure lamps, to be hung in the mess-hall. And inside the

100



The Romance of Archaology

sleeping rooms the softer light of the hurricane lamps begins to
glow through the chinks in the palm-leaf walls. The party from
town returns, to display their bazaar-purchases of brass coffee-pots
and embroidered head-shawls. And in the middle of it all Abdul-
lah sounds the call to dinner, striking the brass pestle against the
brass of the coffee-mortar with a clear bell-tone.

Dinner is the main meal of the day and is fully Oriental, with
fish or mutton and rice and fresh fruit. And it ends with dates and
the unsweetened cardamom-flavoured Arab coffee, and long In-
dian cheroots. The meal goes on for an hour or maybe two, for
this is the only time of day when the whole expedition is gath-
ered, and there is more talking than eating. And, besides, the two
largest breweries in Denmark have—independently and, it is
rumoured, unbeknown to each other—given the expedition an
unlimited supply of their beer, and Danes are great drinkers of
beer. Even the mighty table which Yunis constructed rocks to the
drinking songs of which Danish students have a vast repertoire,
and the cook and his helpers—who are all good Moslems and
never touch alcohol—sidle in to listen to the concert and to keep
the coffee-cups filled. I should not, however, like to give an
impression of nightly orgies in the camp. The day has been
strenuous, and by nine o’clock the gathering around the table
thins rapidly out. A few diehards may take a tour round the
ramparts to look once more at the lights of Manama, but most
retire to their rooms to read a while before they sleep. By ten
o'clock the camp is still. Most lights are out, and only the faint
rustle of the dry palm-leaf walls breaks the silence. For in the
camp the wind is never still.

My long section trench, which I had begun the year before,
began to move southward again. I was, you may remember,
clearly digging my way through a fortified Islamic town. In the
beginning, by the shore, I had met the city wall, with its turret;
and then had followed a street southward to a paved square, and
another street southward from that. And now, in almost the first
day’s digging of the new season, the trench met a wall, cutting
clean across my southbound street. It turned out to be a thick
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wall, uncommonly thick for a wall in the middle of a town, almost
thick enough to be a fortification wall. And then beyond it came a
curving wall, and soon its shape became unmistakable. It was a
semi-circular turret on the southern side of the thick wall, resem-
bling exactly the semi-circular turret on the north side of the wall
along the seashore.

It required little thought to see that my Islamic city was a
myth. What I had been digging was an Islamic fort, and quite a
small fort at that. Its north wall had lain along the shore, and now
I had found its south wall scarcely sixty yards farther inland. And
now everything fell into place. The odd symmetry of the streets
and houses, on either side of the paved square, was perfectly
understandable. The paved square was the central area of a
square fort, with the symmetry extending not merely north and
south but also east and west of the centre. Careful measurement
on the ground allowed us to place where the corners of such a
square fort would lie, and surely enough, when we dug at two of
these points we found the round turrets that had defended these
corners.

The question was now what to do next. We could expose the
whole fort and thereby bring to light a quite imposing little
monument. But that was not really what we were looking for. We
knew from our diggings in the centre of the tell, which were now
exposing more and more of the walls of the colossal building in
which the “bath-tub” coffins had been found the first year, that
the tell covered far older remains than my fort, which was incon-
trovertibly dated somewhere within the last thousand years by
the Chinese copper coins and decorated glazed pottery found
within its rooms. And our main aim was still to find out the
history of the tell, to discover not who its last inhabitants had
been, but who had first lived there, and how long ago, and what
had happened since. We needed to go deeper into the tell, and
deeper down too. I pulled my men in from the corner towers and
set them to drive the original trench farther to the south.

It proved the correct decision. For for a space of at least
twenty yards south of the wall of the Islamic fort there were no
buildings of Islamic date of any sort. That was natural enough—
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anyone building a fort would ensure that there were no buildings
within bow-shot of its walls that could give cover to an attacker.
In that cleared area we started to dig a line of square holes, five
metres a side and with a baulk a metre wide between each, all
the way down to bedrock. And in three successive holes we went
all the twenty-four feet down to bedrock without finding a single
trace of buildings, apart from one low wall slanting in from one of
the baulks.

I have heard it said, by serious-minded archeologists, that the
perfect excavation would be one in which nothing at all was
found. I can see what they mean. Certainly structures are a
nuisance. Build a wall, and you will make a foundation for it first;
and you will dig a trench to put your foundation in. And when
you dig a trench you will mix up the contents of a level older than
you with the contents of the level you yourself lay down. And the
stratigraphy is disturbed. And sure enough, sooner or later some-
one else will dig a hole through your level, to salvage the stones
you used for your wall and use them for one of his. And the
stratigraphy will be disturbed again. Anyway, it is hard work for
an archeeologist to remove a wall, and if it is an important build-
ing, like our Islamic fort or P.V.’s “palace™ or the Barbar temple,
you try not to remove the walls, and before you know where you
are you have no room to dig down farther and examine the
stratigraphy underneath.

So we were very glad of our holes with nothing in them. We
dug them very carefully, watching out all the time for the slight-
est change in the colour or consistency of the soil, and switching
our workers from hole to hole whenever we wanted a breathing
space to scrape one of the levels clean with our trowels and make
sure that we were not imagining things. And in copybook manner
we kept the sides of our excavations vertical and scraped clean,
and we drew diagrams of the vertical sides and numbered our
levels with labels stuck into the earth face with six-inch nails.
And we kept every scrap of pottery from each level, numbered
according to our section diagrams. And we analyzed the pottery.

I was working with Toto that year. Toto was a Dutch girl, and
the first woman to take part in our expedition. She had just
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finished a course at the London School of Archaeology and had
absorbed not a little of the technical perfectionism of that admi-
rable and unique institution. Moreover she was a slave-driver.
Promptly at three o’clock every afternoon she would hand over
her excavation to me and go up to the camp. And when I came up
at the end of the day’s work all the potsherds from the previous
day’s digging would be laid out on the long table in the courtyard
of the camp, each layer carefully separated from its neighbour,
with all the rim sherds and base sherds and ornamented sherds in
separate groups. Before sunset I was expected to have written a
detailed analysis, anything up to two pages of close script, of the
pottery of each level.

Now, as I wish to tell not merely how we reached our results,
but what results we reached, I must go into some detail here. I
have mentioned before that pottery is what tells you where you
are in archzology. While its permutations and combinations are
numberless, the potters of any particular time only actually man-
ufacture a dozen or so different shapes of pots, and even this
dozen will often have an underlying similarity, because they are
made from the same clay and on the same wheel and baked in the
same oven. The chance of the potter of one era producing a pot
that can be mistaken for that produced by a potter of another era
is so remote that it can be disregarded. Identical pots are of
identical date, and not merely of identical date; they belong to
the same “culture,” by which we mean that people using the same
pottery have the same cultural heritage and the same traditions
and may be at least suspected of having an ethnic and political
unity, of being a “nation” or a “country.”

What we wanted to do with our pottery analysis was to distin-
guish “cultures” in our stratigraphic sequence; to find out the
range of pots that the potters were making at each level. We
wanted to find out whether these ranges of pots changed gradu-
ally from one to another, in a smooth progression of changes of
fashions and techniques, or whether there were breaks in the
sequence, when one range of pots abruptly gave place to a new
and completely different range. For such breaks, if they occurred,
would mirror fundamental breaks in the historical sequence.
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They would betoken either a gap in the chronology, a period
when the site was uninhabited long enough for the pottery to
change completely in character; or else a sudden replacement of
one population, with one pottery tradition, by another population
with a different tradition. And that could hardly mean anything
other than foreign conquest.

So much for our aims. The method was equally clear-cut. We
listed the salient characteristics of the pottery of each level in
turn. On a large sheet of paper the characteristic features of the
pottery of the uppermost level were noted at the head of vertical
columns, and horizontal lines were drawn across the sheet in a
number corresponding to the number of levels we had distin-
guished. On the line for level 1, crosses marked the presence in
that level of the characteristics identified. Level 2 was similarly
analyzed, and crosses marked where the same characteristics re-
curred. As new characteristics appeared new headings were
added to further vertical columns. Two tabulations grew simulta-
neously, for Toto and I each had our square hole in the ground,
and we made a separate analysis for each, though on the same
sheet of paper and using the same pottery characteristics as key.
As the work of digging and analysis went on, the list of pottery
features along the top of the sheet and the number of levels down
the side increased, and when we reached bedrock and finished
the analysis of the final layer the pattern of the crosses slanting
down the sheet was quite unmistakable. We had two complete
breaks in the sequence; south of the little fort by the coast there
was irrefutable evidence of three distinct phases of occupation.

Phase 1, the uppermost six levels of Toto’s dig and the upper-
most five of mine, had used a very variegated inventory of pot-
tery which is easier to illustrate than to describe. There were (1)
wide-rimmed “soup-plates,” glazed and with a variety of ara-
besque patterns, generally balanced in some sort of radial sym-
metry, painted in black below. the glaze. The glaze was in many
cases badly preserved, sometimes completely vanished, and the
colours of the original patterns had suffered severely. Particu-
larly as the potsherds dried out in the sun the colours tended to
fade, leaving only a grey-black pattern against a drab white. But
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sometimes original blues and greens and yellows would spring to
life again as the sherd was dipped in water for a careful washing.

Apart from the “soup-plates” and an occasional deep bowl of
similar ware there was only one other type of glazed ware, but
this type was unmistakable and soon to be known to us very well
indeed. It was a fine grey porcelain with an olive-green glaze that
never showed any signs of deterioration under the action of the
soil. It was so clearly modern in appearance that it was difficult to
believe, when we had picked up the first specimens from the
surface of the mound two years before, that it could be eight
hundred or a thousand years old. But we knew that it must be
that, for we knew what it was—Chinese porcelain, of the type
known as celadon (2), first imported to the Arab world (accord-
ing to contemporary Arab and Chinese writers) during the Sung
Dynasty, A.p. goo-1150.

There was one type of vessel that we dubbed a “coffee-pot” just
as soon as we recovered sufficient sherds to be able to reconstruct
its shape (3). It resembled a wide-based vase with two handles,
but one handle was hollow and functioned as a spout. This was
the only type of vessel that was painted but unglazed, and the
paint was always the same, dark-red lines and “ladders” on a
pinkish white ground.

Four other vessels completed the stock-in-trade of the first
phase: a little vase with four tiny handles and a very small base
(4), a taller vase with three tall handles, the handles having the
peculiarity that they were always formed of double or even treble
bars (5), a round-bellied pot always decorated around the top of
the body with an incised pattern of three wavy lines between two
bands of three horizontal lines (6), and a three-foot-tall, though
not very wide, storage jar with a rim which turned inward (7).

Seven types of vessels, then, characterized the uppermost six
levels—and even of these the “coffee-pot” and the storage jar
with the in-turned rim were late-comers, only occurring in the
first two levels. There were, of course, sherds of other vessels than
these, but not many where the form of the original vessel could
even be guessed at—sherds of thin yellow ware with an em-
bossed design clearly produced in a mould, and sherds with an
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THE EIGHT MAJOR TYPES OF POTTERY COMPRISING THE “‘CULTURE” OF CITY VI
AT QALA'AT AL-BAHRAIN, PROBABLY THE 12TH CENTURY A.D. THE NUMBERS
REFER TO THE DESCRIPTIONS IN THE TEXT AND ARE ALSO SHOWN IN THE TYPE
COLUMNS OF THE POTTERY ANALYSES.
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incised design of triangles covered by a green glaze which we
now know belong to deep “pudding-basins” (8).

I should be giving a wrong impression if I suggested that this
inventory was any surprise to us. I had for a season and a half
been digging up just this pottery. For this was the crockery found
scattered everywhere in the rooms and streets of my Islamic fort,
and it was already abundantly clear that the people who had
built and inhabited that seashore fort had prepared and eaten
their food from this kitchen and table ware. So if we could date
the fort we could date the pottery. Or vice versa.

Below the levels we had now reached (level 5 in my dig, and
level 6 in Toto’s), the pottery changed completely; and for the
next two metres, in which I distinguished nine layers and Toto
ten, a completely different, but quite internally consistent, inven-
tory of vessels came to light. We were tempted to call our new
“culture” the “Corn-flakes People,” for their tables were, it seems,
dominated by shallow bowls. There was quite a variety of them.
Some were glazed, with a bluish-grey crackled glaze apparently
much more resistant to soil action than that of phase 1; others
were painted, on the inside only and for about half an inch down
the outside, either in a deep ox-blood red over an original straw-
coloured ground, or in black over a base of grey. These painted
bowls were as a rule partially burnished. Burnishing is a process
achieved by rubbing with some smooth object, after the clay has
dried but before it is fired, and it can often achieve quite a high
polish. But these bowls were not polished over the whole surface,
but in radial lines outward from the centre of the bowl. There
were also plain bowls, neither glazed nor painted nor burnished.
The bowls came in all sizes from two to five inches in height and
five to nine inches in diameter. Common to them all was that
their bases were either flat or furnished with three stub feet,
whereas the vessels of phase 1 had all had ring-bases. The rims
were fairly simple, often slightly incurved, and sometimes with
one or two grooves just below the rim. I have drawn a selection of
these bowls (g-13).

The people of phase 2 did not, however, live entirely on corn-
flakes. We found sherds of round glazed bottles, with narrow
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necks and two small round handles where the neck joins the body
(14). And there were coarser sherds of larger-necked vessels. We
could not then work out the shape of these vessels from the
scattering of sherds we had, but the rims were different from
anything in phase 1. They had two main forms, which we dubbed
the “rolled” rim (15) and the “expanded elongated” rim (16).
And that was phase 2. In general there was a lightness and
elegance about the pottery of this phase, in contrast to phase 1.
There was, though, little in the way of actual decoration; no
painted pottery designs, no moulded ornamentation, and very
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THE MAJOR TYPES OF POTTERY COMPRISING THE “CULTURE  OF CITY Vv, OF
THE CENTURIES AROUND 300 B.C.
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little incised decoration. The only incised decoration, in fact,
was a “saw-tooth” zigzag which we soon learned to regard as
typical for this phase. '

As the process of identifying and describing phase 2 objec-
tively in terms of pottery types and rim shapes and ornamenta-
tion progressed, our scientific detachment began to wear thin,
We very much wanted to know where we were, or rather when
we were. And in the middle of the phase, in my layer g to be
exact, two sherds turned up that gave the answer. They were as
different from the normal run of sherds as the Chinese celadon
had been from the ordinary sherds of phase 1. Of red clay, they
were painted over with a jet-black varnish that had then been
burnished to a degree that made them look polished. And one of
them was decorated with a “roulette” pattern, as though a
toothed cylinder had been run over the surface before firing, I
was fairly sure that I knew what they were, but I took them to
Kristian for confirmation—for Kristian is a classical archzeologist,
most happy when he is measuring Greek temples (we were to
find the perfect excavation for him some years later). He took one
glance at the sherds and handed them back. Attic ware, he said,
black-on-red, third or fourth century B.c., probably late fourth.

