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Introduction
John R. Spencer and Jeffrey A. Blakely

Dedication

Lawrence E. Toombs (1919–2007) was the Senior Archae-
ologist of the Joint Expedition from 1970 through 1983. 
Starting in 1973 and continuing until 1983 his wife Carol 
joined the project as the Objects Registrar. Together they 
helped ground the project as a collective work and educa-
tional experience. Larry had the most complete view of the 
archaeological enterprise and was a master stratigrapher. 
He imparted his knowledge and archaeological philosophy 
to everyone who participated in the project, yet he easily 
acknowledged he also learned from the totality of the proj-
ect’s participants. The project participants from Wilfrid 
Laurier University were also just a fraction of ​his students 
during the normal academic year. He was a master teacher 
who pushed you to go beyond what you thought were your 
limits while leading you to believe you had discovered a 
great insight—one he had seen all along. This volume is 
dedicated to the memory of ​Larry Toombs (opposite).

What Are We Celebrating?

The year 2020 was the 130th anniversary of the first formal 
excavation at Tell el-​Hesi and the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Joint Archaeological Expedition to Tell el-​Hesi. These anni-
versaries mark significant moments in the history of excava-
tions in the Levant. In 1890, Sir William Matthew Flinders 
Petrie began the first excavation of a site in Israel using his 
newly developed idea of a correspondence between layers, 
pottery, and civilizations. One might call it the first sci-
entific excavation in the region. In 1970, a consortium of 
schools, organizations, and scholars returned to the site 
of  Hesi and began a new set of excavations, using the latest 
“new archeology” methods of the time. Since then, surveys, 
excavations, research, and publications have continued. 

This volume is a small contribution to the past, present, 
and future of ​Hesi.

Where Is Tell el-​Hesi?

One can easily locate Tell el-​Hesi by its coordinates: 
31°32'52"N; 34°43'49"E. This places it in the southwestern 
part of what is now the state of ​Israel and provides a modern 
sense of its place. However, that information informs only 
part of ​Hesi’s location and its ancient importance (Fig. 1.1).
	 In a larger geographical context, Hesi is located on a 
land bridge. This bridge connects three continents, Africa 
with Asia and Europe, and was the path of the earliest 
human migrations from Africa. Later, crossing the Nile and 
proceeding up the Mediterranean coast of the Sinai Pen-
insula into ancient Palestine and Syria was the only route 
possible for major movements of people and civilizations in 
the ancient world. In early historic times, this bridge was the 
connection between Egypt, with its civilization in the Nile 
River valley, and Mesopotamia and its civilizations between 
the two rivers of the Tigris and the Euphrates. As  early 
as  the third millennium B.C.E.  we know that these two 
centers of civilization were in contact with each other. And 
the major north-​south route for that contact was along the 
coastal plain of ancient Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine. Near 
the edge of that coastal plain sits Hesi, about 14 miles/23 km 
from the current Mediterranean coast.
	 In a smaller geographical context, Hesi is located on the 
borders of three climatic, geographical, and even political 
zones in Palestine: it is on the northern edge of the Negev 
desert; the western edge of the Shephelah, the low hilly coun-
try; and on the eastern limits of the coastal plain (Fig. 1.1). 
Thus, it was strategically located, accessing the communities 
from these climatic and geographical zones and providing an 
interface for those communities, allowing them to network 
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into the more significant north/south trade routes on which 
it sat. Given these coordinates, it is not surprising that Hesi 
provides us with important knowledge of the ancient world.
	 However, locating Hesi does not mean we know its 
identity. Attempts to link the site with biblical cities such 
as Ziklag, Lachish, Gath, and Eglon must all be rejected. 
They more reflect the attempts of early scholars to tie all 
sites to the Bible than the usage of solid evidence (Blakely 
and Horton 1995; Blakely and Horton 2001).1 Could the site 
have been Migdal-​Gad as Hardin and coworkers speculated 
(2014)? Also recently, Horton and Blakely have argued that 
Hesi may be the unnamed site of the baptism of the Ethio-
pian Eunuch, reported in Acts 8:26–40 (Horton and Blakely 

1.  The citations in this Introduction can be found in the unified 
bibliography at the volume’s end. Most, however, also appear in the 
comprehensive bibliography of ​Hesi publications found at the end 
of this chapter.

2000). In the Crusader and Ottoman periods, the site may 
have been known as Tell Ahsas. Even then the site is men-
tioned only rarely. Thus, while it is likely that the site was 
known in the ancient world, we must be comfortable with 
Hesi as, so far, an unidentified site.

What Happened with the First Excavations?