To be presented with a date as accurate as that is not in
accordance with the rules of pottery analysis. In fact, once you
succeed in dividing your pottery into separate boxes called “cul-
tures,” you do tend, sooner or later, to find something in one of
the boxes that can more or less date its contents; but pottery
analysis is supposed to be workable even without this adventi-
tious assistance. For at worst it gives its own relative chronology
—at least you know that each culture is later in date than the one
below and earlier than the one above, even if you have no idea of
the actual date of any of them.

But it is always very exciting to get an actual date, especially
one so exact as Kristian’s. What made this occasion rather unu-
sually exciting was the actual date he had given. There can
hardly have gone two seconds after he said, “Late fourth century
B.C.,” before someone said, “Alexander the Great” . . .

We shall meet Alexander the Great later, and discuss his asso-
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ciation with the Arabian Gulf at greater length. Let it be suffi-
cient now to say that Alexander’s biographer Arrian, who had
access to the actual log-books of Alexander’s admiral, tells that
when Alexander reached India he built a fleet on the Indus River;
and this fleet sailed back from India to Babylon along the Persian
coast in the winter of 326-325 B.c. In the following three years,
three voyages of exploration were made by Greek captains along
the Arabian coast of the Gulf at least as far as Bahrain. These
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THE TWO MAJOR TYPES OF POTTERY OF CITY II, AS WELL AS OF THE BARBAR
TEMPLES AND THE FAILAKA TOWNSHIP. TYPE 18 ALSO OCCURS FREQUENTLY IN
THE GRAVE MOUNDS OF BAHRAIN. THEY DATE TO ABOUT 2000 B.C.
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voyages were in preparation for a campaign against Arabia,
which was abandoned on the death of Alexander in 323 B.c.
Needless to say, our Attic sherds were immediately entitled “Al-
exander’s tea-service,” though we did not really believe that the
sherds were necessarily brought to the island by one of the three
Greek captains. In the years following Alexander’s campaign, and
perhaps even in the years before it, there can well have been
extensive trade up and down the Gulf, and the presence of Attic
ware does not necessarily imply the presence of Greeks.

Still, phase 2 was dated, and our thesis, that a complete change
in pottery types probably betokened a chronological gap in the
history of the site, stood proven. For the Chinese celadon found
in phase 1 could not possibly be older than A.p. goo, and the Attic
ware of phase 2 could not be later than 200 B.c. For over a
thousand years between the two phases the site had lain de-
serted.

Below level 13 in my dig, and level 16 in Toto’s, the pottery of
phase 2 disappeared, and between this point and bedrock a new
phase came to light, which I divided into five levels and Toto into
four. It is perhaps inaccurate to call it a new phase—it proved
tantalizingly difficult to pin down to the dozen or so sharply de-
fined characteristics into which phase 1 and phase 2 had fallen
almost of themselves. It was a new phase, but only for the rather
negative reason that it was no longer phase 2. Every characteristic
of phase 2, except the rolled rim and the expanded elongated rim,
had disappeared, as had the general elegance and thinness of the
ware. But in its place was an ill-definable collection. Perhaps
sherds of a greenish clay predominated, but there were also
bright red sherds with a cream-coloured wash, and ordinary
straw-coloured sherds and sherds of a deeper warmer brown,
fudge- or caramel-coloured. And there was a sprinkling of Barbar
sherds.

Barbar sherds were what we had been hoping to get down to.
At our temple site at Barbar, where Anders and Kristian and
Peder were even now digging, we had an undoubted “culture,”
and a culture that could be dated, by the bull’s head of the year
before and the “Sumerian” mannikin of the first year, to some-

114



The Romance of Archzology

where about or before 2300 B.c. The pottery was eminently recog-
nizable and very uniform—large vessels, as big as a pumpkin and
shaped like an egg, of red clay and decorated with horizontal
ridges perhaps half an inch apart. It will be recalled that there
were two varieties of this pot; one in which the top of the pot was
simply a round opening in the broad end of the egg, the rim
being thickened around the opening (17), the other where there
was a short neck at the broad end, ending in an out-turned
triangular rim (18). We all knew these vessels of the “Barbar
culture,” and could recognize them blindfold. There was no
doubt that the sherds occurring in Toto’s and my lowest levels
were of the “Barbar culture.” But they were too few, perhaps
fifteen or twenty sherds out of five or six hundred in a layer.

THE narghila, THE COCONUT WATER-PIPE, WHICH CIRCULATES AMONG OUR
WORKMEN EVERY HALF-HOUR.

That was the sort of proportion of inconsistent sherds that we
could normally expect to find “intrusive” in a culture level from
the level beneath. There are always such intrusions; every time a
hole is dug for a hut post or a storage pot, every time a stone or
tree is uprooted, or a dog buries a bone, sherds from the level
below will be mixed with the level then being formed. (This is
why the archologist has the rule of thumb that “a level is as old
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as the latest object in it.”) But here there was no level below that
could have intruded its Barbar sherds. We were digging in the
fine white sand of the original foreshore, and below us was—un-
compromisingly—bedrock.

There lay the answer, of course, though it took us a week to see
it. The sand above bedrock was not an accumulated “occupation”
level at all; it had been there before ever man had come to
Bahrain. Phase 2 had been a typical series of occupation levels—
although its houses must have been no more substantial than our
own palm-leaf huts—but phase 3 was merely the foreshore debris
outside the earlier cities, refuse of many periods trodden into the
sand between the city and the shore. To find our “Barbar culture”
we should have to dig, not farther down, but farther inland.

The season was by now far advanced. In a fortnight our party
would be leaving. I decided to jump twenty-five metres and dig a
new hole.
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Before I started my new sounding, P.V. and I took a holiday—
which we called an exploration. It happened this way.

Looking from the ramparts of our Portuguese fort we could see,
on clear nights, a red glow beyond the horizon to the eastward. It
came from the waste-gas flares of the Dukhan oil-field in Qatar.
And two years earlier Sheikh Sulman had taken us to a watch-
tower on a rock outcrop near the southeast shore of Bahrain, built
to keep watch on the Qatar shore and give warning of invasion
fleets. From the tower we had seen the Qatar coast, a yellow
streak beyond the turquoise blue of the straits between.

Qatar is the neighbouring principality to Bahrain, a peninsula
over a hundred miles long and fifty miles wide, jutting due north
from the Arabian coast and forming with that coast the deep
triangular bay at the entrance to which lie the islands of Bahrain.
I knew it well, for in my oil-company days my task had been to
keep the Qatar Petroleum Company’s drilling staff supplied, from
Bahrain, with the necessities—and all too few of the luxuries—of
life, and I had been over many times. I had even been there on
the occasion when Sheikh Abdullah of Qatar had turned the
stop-cock that opened the flow of crude oil into the first tanker at
the loading jetty of Umm Said on the other side of the peninsula,
and afterwards when the sheikh feasted four hundred guests on
fifty sheep, roasted and laid out on mounds of rice in an immense
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marquee. Now Abdullah had retired, and His Highness Sheikh
Ali bin Abdullah Al-Thani, his son, reigned over the peninsula.
And it was with his permission that P.V. and I now spent three
days in Qatar.

The initiative had not been taken by us. But the noise of our
doings was being bruited around the Gulf. The Arab is a great
traveller, and a great raconteur. And the European in the East
gets around too, and the cocktail party is as much a home of
gossip as is the sheikh’s daily court. So it was known throughout
the Arab states of the Gulf that Bahrain was acquiring a Past.
And in those countries such of the Europeans as had antiquarian
leanings, and such Arabs as were interested in their forefathers
(and what Arab is not?), had begun to speculate.

The initiative came from the commandant of the Qatar police.
I had known Ron in the old days when he was an inspector in the
Bahrain police, a tall, red-haired Scot; and I had seen him once,
after he transferred to Qatar, in Arab dress with a jutting red
beard, a hawk-like figure more Bedawi than the Bedouin. Now he
sent us an invitation, oﬁering to give us transport and guides to
take us anywhere we wanted on the peninsula if we came over to
reconnoitre. And the Qatar Petroleum Company offered to sail us
across in their launch, and to house us during our stay.

It was a leisurely five-hour trip in the launch. For although
Bahrain and Qatar are but thirty miles apart, the navigable chan-
nel through the shallow waters is tortuous, and we grounded
more than once. In the early afternoon we turned into Zekrit Bay
and at the jetty found a long black limousine and a two-ton truck
waiting for us. We were to travel in state in the limousine, while
the truck, with a corporal’s guard of armed and khaki-clad police,
was to follow after, loaded with gasoline, water, spare tires—and
a winch to drag us out of any difficulty. For Qatar is true desert,
with all the varieties of difficulties in which deserts abound.

We saw most of the variations in the following two days. After
a night spent in the drilling camp at Dukhan we purred north the
first day, among fantastically eroded chalk and limestone cliffs,
and then up onto a rolling gravel plain. And almost immediately
we saw, on the higher ridges of the plain, the unmistakable
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humps of burial-mounds. They were not numerous, nor so large as
the mounds of Bahrain. These were mere flattish cairns of weath-
ered stones. But they were undoubtedly pre-Islamic, for caim
burial is against the tenets of Islam.

For miles the cairns were the only things that broke the monot-
ony of the landscape, an endless switchback of shallow gully and
low rise, over grey pebbles and fractured rock. This was the real
desert, very different from the sand areas of Bahrain, where the
sea or the central hills were seldom out of sight. And yet gradu-
ally we realized that the desert was far from featureless. There
were plants among the stones, sudden glimpses of tiny flowers;
there were lizards, and it was inevitably P.V. who spotted a
snake gliding away. Our driver suddenly pulled up with a jerk,
and he and the corporal descended, to dig up a plant with a
bulbous root which they had spotted from the truck, and to look
around for more. P.V. and I stretched our legs, and looked for
flint, but there was none. We went on. Over the next horizon
there was a broad depression, and in the middle, where what rain
falls each winter must collect, there were green bushes, and
sandy soil and grass that for some reason carried me straight back
to the furze-clad hills of Dartmoor. Perhaps it was the sight of the
sheep grazing among the bushes, but the two low tents, striped
horizontally in brown and white, on the slope beyond had never
been seen on the Devon hills. At a word from the corporal the
driver turned aside and pulled up by the tents.

Black-clad women had disappeared into the tents on our ap-
proach, leaving a cluster of small children, with black ringlets
and brown ankle-length frocks, to gaze solemn-eyed as we
alighted. As we came up two men came out of the tent, thin wiry
brown men with short beards, clad in long grey-brown thaubs
and red-chequered headcloths. They greeted the corporal with
affectionate kisses on nose and forehead, and shook hands with us
and the driver and the escort from the truck. The corporal ex-
plained that they were men of his own tribe, the Na’im, and
motioned to us to sit down at the entrance to the larger tent. The
younger man went into the tent, and returned to set before us a
large wooden bowl of camel’s-milk curds and a basket of dates.

119



LOOKING FOR DILMUN

We followed the example of our escort, and scooped up curds
with the dates. It proved a surprisingly palatable combination.

In the meantime the older man blew up the camel-dung fire
before the tent, set a blackened coffee-pot of water to boil, and
poured out green coffee-beans upon a shallow long-handled
metal ladle. He roasted the beans with practised hand over the
fire, turning them from time to time with a short iron rake. Within
minutes the roasting was complete and the beans poured into a
brass mortar. The bell-tones of the pestle on the mortar as the
roasted beans are pounded can be heard for miles across the
desert and are said to be an invitation to any traveller within
hearing to avail himself of desert hospitality. During the last
strokes of the pestle a few berries of cardamom and two or three
cloves were added and the contents of the mortar poured into the
now-boiling pot.

P.V. and T had drunk this spiced coffee, black and unsweet-
ened, many times before, on visits to sheikhs and merchants, but
we had never witnessed its preparation. Now, as we sat sipping
from the small handleless cups, with the fresh smell of the coffee-
roasting mingling with the acrid smoke from the smouldering fire,
and with the black goats grazing outside the tent mouth, we tried
to explain to our hosts our purpose in driving over the Qatar
desert. We were looking for flint, we said—we knew the Arabic
word for flint—and for the houses and graves of the people of the
Time of Ignorance, the time before the Prophet’s revelation of
Islam. They nodded; they had heard of archologists, as has
every Arab, and they told us of grave-mounds farther north, and
of an old fort in the same region. How old, we asked? Oh, very
old, they said, from the time of the Turks. We thanked them for
the information; we knew that the “time of the Turks” was the
period just before the First World War.

And indeed some half hour later we passed the fort, a crum-
bling ruin of weathered stone, clearly less than a century old
And a little later we pulled up at a more modern fort, a white-
washed stone building with the maroon flag of Qatar flying above
it. It was a police post, and we were greeted by the police detach-
ment as a welcome break in the monotony of their lonely watch.
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Our escort had many friends among the little garrison, and we
were immediately given mugs of hot sweet tea, to last us while
coffee was brewed.

The post occupied a strategic position, on a ridge overlooking
the coast. And below it, along the coast, stretched a deserted city,
the city of Zubara.

We had been rather chary of visiting Zubara, for our motives
might well be misunderstood, both by Sheikh Sulman of Bahrain
and by Sheikh Ali of Qatar. For Zubara is the ancestral home of
the sheikhs of Bahrain, a town in which the Al-Khalifah family
had settled when, in the middle of the eighteenth century, they
had moved south from the neighbourhood of Kuwait. For a score
of years the Al-Khalifah had governed Zubara, before they had
conquered Bahrain from its Persian overlords, and after their
move to Bahrain they had retained their rights in this city on the
coast of Qatar. In the 150 years and more since then, Zubara had
been in dispute between the sheikhs of Qatar and Bahrain, the
Al-Thanis claiming that the town was geographically part of
Qatar, and the Al-Khalifah claiming that it was historically a
dependency of Bahrain. The last armed clash between the two
sheikhdoms had occurred within living memory, and it was on
that occasion that the last of the inhabitants of Zubara, fearing
reprisals and finding it impossible to carry on normal fishing and
trading activities in a chronic state of war, had retired to Bahrain.
The city, which had once rivalled Basra as a trading centre, lay
now deserted on the northwest coast of the peninsula. And the
police post was sited to give warning, in case the sheikh of
Bahrain should decide to reassert his claim.

We had to see it. Although we ran the risk of being deemed
Bahraini spies, there was a possibility that Zubara was an ancient
town. Certainly it was older than Doha, the capital of Qatar and
the only town of any size in the country.

It was eery to walk between the crumbled walls of this once-
populous town. Feet sank in the yellow-grey sand that choked
rooms and streets, sloping up almost to the top of the broken
stonework. Not a roof remained standing in Zubara—except for
the mosque. It was a multiple-domed building, resting solidly on
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a forest of pillars, and it illustrated to us as archeeologists the
lesson taught already by the Pantheon in Rome, St. Sophia in
Constantinople, and indeed the arch of Ctesiphon outside Bagh-
dad. The dome is everlasting; it depends upon no roof-beams,
and it even protects the walls which support it. A domed build-
ing, like a pyramid, is a stable structure, and only the hand of
man can pull it down. We ate our lunch packets in the shadow of
the mosque, the only shade in Zubara. And after lunch we col-
lected potsherds, though we could already see that Zubara was
no ancient city. There was no tell, except one in the making. The
buildings that were crumbling to ruins about us and being cov-
ered with sand would one day be an even flattish mound that
future inhabitants of Qatar might well choose as a site for a new
city. But these buildings were themselves built upon the naked
rock and sand of the foreshore—there had been no city before the
Zubara of the Al-Khalifah. The potsherds told the same story,
though a sprinkling of blue-and-white Chinese sherds did suggest
that the city might have existed in the seventeenth century, a
hundred years before the Al-Khalifah came from Kuwait.

I think our escort was relieved when we resumed our journey.
Our route lay now inland, across the whaleback of Qatar, a gravel
and pebble plain of shallow ridges and hollows that the police
vehicles took at speed, in a spray of stones.

After an hour the ridges began to trend downwards, and soon
from their crests we could glimpse the sea ahead, the eastern sea,
for the peninsula of Qatar in fact divides the Arabian Gulf into a
western and an eastern basin. The hollows between the gravel
ridges were now filled with sabkha, the flat salt-pan that is one of
the hazards of the coastal regions of the Gulf. For some sabkha is
firm and hard and provides a perfect surface for motor travel,
while other stretches, identical in appearance, are only a thin
crust covering a treacherous morass. We followed previous wheel-
tracks across the wider salt-pans, and climbed a last gravel ridge
to the village of Khor.

Khor is the Arabic word for fiord, and indeed there is some-
thing Scandinavian about Khor which has attracted the members
of our Danish expedition in all the years since this first visit. The
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white houses of the village crowd the edge of dark rock slabs that
slope steeply down to the waters of the narrow inlet. At the
water’s edge the boats are drawn up, and a dhow rides at anchor
farther out. In the air is the sharp tang of salt and of drying
seaweed.

The police fort stands at the inland edge of the village amid
the roofless shells of abandoned houses. Khor was once larger
than it is today. When pearl-diving was the main source of wealth
in the Gulf, Khor was a prosperous and expanding town, with its
own fleet of pearling dhows. Now the younger men seek the
oil-fields and the growing capital city, and the desert encroaches
on the outskirts of the town.

We drank tea and coffee and ate sweet biscuits at the fort,
while the sergeant in command reported back over the radio to
Zubara that we had arrived. As soon as we left he doubtless
reported to Doha fort that we were on our way. The network of
police radio-communication in Qatar was to save us much anxiety
and even expense in later years. Originally built up by Ron as an
Early Warning system against Bedouin raids, it soon proved its
more day-by-day worth as a saver of lives. More and more the
Arab uses the automobile in the desert; and with a sublime faith
in the mercy of Allah he will start on a journey across a waterless
waste in a ramshackle truck or a battered limousine, with no
thought of a survival kit and little enough thought of gasoline. But
wherever he goes the police radio network follows him. When the
following year we began serious reconnaissance in Qatar we
thought it a necessary precaution to have two vehicles—but we
soon found that we needed only one. Whenever we stopped, as
we often did, to reconnoitre a stretch of desert on foot, within
two or three hours a police truck would nose over the horizon,
sent out to find why we were overdue. A mechanical breakdown,
which in other circumstances might have meant death by thirst,
or at best a day-long journey on foot across waterless desert, was
reduced to a minor inconvenience—all the more so as the police
were largely recruited from those very Bedouin they were origi-
nally conceived as a protection against, and they know every inch
of the desert and, I believe, the individual tire tracks of every
vehicle that frequents their “beat.”
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We ran into Doha in the late afternoon, across the salt-flats of
the east coast. Doha had changed since I was last there six years
before. Then we had had to leave our vehicles outside the town,
as the streets were too narrow for anything but donkey-carts.
Now broad paved roads met at the new mosque by the half-
completed new palace in the centre of the town; the ring-road was
half-finished, and was already marked out for its dual carriage-
way.

We were driven straight through the capital and on to the new
police fort in the outskirts, with its crenellated walls surrounding
an immense parade-ground. It was typical of the Qatar view of
the fitness of things, we found, that first priority in the use of the
new oil wealth was given to the building up of mosques and of
the land’s defenses. Third on the list came the largest and most
modern hospital in the Gulf—and only fourth the ruler’s new
palace.

Ron came out to meet us at the door of the headquarters
building. Though his beard was gone he looked more hawklike
than ever in Arab headcloth above the maroon-braided khaki
uniform. He discussed eagerly the possibilities of a serious ar-
chaeological expedition the next year, while at the same time he
dragged us across the parade-ground to see his new toys, the
squadron of tracked infantry-carriers. Ron was clearly in his ele-
ment as commandant of the Qatar police. I recalled him as
superintendent in Bahrain, sitting with his flat visored cap on the
desk before him and worrying out problems of traffic control.
Here he commanded an army in all but name, and the armoured
vehicles only served to emphasize the fact that Qatar was part of
mainland Arabia and had very different police aims from Bah-
rain. Here was no problem of checking petty theft or keeping an
eye on political hotheads. Here was the age-old question of the
relative strength of the townsfolk and of the desert nomads. The
desert of Qatar, to within sight of the coastal villages, formed
part, and merely part, of the grazing grounds of powerful Bed-
ouin tribes, the Na‘im, the Manasir, and above all the Murra,
whose range went deep into Saudi Arabia, as far as the oasis of
Jabrin, 200 miles from the coast. These nomad tribes had never
given more than nominal allegiance to the sheikhs of the coastal
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towns, and then only in so far as the sheikhs of Qatar could
effectively control the grazing grounds and prevent encroach-
ment by other nomads. That was a police job after Ron’s heart.

The next day we took the direct oil-company road back across
the peninsula to Dukhan. We had spent the night at Umm Said,
the oil town by the loading terminal on the east coast south of
Doha, and the road followed the oil pipeline that zigzagged
across Qatar from the oil-field on the west coast. The black road
ran straight and almost deserted across the featureless gravel
plains. But on our left, on the southern horizon, marched a range
of hills. They were sand dunes. Here in the southeast of Qatar the
sands of Arabia, in their imperceptibly slow wandering, have
made an attempt—or a beginning—of an invasion. Here the
towering, crescent-shaped dunes are separate entities, with long
stretches of gravel plain between the foremost and the next.
Farther to the south, in the direction of the Empty Quarter of
Arabia, the Rub’ al-Khali, they coalesce, riding up on each
other in wave of sand upon sand. But even here, and even in the
distance, they have a menacing aspect, as though they might any
moment change their millimetre-slow advance and roll forward
to overwhelm the stony desert, the road, and all the works of
man.

We could have crossed the peninsula in two hours on the
paved road, but we had the day before us, and much to see.
Halfway across the peninsula we turned south on a sandy track
toward Karana, where Sheikh Ali of Qatar was said to be hunting,
Karana is one of the most pleasant spots in Qatar. Low sandy
hillocks and wide sandy hollows are here clothed with a sparse
growth of grass, so sparse that, close at hand, the single blades
scarcely show against the brown sand. But seen from a distance
the hills and valleys are green, and in every hollow there are
bushes and acacia trees.

In the shade of the largest grove of trees stood the white
hunting lodge of Sheikh Ali, a couple of rooms with a wide porch.
A major-domo told us that the sheikh was expected back soon
from the day’s hunt and bade us be seated on the rugs spread out
on the porch. Some half hour later Sheikh Ali arrived and came
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out immediately to greet us. With the courtesy that good breed-
ing demands of an Arab of the desert he conversed with us for
half an hour, while coffee was sipped, though he was probably
completely uninterested in our visit, clearly dead-tired, and was,
though neither he nor we knew it, already seriously ill. Not many
months later he collapsed and was flown to India for the medical
treatment that saved his life. After months in hospital he returned
to Qatar, but soon afterwards relinquished the reins of govern-
ment to his son, Ahmed. In retirement his health has improved,
and he now finds time, between the hunting trips that custom
demands of an Arab sheikh, to devote to his true interest, the
collection and study of rare Arabic manuscripts.

After due exchange of courtesies we took our leave, and for an
hour strolled around the groves and wells of Karana, looking for
signs of early habitation. There was nothing, no flints, no tell, no
potsherds. Even the wells were to all appearances modern, with-
out the cut-stone facings that we had learned in Bahrain to
expect. We drove back to the main road and turned west again.

Now we could see ahead of us the rugged limestone chain of
hills which lines the west coast of Qatar south of the oil-drilling
headquarters at Dukhan. Where the road topped that crest and
turned sharply northward to follow the ridge to Dukhan we came
in sight of the sea. Below us the land fell away in rocky terraces
to the stretch of sand, scarcely half a mile broad, which sloped
down to the bay which here separates Qatar from mainland
Arabia. The bend in the road has a name—Umm Bab.

Umm Bab will always for me be a ghost town. And indeed one
isolated house lay here, an unmotivated block of one-room dwell-
ings. It is the sole reminder of a project that came to nothing.

In 1948 the oil company in Qatar found itself in possession of
quantities of oil, with no way of getting it out to the markets.
Much of its energies in that year went to prospecting the coasts of
Qatar, in order to find some way of getting the oil to the tankers.
Qatar is surrounded on all sides by shoals and reefs, and ap-
proach is impossible for vessels with the draught of modern
tankers. But finally a channel was found which, by dint of heroic
blasting, could enable tankers to reach comparatively deep water
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off Umm Bab, and the site was selected as the loading point.
Whatever the disadvantages of the site from the navigation point
of view it was an ideal site for a town, and the architects enjoyed
themselves thoroughly drawing up blueprints of the town that
was to arise on the ridges and terraces overlooking the beach.
Complete plans were made, with the church and school and
country club crowning the ridge, and the villas and bachelor flats
occupying the terraces. We all looked forward to moving into
Umm Bab. Then just before the first construction gangs moved
in, the marine survey group discovered deep water, easily acces-
sible, on the other side of the peninsula, at Umm Said, and the
whole project was dropped.

The oil town at Umm Said, built on a monotonous plain of sand
where only the distant threat of the sand dunes breaks the dead
level of the skyline, is a poor substitute for the dream city of
Umm Bab, but doubtless the tanker skippers, saved the long haul
round the peninsula and the hazards of the tortuous channel, are
duly grateful for the change of plan. And only the bend in the
road remains to mark the site of what would have been the fairest
city in the Arabian Gulf.

We drove on, past the spill-gas flares of the degassing stations
—for all the oil wells in Qatar lie along the western ridge—and
reached Dukhan as evening fell.

The next day we were to return to Bahrain, but it would be
afternoon before the launch left, and we took a morning drive up
the coast from Dukhan. Ten miles north of the oil camp a head-
land juts out into the sea, called Ras Uwainat Ali. And as soon as
P.V. saw the shallow bays running in on either side of the head-
land he called on the driver to stop.

There is an almost instinctive ability that develops in the
seeker after flint, and that enables him to recognize at a glance
the sites that the hunters and fishers of the Stone Age would have
chosen for habitation. P.V. has this ability to an almost uncanny
degree. Here at Ras Uwainat Ali he had extrapolated a rise in sea
level of some ten feet and seen that the result would be two deep
inlets meeting, or almost meeting, behind the sheltering head-
land. It was an ideal site for a Stone Age fishing encampment.
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And almost before we alighted from the car the first sherds of
flint discards proved his point.

Before we returned to Dukhan for lunch and the boat to
Bahrain we had explored two Stone Age encampments, a couple
of hundred yards apart, and had our pockets full of flint scrapers
and knives and discarded flakes and blades. The Qatar Stone Age
was a reality.

We could not, of course, date the Qatar Stone Age. As with the
very similar flints from Bahrain, all we could say was that in
shape and style of manufacture they resembled the Late Palzo-
lithic (Aurignacian or Perigordian) of Europe. And that could
put them anything up to forty thousand years old. But we could
not assume an identity of date between cultures a quarter of the
world apart, particularly where, as here, the climate might have
encouraged survival, and even fossilization, of cultures that in
Europe were forced by the ending of the last Ice Age either to
adapt or to perish.

But as we reclined on the carpets spread on the deck of the
launch, and watched the yellow sands of Qatar recede into the
distance, we were agreed that we had reason enough to be
satisfied with our three-day holiday. We were not bringing home
any spectacular discoveries, of city tells or buried temples. But
the flint sites and the scattering of grave-mounds were enough to
show that Qatar had a past, and we determined to try the follow-
ing year to send in a team to look more closely at the peninsula.
For Qatar is twenty times the size of Bahrain, and we had only
seen a tiny fraction of the whole.

We got back to Bahrain just in time for the revolution. I had just
measured out my new sondage, a neat 5 X 5-metre square
twenty-five metres south of my last digging, and we were remov-
ing the topsoil, when we heard the first shots across the bay from
Manama.

It was a mild revolution as revolutions go, I believe, and it was
unsuccessful. But even mild revolutions are an inconvenience to
an archeeological expedition. Starting as a market-square protest
against the police moving a street-salesman from his pitch, it
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quickly developed into riots and marches and mass meetings led
by a group of young men, the first products of the first school in
the Arabian Gulf, which had been started in Bahrain twenty
years before. And within twenty-four hours it had crystallized out
into a general strike, aimed particularly at stopping oil produc-
tion and the oil refinery, and a series of demands from the
“Higher Executive Committee,” as the young men called them-
selves. The demands were not in themselves unreasonable—their
presentation as an ultimatum made it impossible to accept them.
A sheikhdom is by tradition a benevolent and paternal despotism,
and is in the long run incompatible with an educated and pros-
perous population. This had been foreseen by Sheikh Sulman,
and a process of gradual extension of responsibility, first through
elected municipal councils and advisory committees, had been
initiated, planned to grow with the growth of literacy and educa-
tion in the populace. That the first graduates of the secondary
schools should wish the process to move faster than planned is a
phenomenon common, apparently, to every developing country.
It was obvious that both sides in the Bahrain struggle meant well,
and obvious that neither side could afford to give way to the
other. The affair settled down into a trial of strength—and the
completeness of the general strike was one measure of the
strength of the “Higher Committee.”

Since the first year our workers had come from the villages;
and the villages govern themselves, with a headman responsible
to the Minister for Rural Affairs, who is a cousin of the sheikh.
They are not accustomed to taking orders from the townspeople
of Manama or Muharraq. And when, a full day after the strike
had paralyzed Manama, the first young men on motor-cycles
came to the fort and told our men that they must lay down tools,
they came to us in some indignation. They could see the point of
their brothers and sons, who worked for Bapco, stopping work in
order to stop the government earning money. But if the excava-
tions stopped, surely they were saving the government money!
However, the next day our two foremen came early to the camp,
to tell us that they had held meetings in the villages, and decided
that it would be best to stop work, as otherwise there might be
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reprisals, against the villages or against us, from hotheads in the
towns. We accepted their decision, and pointed out that, with the
bazaar in Manama shut, we were beginning to run short of food.
They promised that the villages would make sure that we were
well supplied with eggs and rice and vegetables.

The villagers of Barbar were made of sterner stuff. The fore-
man of our work-team there was himself the headman of the
village, and the villagers were intensely proud of the wonderful
stone temple whose terraces were taking shape beneath their
spades. When we drove out as usual on the third day of the strike
they were there in full force, and only laughed to hear that the
workers at the fort had laid down tools.