It was Hesi’s location on this north-​south route that led, 
in part, to the first formal excavation of the site by Petrie. 
As he moved north from his work in Egypt, he brought with 
him the new insight that there was a correlation between 
layers in the soil and layers of occupation—stratigraphy. 
Added to this was the idea that changes in pottery type were 
also connected to changes in historical periods. Funded by 
the Palestine Exploration Fund and intent on finding sites 
that linked with the biblical text, Petrie came upon the 

Figure 1.1.  Location Map, showing Hesi in southern Palestine/
Israel. The modern cities Jerusalem, Hebron, and Gaza are shown 
along with geographical features in relief. A few neighboring sites 
are also presented for reference. (Image by W. Isenberger along 
with J. Blakely on behalf of the Hesi Regional Project.)
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prominent mound of ​Tell el-​Hesi and applied his method-
ology to the site (Fig. 1.2). The result was the publication of 
Tell el Hesy (Lachish) (Petrie 1891) in which he both identi-
fied various cultures that had occupied Hesi over time and 
labeled the site as biblical Lachish. His work was quickly fol-
lowed by the work of ​Frederick J. Bliss. Bliss’s work is noted 
for two reasons. The first is the title of the work that resulted 
from his excavations A Mound of ​Many Cities, or Tell el Hesy 
Excavated (Bliss 1894). It demonstrates the results of using 
Petrie’s stratigraphic techniques; Hesi was indeed a “mound 
of many cities.” Bliss is also noted for his impact on the site 
itself. He decided he wanted to explore the layers of civili-
zation at Hesi by taking a wedge out of the mound, a slice 
out of a multi-​layer cake. And so on the northeast corner of 
the upper tell, nearly a quarter of the area was removed. It is 
this distinctive feature of the acropolis, known as, “Bliss’s 
Cut,” that marks Hesi to this day (Fig. 1.3).

Why Go Back to Hesi?

In 1968 G. Ernest Wright began to consider the idea of start-
ing a new ASOR dig in Israel with the goal of reexcavating 
one of the sites that the pioneer archaeologists had investi-
gated. In 1969 Wright and future staff members visited Tell 
el-​Hesi and chose it for the new project. In 1970, the Joint 
Archaeological Expedition to Tell el-​Hesi, returned to the 
site. In part it was to check the results of ​Petrie’s and Bliss’s 
much earlier work. More importantly, however, it was to also 
employ newer, scientific methods in the excavation of a site. 
Hesi was one of the first excavations that sought to intro-
duce the “new archeology” into the field in Israel. This “new 
archeology” had four basic tenets. The first was to look at the 
nature of the culture being excavated, not just at its history. 
Sometimes called processual archaeology, this sought  to 
take a broader view of the culture and see its growth and 

Figure 1.2.  In the spring of 1890 Petrie went to Tell el-​Hesi to 
initiate excavations and took this photograph of the wadi face 
of the mound of ​Hesi where, over the centuries, it was cut by 
the wadi. (Courtesy of the Palestine Exploration Fund, London, 
photograph PEF21.)
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development over time rather than simply seeking a series 
of snapshots of the culture. Secondly, the “new archeology” 
viewed itself as a science rather than an art or a humanity. This 
was part of the broader movement where the social sciences 
sought to emphasize the science aspect of their name more 
than the social. Thus, archaeology too wanted to see itself as 
the objective, scientific analysis of past cultures. This mani-
fested itself in the emphasis on rigorous methodology and 
copious data collection. The third aspect of this movement 
was to stress the environmental aspect of archaeology. This 
meant a larger concern for the ecological setting of a site, the 
examination of the region, and the relationship of the human 
and environmental factors. Finally, the “new archeology” saw 

itself as being responsible for interpreting the data extracted 
from the field. Mere description was insufficient; the analysis 
and reconstruction of the ancient culture became essential.
	 This movement had its impact on the new excavators 
of ​Hesi and the methods that they employed in the field. 
First of all, this meant an environmental study of the site 
was needed. This was primarily the responsibility of the 
geologist, Frank Koucky. Koucky, with his knowledge and 
valuable insights, was able to place Hesi in the larger geolog-
ical and climatological context. He frequently lectured the 
staff and volunteers on the geomorphology of the area, 
the deposition of ​loess on the site, and the role of coastal 
dew in the raising of crops.

Figure 1.3.  The Joint Expedition began excavation in the sum-
mer of 1970, taking this group photograph in front of the 
mound. In the background, however, Bliss’s Cut dominates the 
image. In addition one can see where the Joint Expedition con-
ducted some balk trimming in an attempt to correlate Bliss’s 
work with what was still preserved. (Photograph by T. Rosen on 
behalf of the Joint Expedition.)
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	 A second influence was the employment of rigorous 
methodology and consistent record keeping. Starting in a 
crude form but quickly progressing, the excavators at Hesi 
developed a system for preserving artifacts and recording 
data on the site. The time-​consuming processes of filling 
out tags, bagging artifacts, drawing balks and top plans, and 
recording specific information on a locus sheet were not 
designed to impede the process of excavation. Rather, they 
were employed to be sure the data were fully and carefully 
preserved. This process turned into a manual for all super-
visors on the site (Fig. 1.4). When it was published in 1980 
as The Tell el-​Hesi Field Manual (Blakely and Toombs 1980), 
volunteers were urged to purchase the book in preparation 