Little news came out of Manama that day, as we went around
the deserted diggings with unaccustomed leisure to get our
drawings and measurements up to date. But what news came was
disquieting. There had been riots, and burnings of cars, and it
was said (it turned out to be untrue) that one of the sheikhs had
been pulled from his car and stoned to death. Police were con-
centrating on holding the road open between Manama and the
refinery and the oil town of Awali. Most other roads had been
blocked by the rioters with felled palm-trees. The strike was
complete—except for the excavations at Barbar. Neither we nor
Mohamed bin Ibrahim, our Barbar foreman, realized how seri-
ously such a breach in an otherwise solid strike would be re-
garded. But next morning, when we took the track to Barbar in
our land-rover, we got no farther than a quarter mile from the
camp. Where the track crossed the first of the irrigation ditches
the culvert had been broken down. We tried another track and
another, and finally the main track, which led to the highway and
Manama. Every one of them was blocked, with felled trees and
demolished bridges. The camp was cut off.

We went back to hold a council of war. We were virtually in a
state of siege, and we were somewhat vulnerable. We knew that
there was no animosity towards us personally, but it was the
object of the strike committee to embarrass the government as
publicly as possible, and one obvious way was to show that the
police could no longer protect foreigners in the country. We were
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most afraid of fire. The barasti walls and roofs of our camp were
by now as dry as tinder. One fanatic with one match could burn
the whole camp to the ground. We had seen barasti fires in the
villages—we had driven out to try to help once when a fire broke
out in the nearest village, and we had seen how ineffectual our
single fire-extinguisher was, once such an ideally inflammable
building caught fire.

On the other hand, if we were in a state of siege, a fort was not
a bad place to withstand it in. The ramparts of the Portuguese
fort still stood sheer, and they could only be scaled in three
places. And from the top of the towers there was an uninter-
rupted view for miles. We instituted forthwith a watch-system
from the highest tower by day, while by night two men at a time
would patrol the ramparts, pick-helves in hand.

There was an air of unreality over the next two days. The camp
lay quiet under the bland March sunshine. Beyond the moat the
diggings were still, no workers trundling their wheelbarrows, no
smoke from the water-pipe fire, none of the visitors of whom
there was usually a constant trickle, and who on Thursday after-
noons and Fridays, the Moslem weekend, came in their coach-
loads and wandered over the broad top of the tell. Now not a
figure moved, on the tell or in the palm gardens beyond. And
there was no sound. Away in the distance to the south, across the
nearest date-groves and the scrub-desert beyond, ran the line of
the Budeiya road, the east-west asphalted road from Manama
from which the track led off north to our fort. The broken bridges
that cut us off lay on this track between us and the road, but
rumour had it that the Budeiya road too was blocked with felled
trees. We kept the road under observation all day long, but
nothing moved along it, and in the still air there was no sound of
traffic. The road-blocks must be real enough.

The day passed, and the night. It seemed rather ridiculous to
be pacing the ramparts in the darkness. It had a flavour of the
nineteenth century to be waiting and listening for a “native”
attack. Bahrain, surely, was not inhabited by “natives,” but by the
Bahrainis whom we had known for years, who drove out in their
cars or rode out on their bicycles to stand on the edge of our
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excavations and ask the same intelligent or stupid questions as
visitors to our excavations in Denmark asked. Was it really con-
ceivable that these same people would creep up out of the night
and fire our camp? We were tempted to call off the watch and go
to bed.

There was no attack. Nothing moved all night.

And all the following day nothing moved.

In the evening the siege was raised. For almost an hour of the
late afternoon we could hear the intermittent sound of vehicle
engines somewhere among the scrub-palms of the dips and hol-
lows between us and the road. And just before sunset a jeep and
two trucks climbed the edge of the tell and stopped beside our
two land-rovers beyond the moat. Armed police jumped from the
trucks and took up perimeter positions, and two police officers
came up to meet us as we descended the ramparts. It was very
efficient, and very military—perhaps rather spoiled by the ab-
sence of an enemy.

But the precautions of the police were not without their cause;
they had had to remove or repair four road-blocks on the track
between us and the highway, hauling palm-trunks to one side and
bridging broken culverts above the dry irrigation ditches.

The general strike was still in full force. No traffic, they said,
moved in Manama, and the Budeiya road was blocked at half a
dozen points. The police held the Manama fort and the European
quarter towards the naval base, and had throughout kept open
the road to Awali and the refinery. It was from the Awali road
that they had struck north to the Budeiya road, behind the
road-blocks, and so northward again to us.

The inspector, a young Bahraini, wanted us to evacuate the
camp immediately and return under their escort to the naval base
while it was still light enough to see the road-blocks. We pointed
out that we could not leave all the results of our digging to the
mercy of passing incendiaries. The gathering dusk made a long
argument impossible, and finally he agreed that we should be
safe enough for another night. Tomorrow morning we must pack
our most valuable finds in our vehicles, and be prepared to move
at ten o’clock, when they would come out to cover our retreat. He
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offered to leave us two men with rifles, and we declined with
thanks. We did not want any policemen, with nerves ragged from
days of patrol hazards in Manama, opening fire on any of “our”
villagers who might decide to visit us with information or sup-
plies. We set no watch that night, and went to bed.

Next morning—it was a Friday—we evacuated. With three
police vehicles and our two land-rovers we were a formidable
convoy, and the precautions taken by the police soon checked
any light-heartedness we might have felt at being once more in
contact with the world. We were passing through enemy-held
country, and to reach “our” lines we had to force those of the
“enemy.” At each repaired culvert the vehicles had to run a
tightrope of two palm-trunks, inching across under the guidance
of a police sergeant watching for wheel slips. And while the
convoy negotiated these obstacles the police force fanned out to
cover the crossing. It took an hour to reach the road, and there
we received instructions for the run in to Manama. We were on
no account to stop. Any crowds on the roads were to be charged,
with horns blazing and as much noise as we could make, to put
stone-throwers off their aim. One of the police trucks would lead
the way, and another bring up the rear. We tried to show a
confidence that we did not feel, and set off. And we never saw a
soul until we reached the first of the manned police posts on the
Awali road.

That evening the strike was called off. The next morning the
shops opened as usual in the bazaar, and we drove back to our
camp, past palm-trunks rolled to the side of the newly opened
Budeiya road. And our workers were all waiting for us at the
camp, eager to resume their work. That same day I started my
new test hole.

The digging season was in fact over. It was the end of March,
and the really hot weather could be expected any day. Within a
week of the end of the strike our party had dispersed on their
several ways home, and Yunis and I alone remained, to pack and
close down the camp.

It was Yunis who did all the work. I had my hole. And for once
I could dig without interruption. The duties of a second-in-com-
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mand, the almost daily trips to Manama or Awali to arrange visas
and tickets and permits, to beg packing-cases or to fix car repairs
or to cash cheques, the two-day ordeal of pay-parade—all these
were suddenly reduced to manageable proportions. Our labour
force of eighty men was reduced to seven, and they were picked
men every one. There was my foreman Radi’, an upright old man
who could spot the minutest change in the texture or colour of an
earth layer—and who died two years later; Abdulkarim, tall,
broad-shouldered, who was to succeed Radi‘ as foreman; Ali bin
Mohamed, who had dug with me since our first year, and Hasan
Mubarak, both proud of being as tall as I am, a head taller than
the average Arab. There was Ali bin Hasan, who could shovel
earth clean up and over the lip of an eight-foot cut; and Hasan
bin Habib, who had eyes like a hawk, and never let a potsherd
escape him; and Hajji Hasan, who had had two sons working
with us that year, and whose grandson joined our force eight
years later. I did not need to watch or instruct these men; I could
concentrate on drawing and interpreting the layers as we reached
them, and analyzing the pottery they contained.

It will be recalled that I had jumped twenty-five metres south-
ward from my last sondage, in the belief that our earliest levels
there had been outside the city limits of the earliest occupation of
the tell; and that in the new sondage we were hoping to find
stratified remains of the “Barbar culture.” So my new neat square
hole, five metres to a side, lay higher up the gradual slope of the
tell, not far away from the dry moat that surrounds our Portu-
guese fort, and we could work out that we had about twenty-four
feet of earth between us and bedrock. It would be a deep hole.

I was determined that, though Toto had left for home, my
pottery analysis was going to be just as thorough as it had been
under her guidance. And it was therefore with some consterna-
tion that I found, as the first three or four levels were spread out
and noted upon, that the clear-cut picture of our first sondages
was completely absent. Sherds of the thin glazed and unglazed
bowls of phase 2 were mixed with the double handles and
Chinese celadon of phase 1. And among them were earlier and
later sherds too, red ridged “Barbar” sherds and the blue-and-
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white china of the Ming Dynasty, sixteenth-century imports from
the time when the Portuguese held the fort. If a level is as old as
the latest object in it these were Portuguese levels—but they
contained far too much older material.

Then I noticed, in the perpendicular sides of the deepening
hole, that these levels sloped, running downward towards the
northeast. I looked to the southwest, and saw the moat, some
twenty yards away. There lay the answer. The earth we were
digging was the “spoil” from the moat, the earth thrown up by
the Portuguese when they dug their dry ditch around their fort.
And it was of course a mixture of all levels all the way down to
bedrock.

Sure enough, at the sixth level the sloping layers ended, abut-
ting on an original horizontal ground surface. Now I should meet
pure phase 1 and then phase 2.

I did not. In the southwestern quarter of the sondage our picks
and shovels began to bring up quantities of the thick caramel-
coloured bases and pedestals that we had met with in phase 3,
while over the rest of the area came the red ridged ware of the
“Barbar culture.” I stopped work at once, and Radi‘ and I scraped
the whole floor of the digging clean with our trowels. Then we
could clearly see, against the dark earth, the roughly circular out-
line of a large pit in the southwest corner.

Here the advantage of picked workers stood out. I could put
two men to digging out this pit, while the remainder took the rest
of the floor down layer by layer, knowing that they would keep
the pottery from the two areas carefully separated. The pit,
which of course had to be later in date than the layers into which
it had been dug, proved to be over four feet deep, and it con-
tained an inordinate quantity of potsherds. Whatever the reason
for digging the pit there could be no doubt that it had been used
later as a rubbish dump, filled in with the refuse of a settlement
of which there was, as yet, no trace. The pottery was very uni-
form, and had all the characteristics of a “culture.” The pots were
all fairly thick-walled, and the clay, tempered with sand, had
been fired to a warm honey or caramel colour. We immediately
dubbed the pottery “caramel ware.” If the people of the thin
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bowls, the contemporaries of Alexander the Great, had been
corn-flake eaters, the “Caramel People” must have lived on beer.
They had a few bowls to be sure, but they were thick and clumsy
—and comparatively rare (19). Far and away the greater part of
the sherds belonged to tall drinking vases with funnel-shaped
necks and narrow solid bases that often developed into regular
pedestals. There were two main forms, one with a short body and
a tall neck (20), the other with a tall body and a short neck (21).
And there were objects that I first took to be small flat dishes on a
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THE POTTERY TYPES OF CITY III, FROM THE CENTURIES UP TO 1200 B.C. THEY
ARE WELL KNOWN IN MESOPOTAMIA, FROM THE SAME PERIOD, THE TIME OF
THE KASSITES.
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tiny pedestal base, until we turned them over and realized that
they were lids for the vases (22). It was a very small inventory on
which to base a culture. But there was no doubt that it was in
itself homogeneous, and completely different from the phase 1
and phase 2 pottery that we had found in our earlier sondages. It
was a third phase, and moreover it was immediately clear that it
was phase 3. For we had met these thick pedestal bases before,
among the mixed bag of pottery types which we had previously
found underlying phase 2. So that even though phase 2 (and for
that matter phase 1) was unaccountably missing in this new hole
there was no doubt about the stratigraphical placing of the cara-
mel ware below, and earlier than, both these phases.

That phase 4, the levels into which the caramel-ware rubbish
pit had been dug, was earlier still was beyond all doubt. And it
was obvious from the start that phase 4 was the “Barbar culture.”
The contrast with the caramel ware was complete. Instead of
thick yellow-brown sherds of small slender vessels the Barbar
layers contained thin red sherds of large round-bellied vessels.
Where caramel ware was sand or straw-tempered, the Barbar
ware was thinned with quite coarse gravel. The change-over was
statistically abrupt—even in the topmost Barbar level g2 per cent
of all sherds found were of this thin red gravel-tempered ware,
and of these over three quarters showed the horizontal ridges
that we knew so well from the temple site at Barbar. So far as we
could reconstruct them the vessels represented were solely of the
two egg-shaped types we have already described from Barbar
(17 and 18), the one without a neck, and the other with neck and
triangular rim.

I felt an immense satisfaction at having finally located the
“Barbar culture” in a stratified context in the city tell. But it soon
became clear that I was not only digging a stratified culture—I
had landed in the midst of a city. I had forgotten that cities
existed. Since, three months before, I had identified and left
behind the south wall of the Islamic “palace-fort,” we had dug
three holes down to bedrock, and this was my fourth. And, apart
from a single wall of phase 2 date cutting inexplicably across a
corner of my first hole, I had throughout dug down through plain
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stratified earth. There had been no buildings, no living floors, no
streets, no hearths or ovens or sunk storage jars to suggest that
anyone had lived in the area I had dug over. And in this new
digging I had passed through the spoil from the moat and ‘the
rubbish pit. Then suddenly I found myself standing at the corner
of a street.

With the removal of the very first “Barbar” layer a fair stone
house appeared. Its wall, of cut and shaped stone, ran south from
the northern limit of my sondage almost to the edge of the
caramel-ware rubbish pit, and then turned neatly at right angles
and disappeared into the western edge of the digging. And four
yards away, along the eastern edge of my hole, another wall ran
the full length of the digging, forming the other side of the street.
There was a doorway into the house at the corner, and as we dug
down a large squared threshold stone appeared. The walls of the
house proved to be standing to a height of about two and a half
feet.

It is always tempting, when you reach a level with handsome
buildings, or even with any recognizable buildings at all, to stop
and extend your diggings in area; to follow the streets and see
where they go, to enter the houses and trace out the rooms and
sift the debris on the floors and find out what each room was used
for and what sort of person it was who lived in it. It is a hard-
hearted archzologist who can order a wall demolished in order to
find out what is underneath. Yet this was a sondage, a sounding, a
plunge into the depths to see what was there; and it was the end
of the season. Yunis had almost finished the packing, and the
roof-mats were already removed from all the unoccupied bed-
rooms. We lived in the skeleton of a camp and I could not ask for
many days more. So we went down deeper—though the need for
speed persuaded me not to demolish the house walls, to leave
them standing and to dig down in the street outside.

I had expected to find the house walls resting on a stone
foundation, a trench dug in the width of the wall and filled with
stones as was usual in antiquity (and, I suppose, with the addi-
tion of cement, today ). Instead we found here a new technique; 2
trench about three feet wide, twice as wide as the walls, and
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some two feet deep had been dug and filled with clean yellow
sand, packed hard into place, and the wall had been built directly
upon the sand. I have difficulty in believing that the technique
was effective, and that it could support a complete stone-built
house without danger of subsidence. But perhaps the stone
house-walls were never any higher than we found them, and
supported a superstructure of wood or barasti.

We cut through the foundation and went down, through four
feet of well-stratified layers, all full of the characteristic pottery
of the “Barbar culture.” Another three feet should bring us to
bedrock, and I could go home.

Then suddenly there was no more ridged ware. I had not been
prepared for that. I had confidently expected that, just as at
Barbar, the red ridged ware would go down to virgin sand. Yet
here, beyond doubt, was a new phase.

As I examined the potsherds spread out on the tables among
the packing-cases in the partly dismantled camp it became clear
that the change-over from phase 4 to phase 5 was of a different
order from the earlier changes of phase. Previously the changes
had been so radical, in colour of clay and shape of vessels, that
they suggested a complete change of population and even a
considerable lapse of time during which the earlier phase could
be forgotten. This time the resemblances between the two phases
were quite as significant as the differences. In the new phase the
egg-shaped vessels of red gravel-tempered clay continued. The
most obvious change was in their decoration. Instead of the
horizontal ridges being plain they were now formed in what I
came to call a “chain” pattern, alternately flattened and pinched
together. At the same time the rim of the necked vessels ceased to
be triangular in section, and was much simpler, just slightly
rolled (23). The neckless vessels, too, now had a simpler, thinner
rim; they had always had a tendency, in the “Barbar culture,” to
be unridged, apart from a ring or two around the opening, and
now they were always plain, and frequently with a short spout,
only about half an inch in height, just below the rim (24). In gen-
eral “chain-ridging” was less common than the plain ridges had
been in phase 4, forming scarcely 10 per cent of the total of sherds.
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And even the red sherds, which had dominated so completely in
the former phase that my workmen used to call me whenever they
found a sherd of any other colour than red, formed now only about
half of the total. The others were a very mixed bag, thick and
straw-tempered, brown or yellow or greenish-white, clearly of
fairly large, coarse “kitchen ware,” but impossible to put together
to any definite shape. Only two further vessel types could be
identified in this phase, one a small flat bowl of yellow clay (25)
and the other not really a vessel at all. It was of the usual red clay
and was cylindrical in shape without a bottom. Its only decora-
tion was a single sharp-edged ridge below the rim (26), and it
had clearly been intended to be sunk below the house floor, as a
storage jar for some dry goods such as grain. The open bottom of
the vessel would allow free drainage and would help to keep the
contents dry.

THE COPPER COFFEE-POT OF THE ARABIAN GULF. SLIGHT DIFFERENCES OF
SHAPE OR BRASS ORNAMENTS DISTINGUISH DIFFERENT PLACES OF MANUFAC-
TURE. THIS COMES FROM THE OMAN,

In this connection it is worth noting that we were now digging
in sand, the flour-like drift sand that must originally have covered
the bedrock at the time when the first inhabitants had settled
upon the site. The cylindrical bottomless vessels could well be
used in such a medium, but it was not surprising that they had
been given up later, as the stony and rubbish-filled layers of the
tell built up.
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Everything now was drawing to a close. Only one packing-case
remained open, to receive my sherds as soon as they were dug up
and analyzed, and the shipping company had been instructed to
collect the whole shipment in two days’ time. Three quarters of
the dining room was full of piled blankets and bedsteads and
mattresses and roofing-mats, and for the last day or so Yunis and I
had been sleeping under the open sky, since our roofs too had
been stripped off. The cook had found another job and left us,
and we ate scratch meals prepared by Saleh, our fourteen-year-
old kitchen-boy.

We had found a wall in phase 5, following exactly the line of
the street in phase 4 above, and showing that the city plan had
probably been the same in both phases. And a foot below the wall
we reached bedrock. There were hardly any sherds in the final
foot of sand, fortunately, for there was only room for a single
carton of sherds in Yunis’s final packing-case. As the truck from
the shipping company rolled up over the edge of the tell, Yunis
nailed down the final results of the dig, and I called my seven
workers up from where they were brushing clean the rock surface
below the sheer twenty-foot walls of earth. They climbed slowly
up the steps they had carved in the debris of millennia, and we
went away to load the truck.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE FLOWER OF
IMMORTALITY

The months while you are waiting, back at the museum, for the
packing-cases to arrive from the Gulf are periods not merely of
hard work, but of self-examination. In the intervals of balancing
financial accounts, writing letters of thanks, and the endless cata-
loguing and numbering of potsherds and specimens from the year
before and the year before that you speculate over what you have
done and what you should have done this year and what you
absolutely must do next year. What were the questions you set
out to answer? How far have you answered them? And what new
questions have arisen?

The 1956 season had brought us a big step forward. In my
preoccupation with my stratigraphy and my pottery analysis I
had scarcely noticed that one afternoon the biggest question of
all had suddenly been answered, the question that had brought
us to Bahrain, that of the age of the burial-mounds.

Alun was the Church of England vicar in Bahrain and his
parish extended outside Bahrain to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the
Trucial Coast, an area which, early records tell us, was in
pre-Islamic times the diocese of six bishops. He was a wide-shoul-
dered man with a small trimmed beard, and he always went robed
in a brown monk’s habit belted at the waist with a thick rope.
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This was no affectation; Alun believed that among Moslems,
where religion is a living force and the imams are distinguished
by their dress, it would create a wrong impression if Christian
priests appeared to be disguising their calling. Alun got around
more than most; he was one of the few Europeans of Bahrain who
was allowed regularly into Saudi Arabia, and we had come into
contact with him a year before when he had brought over for our
inspection some flint projectile points that a geologist of the
Arabian American Oil Company had found in the great desert of
the Rub’ al-Khali. Now this year, in early March, he had walked
into camp one afternoon with a large cardboard box. They were
making a new road up at Buri, he said, and it passed through one
of the large mound-fields above "Ali. He had been driving along it
today, and had seen that one of the bulldozers had cut away half
a mound, exposing the central chamber. He had stopped and
climbed out and pulled a stone or two away to break into the
chamber. And there inside lay a pot, which he had brought with
him in case we were interested. He opened his cardboard box and
lifted out and placed on the table a typical ridged, red, egg-
shaped, short-necked, triangular-rimmed, “Barbar culture” vessel.
I remember that we gave him a beer . . .

So the grave-mounds, and the Barbar temple, and my phase 4
at Qala‘at al-Bahrain were all of the same period. It was not
entirely unexpected. Although the vessels that we had found
ourselves in the two mounds we had opened two years before did
not occur in any of our levels there were generic resemblances,
the round bases for example, which made us expect that, if we
did find them, they would be in the Barbar levels. And the year
before Bob and I had found, in an exposed face in a cut-away
tell near the Awali road, a scrap of what we were convinced
was grave-mound pottery together with ridged Barbar sherds. (It
is worth anticipating here, I think, to say that there is now no
slightest doubt of this identification. We have since frequently
found scraps—though never more than scraps—of the typical
grave-mound vessels in “Barbar” and even in “chain-ridge” levels,
and we have seven or eight of the ridged round-bellied Barbar
vessels—only those with necks, incidentally—from grave-mounds
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that we have ourselves excavated. In some cases these vessels are
apparently of a rather early type, with the simple, slightly rolled
rim which we more commonly find associated with “chain-ridge”
ornamentation—but we have never yet found a “chain-ridge”
vessel in a grave-mound. )

Now came the heart-searching. If we had solved the “Mystery
of the Mounds,” which we had set out originally to solve, was
there any point in carrying on? To that the first supplementary
question must be: Was our solution good enough? The mounds,
we could now say, were the burial places of a people who had
lived in a city around the present Portuguese fort on the north
coast of Bahrain and who had built a temple at Barbar some three
miles farther west along the coast. They had used a very distinc-
tive pottery which painstaking research had failed to find any-
where else in the ancient world, so that probably they were a
people, a “culture,” in their own right, rather than colonists or
offshoots from some other known culture. They were in fact a
“Lost Civilization.” And all this had happened, the city, the
temple, and the burial-mounds, somewhere round about 2300 B.C.,
a date based almost entirely on the evidence of the copper bull’s
head from Barbar, with its close resemblance to the bulls’ heads
of the Royal Graves at Ur, which most authorities—except their
excavator—ascribed to within a hundred years or so of that date.

Well, that gave two excellent reasons for carrying on digging.
One was that the evidence for the date simply wasnt good
enough. The other was that if you find a Lost Civilization you
don’t just walk away and leave it. A new civilization has to be
integrated; its position in the history of its time and in the
development of world culture has to be determined.

Now, according to theory that was just what my stratigraphic
digging had been for, to attach dates, however relative, to the
phases of Bahrain’s cultures, and to see to what degree the phases
were integrated with each other. It was time to look at my
notebooks and see how what I had found was to be interpreted.

I had, it will be recalled, five phases, all carefully tied in to
changes in the pottery inventory, which I had hitherto counted in
numbers downwards from the top. The first thing to do was to
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change the numbers round and count from the bottom. This is
not so meaningless as it might appear. While we had discovered
them from the top downwards they had happened the other way
round, from the bottom upwards. So the renumbering was a
change from a subjective to an objective view. This was very
necessary. For example, we had talked, and thought, of the
plain-ridged pottery of phase 4, the “Barbar culture,” changing to
chain-pattern ridges in phase 5. In fact the change had been the
other way, the chain ridges had given place to plain ridges. If
that change had, as it appeared, taken place on Bahrain, then if
we were to look for foreign origins for our Lost Civilization we
should look for parallels to the chain-ridge ware rather than to
the plain ridges.

So we start off with City I: date uncertain, origin uncertain,
apparently the founder fathers of the city ( thbugh wait; was
there not in fact in the earliest levels of the chain-ridge people
the same sort of mixture of incompatible pottery—on the one
hand, the thin, red, gravel-tempered, chain-decorated ware itself,
and on the other, the thick, yellowish, straw-tempered “kitchen
ware”—as we had found above bedrock in our first sondages?
Such a mixture of incompatibles had meant then that we were
outside our city, sifting the trampled throw-outs of more than one
culture. Might it not mean the same again? Might there be an
earlier city deeper in the mound?) We needed to know a lot more
about City I.

Then City II: date somewhere about 2300 B.c., perhaps; origin
—City I. Perhaps nothing more than a change in fashion of
pottery, though probably more. City II had lasted some time,
long enough to pile up five levels in the tell, to build and rebuild
and rebuild again the Barbar temple, to accumulate something
like a hundred thousand burial-mounds. But how long was that?
A hundred years, or three, or five?

City III: represented only by the rubbish pit full of “caramel
ware.” But here the books helped us. “Caramel ware” was very
well known indeed. It was the Kassite ware of Mesopotamia. The
Kassites were a people who had invaded Mesopotamia from the
mountains of Persian Luristan around the year 1750 B.c., and had

gradually extended their rule until they held the whole of the
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valley of the Euphrates and the Tigris from well north of the
present-day Baghdad to the Arabian Gulf. The rule of the Kassite
kings had finally been put to an end by Assyrian conquest about
1200 B.C. During all this period of over five hundred years the
pottery in use in southern Mesopotamia, even in the areas not
under Kassite rule, had been surprisingly uniform, showing no
change at all from generation to generation. And it was identical
with our “caramel ware.”

This was very satisfactory, from our point of view. It was of
course obvious that our rubbish pit had not taken 550 years to dig
and to fill. All that we could say with certainty concerning it was
that it had been dug and filled at some date between 1750 and
1200 B.C. But even that, considering that we had started with no
dates at all, was an improvement. And it meant that we could
now say with certainty that any period antecedent to City III
was older than, at latest, 1200 B.c., and that any subsequent
period was later than, at earliest, 1750 B.c. That the Barbar
period, below City III, was independently dated to, very roughly,
2300 B.C.,, and “phase 2,” above City III, was dated by its Attic
pottery to about 330 B.c. gave a very pleasing air of verisimilitude
to this deduction. It looked as though the archaology of Bahrain
was acquiring perspective.

Had we only had my sondages to work with, “phase 2” would
have become City IV. But P.V. had now been digging for three
years in the centre of the city mound, extending the first excava-
tion that had been made on the site. Where, that first year, there
had been the junction of two high stone walls in an excavation six
feet wide and twenty feet deep, there was now a building of
impressive proportions standing in an excavation of at least ade-
quate size. We appeared to be in a large hall, forty feet across,
with walls of cut stone, fifteen feet high, on three sides and
running into the face of unexcavated earth on the fourth side. To
the north of the hall a broad stairway led upwards, broken off
after six steps, and it was below and behind these stairs that we
had first encountered the building. It was an impressive edifice,
clearly an important building—and it had defied all our attempts
to date it.

This was against the rules. It should always be possible to
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recover the pottery types associated with any building, and
thereby to “place” the building in the sequence of pottery devel-
opment, and thereby give it at least a relative dating. As I have so
often tried to explain to freshman diggers on our teams, there
should be four, or perhaps five, types of layers associated with
any building. There are the construction layers, foundation
trenches for the walls, filling layers to level off floors, and the
actual mason’s layer of trampled lime and clay and stone chip-
pings; these levels will be sealed by the actual walls and floors,
and should contain nothing later than the date of erection of the
building. Above the floors come the second type of layer, the
occupation levels; they will be fairly horizontal, and may consist
of a whole series of new floors laid above the old, with occupation
debris between. Thirdly come the destruction layers, the heaps of
rubble where the roof has caved in and the walls fallen in or out,
with perhaps the thick layer of ash that shows that the building
was burnt; these layers will be sloping, running downward from
the surviving wall-stumps, and they will effectively seal off the
uppermost occupation level, whose contents should record the
date of destruction. Finally you will have the layers of abandon-
ment, when the heaps of fallen rubble have gradually been
evened out by weathering, with rain-washed mud and wind-
blown sand filling the hollows. And here you may also find the
robber layers, the holes dug by the searchers for valuables or for
salvageable building stone.

Where P.V.’s building (which we were already beginning to
call the Palace) broke the rules was in having no occupation
levels at all. The thick layers of debris from the collapse of wall
and roof sloped clean down to the cement floor of the hall
Apparently the building had stood abandoned for some time
before its collapse, and during that time had been cleaned out,
not only of anything of value but apparently of all occupation
debris. It was odd. It still is.

To date the building it would be necessary to go below the
floor. There might be earlier floors below, and the debris between
the floors would give us the information we wanted. And if not,
the construction level should date the erection of the building.
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That was clearly one of the objectives for our next season. In the
meantime we had the bath-tub-shaped sarcophagi. It will be
recalled that we had found two of these clay coffins during the
first year, buried through holes in the floor of the building. They
were apparently later in date than the building, but earlier than
the collapse of the superstructure. And this year we had found a
third sarcophagus. It was the most impressive discovery of the
year, for it was unrobbed. When we had found it, behind the
staircase not far from the first two burials, its cover, of stone slabs
cemented together, was still in place unbroken. It had been
difficult to remove, for it had originally rested upon a wooden lid,
and the wood had perished, leaving the stones poised precari-
ously above the open coffin, and any careless move would have
caused them to collapse upon the burial beneath. Anders had
spent three days removing the stones, scarcely daring to breathe
as he worked to loosen them one by one and lift them away. And
finally we had been able to see the complete burial below.

The skeleton lay, like the others we had found, curled up in the
bottom of the deep sarcophagus. And beside it lay a complete
drinking service in bronze. There was a flat shallow bronze bowl
and a deep bronze vase with a hinged bucket-handle. And there
was a bronze “tea-strainer” with a handle ending in an animal’s
head, and a little dipper, a deep ladle with a long handle hinged
to the top of the bowl in such a way that wine could be dipped
from a narrow-necked jar and then tipped into a beaker. The
wine-jar lay also there, a deep vessel of glazed pottery with a
pointed base. When we had drawn and photographed all these
objects in position we had carefully removed them from the
coffin, and gone on to examine the skeleton more closely. We
found that the man had been buried with an iron dagger at his
waist, and with a seal of agate around his neck. The seal, a smoky
blue in colour, was carved with a scene of a man, or god, standing
before a tree, with a winged sun above. The shape of seal and the
manner of scene upon it had been typical enough for us, even
with our limited experience, to say “neo-Babylonian” as soon as
we saw it. Now, while we waited for the wine service to arrive in
the cargo from Bahrain, I had the seal before me, for P.V. had
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taken it home in his pocket; and a study of the reference books
left little doubt that the seal should be dated to about 650 ».c.
give or take fifty years.

The number of fixed points in our chronology of Bahrain was
multiplying very satisfactorily, and I proclaimed the bath-tub-
coffin period to be City IV, with the private proviso that City IV
might also turn out to be the Palace period.

So the Attic-ware period, the period of the “Corn-flakes People,”
became City V, and its pottery became in common parlance
“Greek,” although it was nothing of the sort. The Islamic fort,
with its “phase 1” pottery, was now City VI, and the very last
phase of occupation that we met in our diggings, the quarrying
holes where the Portuguese had dug for stone to build their fort,
became City VII. And in that case the fort itself was City VII too.

Seven cities were a nice number to have, the number of the
superimposed cities at Troy, and the “Seven-City Sequence” had
a pleasing euphony. But it was soon pointed out that there was a
City VIII, consisting of a jumble of some dozen barastis on the
edge of the tell, and a foreign intrusive culture, a Danish settle-
ment, within the ramparts of City VII. We forthwith entitled
ourselves the Carlsberg culture.

The working out of the Seven- (or if you like eight-) City Se-
quence disguised for us for quite some weeks the fact that we had
really not got very far at all. Archeologically speaking, we had
come a long way—we had seven successive cultures, five of them
fairly satisfactorily dated. But, historically speaking, we had little
that was new. It was hardly a contribution to world history, or
even to Bahrain history, that in the second millennium s.c. the
people of Bahrain filled holes in the ground with rubbish; and
even the fact that the rubbish they filled the holes with was iden-
tical with the rubbish discarded in contemporary Mesopotamia
would only gain historical significance if we could show why it
was identical, what connection there had been between Bahrain
and Mesopotamia in Kassite times. We could connect—tenuously
—the presence of Attic ware in City V with the voyages of Alex-
ander’s captains to the island of Tylos. But did we dare to con-
nect the presence of neo-Babylonian seals in City IV with

>
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Assurbanipal’s claim at approximately the right date that Dilmun
was a province of his empire? And if so could our “palace” pos-
sibly be the palace of “Uperi, king of Dilmun”? And—most im-
portant of all—where did City II, the “Barbar culture,” fit into
world history? It was not early enough for Gilgamesh, even if
Gilgamesh were historical.

More digging was required. And one archzological problem in
particular obtruded. Why had I found remains of City I and City
IT and City III in my southernmost sondage and not in my earlier
ones? When I compared my drawn sections of the three sondages
the question took concrete form. In my last sondage I had streets
and buildings of City II at the same level as, farther north, I had
found thick levels of City V remains. Yet there was a two-
thousand-year difference in date. Somewhere between my last
two diggings something radical must happen to these layers.
What it was was quite obvious—when I had jumped twenty-five
metres to dig my last sondage I had jumped clean over the wall
that surrounded City II.

It was time to plan the next expedition. The stock-taking of our
achievements and of our unanswered questions had to be pulled
into shape and put into words. We had to tell our sponsors what
we had done with their money, and ask them for support for the
next stage of the work. Writing these letters, to the Carlsberg
Foundation, to the Bahrain government, and to the Bahrain Pe-
troleum Company, had each year formed the final act of one
expedition and the official opening of the next. And this year
there were two new letters to write, to the government and to the
petroleum company of Qatar.

In many ways these letters begging for funds were the least
pleasant part of the expeditions. Although we have never met
anything other than a ready and sympathetic understanding of
the necessity of our relying for support on grants from govern-
ments and oil companies it is never completely enjoyable to go
begging year after year. And there were other disadvantages. Our
museum’s complete lack of endowments meant that we were
living from hand to mouth. We could not plan ahead for more
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than a year at a time. Any large-scale capital investments in
earth-moving material, dump trucks, or narrow-gauge railways,
were out of the question. To buy a new land-rover meant the loss
of twenty days’ digging that year, and if we were to reconnoitre
Qatar we should need two new land-rovers this year.

And that brought to the fore a new problem that was to grow
extravagantly in future years. The Bahrain government would
have every right to object if money which it contributed for work
in Bahrain was employed on work in Qatar. And the Qatar
government and the Qatar Petroleum Company, which both re-
sponded generously to our appeal for funds, would naturally
expect their contributions to be used in Qatar and not in Bahrain,
The result was endless petty problems of accountancy. While
the postage on our letters to the Bahrain government and to the
Qatar government should be—and was—charged to the Bahrain
and the Qatar expeditions respectively, who should pay for the
notepaper? And while the air fares of the Bahrain team and the
Qatar team were easy to apportion, how should P.V.’s and my air
fare be apportioned? The work of accountancy began to take up
quite a disproportionate amount of my time in the months be-
tween the expeditions.

But the money came in, and the next expedition took shape;
and after the usual anxious struggle with visas and inoculations
through the Christmas and New Year holidays, the 1957 expedi-
tion assembled in Copenhagen in early January and boarded the
plane for Bahrain. This year had been more anxious than usual.
For in the fall had come the Suez crisis. The Middle East had
been in a turmoil, and for some months it had looked as though
any archzological work would be out of the question. But the
storm had blown over, and by the time we left the only effect of
the crisis was that we were forced to fly via Iraq rather than via
Egypt.

We were ten men on the plane this time, quite a formidable
expedition as I thought of the party of two who had sparked the
adventure off three years before. Six of us were veterans of our
previous campaigns. Yunis was to run our camp for us; Peder and
Helmuth were returning to their temple at Barbar. P.V. and
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Mogens would continue digging their palace, and I was going
back to my section trench. One of the newcomers was an archi-
tect and would draw plans for all of us, another was a student
who would assist me. The remaining two were experienced ar-
chaologists. Poul was to make a new sondage in the centre of the
Portuguese fort; for the thought had struck us that perhaps the
fort had been built above the citadel of the earlier cities, and very
important things might lie there. And Viggo was to dig a shell-
heap on the southwest coast of Bahrain.

We had not forgotten Qatar. But we had decided that an
extended reconnaissance of Qatar would best be achieved by
sending a large party, about half our number, across for one
month out of the three which we would be spending in the Gulf.
In this way we could cover quite as much ground as if we sent
two men over for the whole period; and we should be able to take
one of our land-rovers with us, so that we should only need to
acquire one new vehicle.

We were all intrigued by Viggo’s shell-heap. Danish archaolo-
gists are brought up on shell-heaps, which are found in large
numbers near the coasts of Denmark. They are the famous “kitch-
en-middens,” the debris of hunting and fishing communities who
settled the Danish coasts about 6000 B.c., long before the first
Stone Age farmers entered the country. We had no reason to
expect that the Bahrain “kitchen-midden” would be anything
similar. This shell-heap had been discovered by P.V. when he was
looking for flint sites in the southern desert during our second
campaign. It lay out on the coast, with a dangerous sabkha
between it and solid land, and it was obvious that before the
sabkha was formed it had been an island. And the shells of which
it was composed were the shells of pearl-oysters.

Clearly it was the debris of a pearling settlement, or a pearling
camp; a place where pearl-fishers had landed their catch, to be
spread out in the sun until the oysters died and the shells opened.
This is the practice to this day in many parts of the world, but not
in the Gulf. The pearl-divers of the Arabian Gulf stay on board
their ships throughout the season, searching the oysters for pearls
on shipboard and throwing the opened shells overboard. This
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settlement must therefore be older than the present pearling
technique. And we very much wanted to know how old pearling
was in the Gulf.

This brings me to the story of Gilgamesh.

I have already mentioned the ancient Babylonian epic of the
hero whose exploits and travels fill twelve long cuneiform tablets.
And we have heard how, in his quest for immortality, he visited
Utu-nipishtim, undoubtedly in Dilmun, and heard from him the
story of the Deluge. But the tale does not end there. After
Utu-nipishtim has told Gilgamesh at length how he achieved
immortality he relents, and gives Gilgamesh instructions for find-
ing the Flower of Immortality. The flower grows on the seabed,
or perhaps in the sweet waters of the Abyss beneath the seabed.
And Gilgamesh is to attach stones to his feet, and by their aid
sink down to the bed of the sea, and there pluck the magic flower.
When he eats it he will renew his youth.

This is all very interesting, for the pearl-divers of Bahrain still
attach stones to their feet in order to descend to the seabed, and
there can be little doubt that the “Flower of Immortality” is the
pearl. I have often wondered if some tradition of the pearl being
the elixir of eternal life and eternal youth may not have been
current in Egypt in classical times, when Cleopatra is said to
have drunk pearls dissolved in wine.

The story of Gilgamesh has no happy ending. He does indeed
follow Utu-nipishtim’s instructions to the letter. He finds and
plucks the flower from the seabed, and decides to take it home, to
share with the elders of his city, Erech. But while he sleeps, the
snake comes up from a water-hole and, as in Genesis, cheats
mankind of eternal life. It eats the flower, and thereby achieves
immortality, as anyone may observe. For whenever the snake
feels itself growing old it sloughs its skin, and emerges young and
vigorous again.

The moral of the story is made very plain. How can Man, who
cannot even conquer Sleep, hope to conquer Death?

But the story of Gilgamesh, which suggested that pearls, and
even the techniques of pearl-diving, were known to the Sumeri-
ans and the Babylonians from earliest times, made us interested
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to check up, if we could, on the antiquity of pearl-fishing in
Bahrain.

So every morning four of our workers took their spades and
climbed aboard the land-rover, and drove with Viggo the hour-
long journey to the lonely white hillock by the sea. It was one of
those small excavations with limited objectives that often give
valuable results. In this case it exceeded our expectations. Viggo’s
five sections cut through the mound confirmed our belief that it
was a pearl-fishers’ encampment. The shells in the heap were
almost 100 per cent of pearl-oysters; but scattered through the
heap were the hearths and food refuse, mainly fish bones, of the
pearl-divers. Around the hearths there was a sprinkling of pot-
sherds. And two of the very few pots that could be reconstructed
were of the red ridged ware which we knew so well from the
Barbar temple.

This was a true addition to the history of Bahrain. At Barbar,
and at Qala‘at al-Bahrain, we had proved that people were living
in Bahrain in the third millennium 8.c. Now we could demon-
strate one of the reasons why they were there, and show that
some of them, at least, gained their livelihood in the quest for the
flower of the seabeds.

We had full use, while Viggo was digging pearl-shells, for the
expedition’s three vehicles. For one of the land-rovers was away
with him all day, and the other was in Manama most of the day,
while Yunis bought supplies. So the third, a rather aged limou-
sine, had to do the odd jobs. It took me to town all too often, to
talk with government departments, to procure residence permits
from the British Political Agency, and to arrange with oil compa-
nies and the representatives of the Qatar government for our
forthcoming visit. It took P.V. out into the desert to look for flint,
when he could be spared from his “palace” excavation. And it
took out Peder and Helmuth to Barbar every day and brought
them home.

Barbar was becoming unrecognizable. It was increasingly diffi-
cult to realize that we had once stood on the top of a not very
high hill of sand, and looked down into the temple courtyard.
The three metres of sand that had covered the courtyard were
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gone, and for two years now we had been digging outward from
the central area, last year to the east, and now to the south. To
the east the object had been to find out what happened to the
open spillway that had led away in that direction from the liba-
tion stone in front of the altar. This passed through the massive
eastern wall of the courtyard, and when we came to dig on the
farther side of this wall we found that it went down a good six
feet below the level of the courtyard. But at one point a ramp led
down into a remarkable complex. At the end of the ramp a wall
led off to either side, curving round to enclose a roughly circular
area about twenty feet in diameter. In the centre was a large
block, built up of stones set in gypsum plaster, and beyond it a
smaller circular wall, contained within the larger, but with only
about a four-foot diameter. Both the smaller and the larger enclo-
sure were filled with a dark-grey mass of striated sandy clay,
clearly water-laid. They were not only filled with this deposit;
they were completely drowned in it. For the deposit had over-
flowed beyond the walls, and still farther out a third retaining
wall had been built to contain it. This third wall was oval,
enclosing an area a full thirty by fifty feet. It looked very much as
though the ramp had originally led all the way to the smaller
central wall, and that the space to which the ramp had led had
been twice extended. But what the deposit was, and how it had
got there we could not explain, and still cannot to this day. It had
no connection with the spillway. For the spillway ran by way of a
drain down the outer side of the high courtyard wall to a stone-
roofed aqueduct most resembling the ganats we had found in the
desert which passed beneath the oval structure and on towards
the sea to the north.

To the south of the temple courtyard the structures that ap-
peared this year were equally complex but more capable of ex-
planation. Immediately south of the courtyard wall a flight of
steps appeared, leading due south. It was followed down with
the excitement that steps descending into the unknown always
arouse, but after eight steps it stopped short, broken off sheer. In
front of it stood a wall, its top level with the topmost tread of the
staircase. It went very much deeper than the bottom surviving
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step, a good ten feet in all. And it was an unusual wall. On the
outer, southern side it was well made, of well-fitting cut stones;
but the side towards the staircase was very irregular/tke nes
completely unsquared and unfinished. It looked Mf}lat
side was not meant to be seen.

It was indeed not meant to be seen. The wall was the retaining
wall of a terrace, and had been filled in behind with sand. The
staircase then must be earlier, and had led up to the temple
before the terrace was built. The question remained of what it
had led down to.

As Peder and Helmuth, with their team of workers from Bar-
bar, cleared the outer side of this terrace wall, they found that it
curved around towards the west and north. And where the curva-
ture began, they found a second staircase. This did not lead
outward like the one behind the wall, but was built against it,
running downward towards the south and east. In fact it was
clear that its foot would reach the very point where the foot of
the first staircase would have ended, had it not been broken off
by the terrace wall.

Work was hurried forward to reach this point. But it could not
be reached. For directly above that point, at a level with the top
of the terrace wall, appeared the coping of a well.

Wells are among the least popular objects found by archzolo-
gists. They always appear at the wrong places, at a crucial point
in a section, or breaking through an important wall or floor. And
they are always of later date than the structures that they disturb.
And they cannot be ignored. Dig the earth away around them,
and they soon stand like factory chimneys in an excavation. And
that they cannot be allowed to do; for a factory chimney is built
to stand unsupported, but a well is built within a supporting
depth of earth. As they are excavated they have to be demol-
ished. This well was in fact not entirely demolished this year.
For it was supported, partly by the terrace wall against which it
had been dug, and partly by the unexcavated earth to the other
side of our cut. But it was emptied, and as it was cleared the side
towards the staircase along the wall was pulled down, to prevent
it collapsing into the excavation.
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It occasioned no surprise that the potsherds found in the well
were not of the usual Barbar type, but of a much later date. But
we were surprised by the sheer beauty of the pottery. There was
a large quantity and most of it was of fine thin ware. There were
straw-coloured vases with slender necks and two tall handles.
There was the greater part of a very large spherical pot with
dark-blue glaze and four lugs. And there were several large
bowls, glazed and painted in very fine designs. Two of these, the
very finest, had no formal pattern, but were painted in flaring
streaks of greens and oranges and yellows, giving an irresistible
flamelike effect. All were in fragments, of course, but all the
sherds were present. As they grew under Yunis’s hands at the
camp it was clear that we had collectors” items here, the sort of
Islamic glazed ware that many a museum of fine art would envy
us.

That they were of Islamic date was very clear, and an exhaus-
tive study of the literature and of many European and Middle
Eastern collections has enabled us to anchor the pottery firmly in
the ninth century. But just how pottery of this quality came to
be thrown into our well is not clear. There are no ruins of Islamic
date anywhere near, and such pottery would scarcely form the
equipment of the stone-quarrying gangs whose trenches form the
only other evidence of later disturbance of our four-thousand-
year-old temple site.

It rapidly became clear that the well itself was no Islamic
intrusion on the site. For in digging around it Peder and Helmuth
found two things that told us all we needed to know. Where the
foot of the staircase along the wall-face met the foot of the well
stood a square stone basin, upon which the well was built, and
into which water began to seep as soon as the sand was dug
away. And beyond the well, a yard or so farther south, lay
another terrace wall with the same beautifully cut and finished
southern face and unfinished inner surface.

We could now reconstruct the whole story. Originally the tem-
ple had stood on a small mound, and from it a flight of stairs ran
south to a spring at the foot of the mound, with a square catch-
ment basin. Later, the area of the temple was extended, by
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constructing a terrace running out as far as the spring, and a
stairway was built along the terrace wall running down to the
spring. And later again the terrace was extended farther, as far as
the new southern wall. But this terrace would cover the spring,
and therefore the well was built, with its well-head at terrace
level, so that water could still be obtained. This well must have
been abandoned and filled when the temple was abandoned. But
it had been rediscovered in Islamic times, and cleaned out, and
then again filled in, with the sand that contained our fine glazed
ware.

The system of terraces gave a new dimension to our temple at
Barbar. We could now see that the original ground surface, four
thousand years ago, must have been eight or ten feet lower than
the present surface of the desert, and that the temple must have
been much more imposing than we had imagined, standing on its
platform above sheer terrace walls. It almost began to qualify as a
ziggurat, the terraced temple mounds of Mesopotamia. And, in-
deed, every time I drove out to bring Peder and Helmuth home
at the end of the day’s work, the central temple area seemed to
stand higher, as the excavations revealed more and more of the
staircases and ramps that led up to it.

Equally imposing, in its way, was the excavation at Qala‘at al-
Bahrain on which P.V. and Mogens had now been digging for
four years. Considerable stretches of the walls, ten to fifteen feet
high, of the enigmatic “palace” were now laid bare, and the
monumental nature of the building was very obvious. The area of
the first two years’ excavation, in which the three bath-tub-coffins
had been found, was now seen as a mere below-stairs alcove in a
corner of a large hall over twenty-five feet across.

We should have believed that the hall had been a courtyard,
open to the sky, had it not been that the squared stone footings of
one of the two pillars which had supported its ceiling were still in
position, while the site of the other could be seen as a slight
square platform upon the clay floor.

The palace still defied all our efforts to date it. None of us
who were digging elsewhere could quite believe so incredible a
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situation, and we went down time after time into the excavation
to satisfy ourselves that there really was no occupation layer.
There was none. The destruction level, a layer about five feet
thick of broken building stone and large lumps of plaster, which
must have been the fallen tops of the walls and the roof, or even
an upper story, lay directly upon the clay floor. The upper part of
the destruction level contained quantities of potsherds of thin
glazed or red-painted bowls, the pottery of the time of Alexander,
of my City V. It was clear that at the time of City V the palace
had still stood, as a roofless shell, and had been used as a conven-
ient rubbish dump. So we had what archeaologists love to call a
terminus ante quem, an upper limit of date. The palace must be
older than about 300 B.c. It was probable, though not quite
certain, that the building was older than the bath-tub-coffins,
which we felt secure in dating to about 650 B.c. Certainly the
three coffins we had found behind the staircase had been buried
in holes dug through the floor of the building, and it was difficult
to imagine these burials taking place while the building was in
use. But it was not quite impossible; there have been periods in
Mesopotamia when it was customary to bury people below the
floor of their home.

But an upper limit, however exact, was not sufficient. We
needed a terminus post quem also, a lower limit. I was myself,
as we know, inclined to include the palace with the coffins in
City IV, between the Kassites, about 1200 B.C., and the neo-
Babylonians at 600 B.c., and would have liked to associate the
building with King Uperi, who had sent presents to Sargon of
Assyria in 709 B.c. P.V. would have liked the palace to be older,
much older, but had to admit that in that case it had been in use
for a very long time.

The only way to find out was to dig deeper. And in preparation
for this the clay floor of the hall was scraped and brushed meticu-
lously clean.

It was then that a number of small circular patches were found,
where the floor was of a different consistency and a slightly
lighter colour. And probing carefully with a trowel in one of these
patches P.V. uncovered an inverted bowl. A little more work
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showed that the bow! was the lid to another bow! beneath. When
the lid was carefully lifted the bowl was seen to be full of sand,
and the whole find was sent up to the camp, where it could be
investigated with greater care than at the bottom of an excava-
tion. And P.V. started on the second patch.

In the course of a week fourteen patches had been dug out,
and on the worktable in the camp stood twelve bowls. Four were
lidded with inverted bowls, and four others had a large potsherd
as a cover. Three were uncovered, and the last was sealed with a
thick layer of gypsum plaster. The two other holes in the ground
had been simple holes, but one had been covered with an in-
verted bowl, and had contained nothing, while the other had
been topped with a large potsherd. Below this lay twenty-six
beads, of agate and amethyst and faience. They had originally
formed a necklace, for the little silver ring that had been the
clasp lay there too.

Here at last we had pottery that was clearly contemporary with
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THE TYPICAL BOWLS IN WHICH THE SNAKE-BURIALS ARE FOUND. THE UPPER
BOWL OF 27 FORMED THE LID TO THE LOWER BOWL. THEY BELONG TO CITY IV,
WHICH WE WOULD LIKE TO DATE TO THE ASSYRIAN PERIOD, ABOUT 700 B.C.
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the “palace,” shallow bowls of two types (27) and (28) and a
deeper type of vessel with a narrow rim (29). But for the mo-
ment interest was concentrated on the contents of the vessels.
Yunis and P.V. had been working on them every afternoon, re-
moving the sand carefully with camel’s-hair brushes and spatule,
And in seven of the bowls they had found, coiled up in the
bottom, the skeletons of snakes.

Three more of the vessels contained a few loose snake-bones,
and the remaining two contained only sand. This does not mean
that they were empty when they were deposited, but merely that
their contents had not been of a nature to survive the millennia.

In over half the bowls there was found in addition, loose
among the coiled snake-bones, a single bead, in most cases a tiny
turquoise.

On the first two occasions when the bead was found it occa-
sioned little remark, for it is not highly unusual to find beads
loose in the sand, and they might have been introduced by
accident. But soon it became obvious that the bead was as much
a constituent part of the deposit as the snake. And yet oddly
enough a considerable time passed before it occurred to us that
we had here a clear association with the story of Gilgamesh.

It was not for lack of speculation. It was obvious that the
snakes in their covered bowls beneath the floor were of religious
or magical significance. It did not need archaeologists, who as a
class are traditionally prone to see ritual purposes in anything for
which they cannot immediately find a practical use, to see that no
practical, mundane, everyday explanation was here possible. And
we talked of snake-goddesses in Crete and in Bronze Age Den-
mark, and a medieval Danish tradition of burying an adder
under the threshold to keep evil spirits out of the house. It did
not occur to us that it was here, in Dilmun, that the snake had
eaten the pearl and achieved immortality; that here in Dilmun,
far more than in Cleopatra’s Egypt, would the snake and the
pearl be regarded as the symbols of that freedom from sickness,
old age, and death for which Dilmun itself was famed. In that
case to bury a snake beneath the floor of your house would be a
potent insurance against sickness and death. And the bead was
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explained, in a fashion. We should have preferred a pearl, but we
are told that the pearl, being calcium carbonate with a trace of
organic matter, disintegrates easily in the earth. We have since
found a pearl in a later snake-burial, and it is possible that the
bowls where no bead was found originally contained a pearl; it is
anyway certain that pearls were no less valuable then than now,
so that the turquoise may well have been a “poor man’s immortal-
ity.”

Beyond a doubt we have here clear proof that the legend of
Gilgamesh was still a living and integral part of the religion of
Bahrain at the time when the palace was built and inhabited. We
have since found many more of these snake-burials, beneath the
floors of other rooms, and their total must be well up into the
forties. This is far more than could be accounted for by some
single “consecration” ceremony, such as that of our barasti-
builders when they buried the head and feet of the sacrificial
goat beneath the floor of our camp. Perhaps the sacrifice had to
be renewed yearly, or on the death or birth of a member of the
family who lived in the great house. Or perhaps the building was
not a palace but a temple—or partook in some way of both
functions—and the snake-bowls are the offerings of suppliants in
quest of health or long life. We are at a loss, as we always must be
when we pass beyond the relics of the material aspects of life,
and meet something which hints of the life of the spirit.

It was difficult to pull half our team from this succession of
discoveries in order to fulfil our program in Qatar. And looking at
the long array of “finds” on our storeroom shelves, we decided
that on our return we would end our season by putting on a
public exhibition of our results in Bahrain.

Qatar indeed proved, this year, rather an anticlimax after our
work on the city civilization of Bahrain.

I saw little of that Qatar season myself. Once I had seen the
party accommodated in a bungalow which the Shell Oil Com-
pany was able to lend us in Doha, and had negotiated the pur-
chase of a land-rover from the same company—on very generous
terms, for the company had recently suffered the loss in a sudden
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storm of its seabed drilling platform and would be on reduced
strength until a new platform could be built and towed out—P.V,
took over the reconnaissance and I returned to my Bahrain dig-
gings.

They covered a lot of ground in Qatar that year, ranging from
Doha to the northern point of the peninsula, and again south to
the dune country on the border of Saudi Arabia. They had two
tents with them, which we had begged from the National Mu-
seum in Copenhagen and which had last seen service in central
Mongolia, and with these and a stock of food and water they
would be out in the desert for three or four days at a stretch
before returning to the baths and restaurant of the oil camp.
When they returned to Bahrain at the end of March their swathe
of exploration had given them a much more detailed picture of
what there was to find in Qatar than our two-man two-day
reconnaissance of the year before.

It seemed at the time that the negative evidence was more
important than the positive. There was no trace in the whole of
Qatar of our “Barbar culture,” or of any of the cultures that in
Bahrain we were inclined to date to the period when Dilmun
flourished. There were no city tells, and there were no immense
fields of grave-mounds. Several groups of forty or fifty mounds
had been found in the northwest, similar to those we had ob-
served the year before. And one of them was excavated. It proved
to be a cairn of stones surrounding a shallow stone cist, resem-
bling but little the elaborate alcoved chambers of the Bahrain
mounds. And while the Bahrain chambers always lay east-west,
this lay north-south. The skeleton, unaccompanied by any objects
at all, lay in the same half-contracted position as those of the
Bahrain tombs, on its right side, with head to the north and hands
before the face. There was no evidence of date, except that the
position showed it to be pre-Islamic.

Equally undatable were numerous carvings on exposed slabs
of rock in the far northeast. There were rows and rosettes of
small, saucer-shaped depressions, the “cup-marks” which are so
well known from Bronze Age Europe but which are found over
almost all the world. There were carved footprints and linear
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designs that resembled closely the arrow-like plan of the wicker
fish-traps that line the shallows along the coasts of Bahrain and
Qatar.

The most significant discovery was that of a further dozen flint
sites, a foretaste of the wealth of Stone Age remains that was to
keep us busy in Qatar for the next six years. It was alreadv clear
that on the windswept deserts of Qatar, where no grass grows to
hide what is dropped, and where even the covering of sand
comes and goes with every wind, the tools and weapons of
millennia of stone-using hunters lay still exposed on the surface.
And here the different shapes and types of artifacts told just as
clearly of different eras and different cultures as did the differ-
ences in shapes and types of pottery on Bahrain. On the rocky
coasts and low plateaux of the northwest the flint sites showed a
preponderance of small scrapers, the tool used to prepare skins
for use as clothing. This same preponderance had been noted on
the flint sites of Bahrain, and indeed the two “cultures” were to
all intents and purposes identical. On a rocky ridge overlooking
the eastern sea a completely different style was found, long thin
blades of flint, with among them an occasional arrowhead of
simple type, a blade pointed at one end and chipped to a tang at
the other. And finally, down by the sea in the sandy gullies below
where the dream town of Umm Bab should have been, there
were quantities of the tiny chippings which are the waste from
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FLINT ARROWHEADS FROM THE MOST RECENT OF THE FOUR STONE-AGE CUL-
TURES OF QATAR. SEE MAP 3.
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pressure flaking, the late and very refined technique of thinning
and shaping implements by tapping off small parallel flakes from
the surface. And here was found one specimen of the finished
product, a tiny triangular barbed and tanged arrowhead. It was
to be the first of many.
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The Bahrain Exhibition, at the beginning of April, was a consid-
erable success. Sheikh Sulman came, with half his family, to open
it in state, and spent an hour looking at our display, listening to
P.V’s explanations, and asking innumerable questions. Then the
schoolroom that we had borrowed was opened to the public, and
for two days we had no rest as the men of Bahrain poured in to
see what we had found. The third day was climactical. That day
we closed the exhibition to men and opened it for the women.
This was at the suggestion of the directress of the girls’ schools,
who had told us that there was much interest in our work among
the ladies, but that no woman would come to the exhibition while
men were there.

We were uncertain what to do ourselves, for we did not wish to
cause a scandal, and yet we could not leave our exhibits un-
guarded. We need not have worried. When the doors were
opened and the first party entered, clothed from head to foot in
black robes and veils, we stood bashfully in the corners of the
room, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. But the ladies
threw back their veils, many letting their robes slip back from
their heads to their shoulders; and one of the ladies, taking off her
cloak to reveal a smart two-piece costume, came up to us and said
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in faultless English that “Her Highness would very much like us
to explain the exhibition to her.” The party of visitors was the
other half of Sheikh Sulman’s family, his wife and his daughters
and daughters-in-law, their children and their governesses, and
their ladies in waiting.

All day the women streamed in in their hundreds, and not
more than three or four felt it necessary to retain veil or mask
when once they came inside. If we had so much as looked at one
of these women in the street, though she was veiled and masked
she would have pulled her cloak across her face and turned away.
But in the temporary museum, convention was dropped with the
veil. The ladies discussed the exhibits with us, asked questions,
and pulled us aside to tell us of places on the island where they
had heard of, or seen, things that might interest us. It was far and
away our most successful day.

We had, of course, our snake-bowls on exhibition, as well as a
couple of bath-tub-coffins with their skeletons. We had flints from
the desert, and pots and pearl-shells from the “kitchen-midden.”
There were some copper axes and spear-heads from the Barbar
temple, and the whole magnificent array of the glazed ware from
the well. And there was a long glass case with a score of small
objects from my own dig at the Qala’at al-Bahrain tell. Pride of
place went to three small stone seals.

The importance of these objects was out of all proportion to
their size and number—as I shall try to show.

The excavation along the northern shore had produced other
things that could not be brought to exhibition. Chief among them
were the defenses of the Barbar-period city. They had not proved
difficult to find. Working back from the last sondage of the year
before I had laid out two of my five-metre-square holes. And in
the northernmost of them I met the city wall only two feet below
the surface.

It was an imposing construction, a full eleven feet in thickness,
constructed of large, roughly squared stones set in gypsum ce-
ment. But during the four thousand years and more since it was
built it had suffered severely. For the last two thousand years at
least it had clearly been used as a convenient stone-quarry. The

170



“May the Wide Sea Bring You Its Abundance”

whole of the outer, northern, face was gone. And here the walls of
houses, built up against the raw core of the wall and containing
sherds of the thin bowls of the “Greek” period, showed who the
culprits had been. Later, the protruding top of the wall had been
incorporated in houses of the same Islamic period as my seashore
fort, and finally a deep quarry hole, dug through Islamic and
“Greek” levels, had taken out a large part of the wall in its full
thickness. The blue-and-white sherds of Chinese porcelain in this
hole clearly marked the Portuguese as the quarriers, and indeed
we could identify stones from the city wall incorporated in the
walls of the Portuguese fort within which we lived.

But on the inner face the wall was better preserved, and here
we could follow the course of the street of the “Barbar” period in
which I had found myself the year before. Then I had stood at a
street corner in the middle of a small square hole in the ground.
Now, standing at the same corner I could look forty feet north
along the street.

We were clearly in no mean city. The street was straight and
level, thirteen feet wide and running due north and south. On
either side ran the stone walls of the houses, the wall on the right
unbroken, only relieved by shallow buttresses. On the left two
doorways opened into the street, giving access to the houses. The
street was a cul-de-sac, ending against the inner face of the city
wall, built of squared stones, here set in a mortar of green clay.
And the municipal planning that appeared in the careful orienta-
tion of the street was further evidenced. For where the street
ended at the wall there was a well, recessed into the corner
formed by the left wall of the street and the city wall. And in
front of it, in the centre of the street, a large earthenware basin, a
full metre in diameter, had been sunk, with its top at street level.
It was clearly a municipal water supply. Probably a slave had
been employed to keep the basin full of water from the well, so
that the people living in the street could fetch water or wash
clothes. I had seen something very similar in the streets of Ma-
nama, where the enlightened municipality had, not many years
before, introduced a public water supply, running pipes from the
water-towers to hydrants at convenient points in the streets.
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There too they had set up troughs and open tanks, and these
public watering points were always surrounded by a throng of
black-robed housewives, chattering as they filled their pitchers
and scrubbed their laundry. It was not difficult to picture some
similar scene here, four thousand years ago, with the women of
Dilmun—for this surely was Dilmun—meeting to exchange the
gossip of the day at the watering point beneath the towering wall
of their city.

We dug very carefully when we approached the level of this
street. For it was unpaved, and in the sand that the inhabitants of
the city had trod we might expect to find anything that they had
lost or thrown away. We found, of course, hundreds of potsherds,
all of the red “Barbar” ware, but we were looking for other, more
valuable things. And it was, of course, Hasan bin Habib, of the
eagle eyes, who made the first find. He came to me and held out
his clenched hand. And opened it, to show a circular object of
stone, about as big as a silver dollar. It was a stamp-seal, and as
brushed off the sand and began to make out its form I knew that
this would be the find of the year. For it was a very special seal,
and we knew what was special about it.

A famous French archaeologist once stated that the most essen-
tial and immediate thing to do when you make an important
discovery is to light a cigarette. For at that moment it is vitally
necessary not to do anything hasty, not to allow the treasure-
hunting instinct to triumph over the scientific, but rather to stop
all work and to sit quietly and think over all the implications of
the discovery. So I persuaded my team to circulate their com-
munal water-pipe, while I filled and lit my own pipe and sat
down on the doorstep of the nearest “Barbar” house, to look at
and think about the seal.

It was, as I have said, a round stamp-seal. It was about an inch
in diameter, flat on one side, with a design cut in the face, which
I could already see depicted two human beings. The other side
was a flat dome, pierced by a hole so that it could be hung on 2
cord. And the dome was decorated with a band of three incised
lines and with four incised circles, each with a dot in the middle.
The material was steatite, a soft stone of rather greasy appear-
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ance and feel, which accounts for its popular name of soap-stone.

Now, we might not have known so much about this type of
seal, had it not been that we had seen one before.

It had happened three years before, during our first season on
the island. One of the amateur archzologists of Bahrain, an
American engineer with the oil company, sent us word that he
had found a seal. He had been wandering among the grave-
mounds that lie to either side of the road to Budeiya, the road
that we could see from the ramparts around our camp. And the
seal had simply been there, lying on the surface. We came and
looked at it, and borrowed it, and made a plaster cast. And we
sent a description of it back to Aarhus, to the professor of classical
archaology, to ask him if he could find anything similar in the
books. And he replied with a reference to an article by Professor
C. J. Gadd, published nearly a quarter of a century earlier, in
1932 (Proceedings of the British Academy).

Dr. Gadd at that time had been in charge of the objects from
Mesopotamia in the British Museum and part of his work con-
sisted of arranging for exhibition the objects brought home by Sir
Leonard Woolley from his excavations at Ur, which were then in
their tenth year. The Ur excavations were a joint venture of the
British Museum and the University Museum of Philadelphia, and
the objects found at Ur were therefore divided three ways, be-
tween London, Philadelphia, and Baghdad. But among the ob-
jects that came to London were several hundred seals, the great
majority of them being the cylindrical seals that were in general
use in Mesopotamia from about 3000 until about 500 B.c. Among
them was a little handful of circular stamp-seals, and when Gadd
looked at the records he found that in fact twelve stamp-seals
bearing a certain generic resemblance had been found in Ur.
Moreover, in the collections of the British Museum, which for
over a hundred years had been a receiving point for a miscellany
of objects from all over the world, there were already three seals
of the same type, all believed to have come originally from
Mesopotamia. It was this collection of fifteen seals which Gadd
had published.

Professor Gadd’s article is of paramount importance to the
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theme of this book, and I could recall its main outlines as I sat in
the February sunshine in the doorway of a four-thousand-year-
old house. The point of most immediate importance was that
seven of Gadd’s seals from Ur, and one of the other three, were of
identical form to the one that I held in my hand. The designs on
the faces were different, of course, though even here there were
points of resemblance, for the seven seals also bore representa-
tions of men and animals very similar to those on the American
engineer’s seal and on the one we had just found. But the shape
was the same, with the gently domed boss decorated with three
incised lines and four centre-pointed circles.

That seals of a type found in Ur should turn up on Bahrain,
and now should be found lying in a street of the “Barbar period,”
was of great significance. Logically it must mean that people from
Ur had been in Bahrain, or that people from Bahrain had been in
Ur, or that people from some third place had been both in
Bahrain and in Ur. But even this paled beside the implications of
the other seven seals described in Gadd’s article.

These other seals were not quite the same as ours, though they
resembled them closely enough for Gadd to be satisfied that they
were closely related. They were also round, also of steatite. But
the pierced boss on the back was higher and not so broad, leaving
a wide flat collar between the dome and the circumference of the
seal. And this boss was undecorated, save for a single incised line.
It was the design on the face of these seals which was so impor-
tant and which was the reason why Gadd had entitled his article
“Seals of Ancient Indian Style Found at Ur.” In every case they
bore the figure of a bull, and in five cases—four from Ur and one
from elsewhere—the bull was surmounted by an inscription in
the unknown language of the Indus Valley civilization.

The Indus Valley civilization is the Cinderella of the ancient
world. By a combination of circumstances it has been considera-
bly overshadowed by its elder sisters of the Nile Valley and the
Tigris-Euphrates Valley. It is more distant from Europe (and it
was from Europe that the discoverers of all the ancient civiliza-
tions had come); it was discovered much later; and it has proved
more difficult to fit into a coherent history of mankind. Unlike the
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I. A small section of one of the six major moundfields of Bahrain.
Every mound is the work of man, and every mound covers a stone-built
burial chamber. Beyond the multitude of small mounds the giant
mounds around the village of Ali—the “Royal Graves”—rise against the
darker date plantations beyond.




II. Above: The “Royal Mounds” at Ali on Bahrain are a group of some
twenty tumuli rising to over forty feet in height, and covering compli-
cated systems of ringwalls and central chambers. Around the one in the
middle distance traces can be seen of a perimeter ring, all that is left
of an ancient surrounding wall. Below: One of the smaller Bahrain
mounds, cut through in our first season of excavation, shows details of
construction. The central stone chamber (the upper course of its sealing
wall displaced by robbers) had stood for some time covered only by a
minimal mound, presumably awaiting its occupant. After the burial the
mound was raised further, bounded by a ring of rough stones.




III. Above: The “holy well” at Diraz on Bahrain, viewed from above.
The steps lead down to the well-head, formed of a single block of
chiselled stone. Pottery proves the well to date to about 2000 B.c. Be-
low: The pair of kneeling animals, of limestone and eighteen inches
long, was found on the steps down to the Diraz well. They are probably
rams, but were decapitated when the well was destroyed. No traces of
the heads were found.




IV. The central courtyard of the Barbar temple. In the foreground is
the double-plinth, two rings of stones framed in a raised oblong. Behi_nd
are the two stone supports of the “throne,” standing on a dais, with
before them the square “altar” with a hollow in the top. The “libation-
drain” can be seen passing through the rear wall, while to the extreme
left is the pit in which offerings were found.




V. Above left: This bull’s head, twenty cms. high and cast in the round,
lay in the corner of a room of Temple II at Barbar, together with a heap
of copper bands and sheet copper pierced with nails. The eyes were
originally inlaid. Above right: Chief among the offerings from the pit
before the Barbar-temple altar is this copper figurine of a naked, clean-
shaven man in the posture of supplication. He is eleven cms. high, and
rivets in the semicircular base suggest that he was originally attached
to a stand, or formed the handle of some object, perhaps a mirror. Be-
low: An offering of a later age, these gth century a.p. bowls, with mag-
nificent flame-like decoration, lay in the main well of the Barbar temple,
which had been cleaned out and reused nearly three thousand years
after the temple was destroyed.




VI. The south front of the Barbar temple shows the terrace walling of
two periods, that of Temple II with the stairway, and to its right that
of Temple IIT which later masked it. To the left the well in which the

Islamic pottery lay can just be seen, while the center court of the temple
(Plate IV) is at upper left.



VII. Above: At the western end of the Barbar-temple terrace a flight of
steps leads down to this enclosed tank. Perhaps used for baptism or in
purification rites, it was at least not merely the water supply of the
temple, for a well lay by the head of the staircase. Below: The tank
above may indeed have been a “wishing well,” or a communication
channel to the god of the nether waters, for it contained seven of the
round stamp seals which are the most easily identifiable feature of the
Dilmun civilization. The two dark seals were found elsewhere in the
Barbar temple.




VIII. One of the ruined towers of the Portuguese fort still looks out to
sea over the desolation of the tell of Qala‘at al-Bahrain. We dug it out
one year, revealing two vaulted chambers,which the expedition uses

as a banqueting hall on ceremonial occasions. . ..
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IX. Above: In 1956 our camp was built within the ramparts of the ruined
Portuguese fort. Here, under construction, is the main sleeping wing,
with the palm-rib framework of walls and roof, later to be thatched with
palm-leaves. Below: The completed camp, with its library and row of
hermit-like cells, has for nine seasons provided a comfortable and sur-
prisingly attractive home for some scores of Danish archaeologists.







X. Opposite: The first sondage at the tell of Qala‘at al-Bahrain met the
massive walls of the “palace” some three feet underground, and fol-
lowed them down, in a hole much deeper than it was wide, to two bath-
tub coffins dug through holes in the “palace” floor. The coffins (one has
already been removed) were of bitumen-coated clay and can be dated
to the time of the Assyrian kings about 700 B.c. The pot beside the
coffin is significantly of the same shape as that in Plate XVII, below.

XI. Above: Six years later the “palace” excavation shows a different
picture. From the ramparts of the Portuguese fort we look down into
an extensive excavation, in which the walls of the “palace” still rise in
places to a height of fourteen feet.
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XII. Opposite: The magnificent gateway, high but narrow like Arab
doorways to this day, of the “palace” at Qala‘at al-Bahrain. This is the
view from the street outside, which leads direct to the gateway.

XIII. Above: By the sea on the northern edge of the tell of Qala‘at al-
Bahrain lay a fortified Islamic palace of the 11th or 12th century A.p.
Its central paved court was surrounded by a symmetrical system of
buildings and streets leading to the turrets of the outer wall.



XIV. The outer face of the West Wall of the Early Dilmun city (City
II) at Qala‘at al-Bahrain still survives to an appreciable height after
the vicissitudes of four millennia.



XV. Above: Two of the typical pottery vessels of the first city at Qala‘-
at al-Bahrain (City I—perhaps 2500 B.c.) The pot on the left bears the
chain-ridges which are characteristic of this period. Both are of red
clay. Below: Typical pottery of City II (about 2000 B.c.). Chain-
ridges have now been abandoned, and the central pot shows the plain
ridges which now dominate. To the left rear is one of the comparatively
rare painted vases, in polychrome white and red. The two beakers in
right front have been “borrowed” for the picture from the Barbar
temple. They belong to this period, though only fragments have been
found in the city tell.




XVI. Above: A selection of pottery from the gravemounds of Bahrain.
The two large vessels are clearly of the same red ridged type as on
Plate XV, bottom. The two goblets and the three bowls come from one
of the giant “Royal Mounds” at Ali. Below: Pottery of City III at Qala‘
at al-Bahrain. Of honey-brown clay, they are a complete contrast to the
vessels of the preceding period, and are identical with Mesopotamian
pottery of the period 1800- 1200 B.C.




XVII. Above: One of the snake-offerings found buried below the floor
of the “palace” which represents City IV at Qala‘at al-Bahrain. It clearly
harks back to the Gilgamesh legen<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>