for work at the site. Hesi was one of the first sites to create 
such a manual, and it marked the attempt by Hesi to codify 
and regularize the process of preserving artifacts and infor-
mation. This manual became the basis upon which later 
excavations have further developed recording methods. 
Now 40 years later it provides the organizational tree allow-
ing new scholars of a younger generation to access the data.
	 A third example of the influence of the new archaeology 
on Hesi was the “holistic” approach taken in forming the 
staff. This meant both having specialists on the masthead 
of the excavation’s stationary and bringing those specialists 
to the site itself. When modern excavations at Hesi began 
in 1970, the “team approach” meant specialists in fields 

Figure 1.4.  Bruce Dahlberg of Smith College was an Area Super-
visor from 1977 through 1983. Area Supervisors filled the most 
important role during excavation: teaching field methods to 
students, teaching practical theory to students, managing the 
Area, and recording everything in the Area. Here at the start of 
a season Bruce was explaining something to a student while 
another is hoeing topsoil as excavation began. (Photograph by 
J. Czechowsky and M. Rose on behalf of the Joint Expedition.)



6 Hesi after 50 Years and 130 Years

such as botany, geology, osteology, lithics, metallurgy, and 
malacology were included in the team and were frequently 
present on the site. Koucky, Hesi’s geologist, has already 
been mentioned. There was the botanist, Bob Stewart, 
whose employment of the methodology of flotation greatly 
improved the excavators’ ability to preserve material cul-
ture and to understand the daily life of the ancient peoples 
(Stewart 1978; Stewart and Robertson 1973). There was the 

continuous presence of photographers, who were respon-
sible for recording (1)  the artifacts, both in situ and for 
publication, (2) the excavation process at critical junctures, 
and (3) the life of the excavation itself. Next there was Jeff 
Schwartz and later Ken Eakins (Fig. 1.5) and their osteolog-
ical staff, whose meticulous excavation and examination of ​
bones provided both learning moments and valuable infor-
mation (Eakins 1993).

Figure 1.5.  Ken Eakins of 
Golden Gate Baptist Theolog-
ical Seminary served as the 
Joint Expedition’s osteologist 
from 1977 through 1983. Here 
Ken was in the tech shed 
examining some remains 
with students. (Photograph 
S. Lezon, T. Lengnick, and 
M. Rose on behalf of the Joint 
Expedition.)
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	 A fourth consequence of the “new archeology” was the 
development of a volunteer program originally organized 
and led by Tom Frank. First of all, volunteers were used 
at the site rather than laborers. In addition, the volunteers 
were seen as “co-​learners,” rather than merely dirt movers. 
Finally, the volunteers became the focus of a well-​designed 
educational program—seeking to train future generations 
of archaeologists and to expand their knowledge of the 
people and history of the area. This employment of volun-
teers also became a model for later excavations.
	 One final example of the influence of the new archaeol-
ogy was the conscious decision, made early on, to excavate 
the over 800 Bedouin burials on the site rather than simply 
removing them or destroying them (Toombs 1985; Eakins 
1993). This decision marked a significant stride in recogniz-
ing the value and importance of all artifactual materials in 
understanding a site and its history and culture. While this 
decision was frequently mumbled about in the field, and 
ridiculed by some visitors, as careful excavation of the buri-
als slowed the progress of the overall excavation, no project 
member seriously questioned the appropriateness of the 
decision to excavate those burials. The mention of these 
burials calls for more comments about one of the staff spe-
cialists at Hesi. Eakins and his osteological staff were inte-
gral to the excavation of the burials and to the expansion of 
the knowledge base about the local Bedouin. In addition, 
Eakins’s patience and reverence for life, even in its death, 
provided the staff and volunteers with a model of ​how to 
learn from the bones and how to treat the human remains 
with appropriate respect, and garnered the appreciation of 
the local Bedouin.

So Who Provided the Labor for These Excavations?

In the nineteenth century, most excavations employed local 
laborers. Petrie, a man of ​his time, did the same. So when he 
arrived at Hesi, he hired about thirty local Palestinian men 
to do the digging with women and children carrying the bas-
kets. He writes he had difficulty finding good workers—only 
one eighth of the originals were still there after six weeks. 
In addition, he talks about the workers being lazy and taking 
things that were found (Petrie 1891: 10). As one can imag-
ine, this attitude did not create a positive atmosphere for the 
excavations at Hesi. However, this attitude toward Arabs was 
not unique to Petrie nor to his time. Bliss, on the other hand, 
understood the local culture and spoke Arabic fluently, being 
a native of ​Beirut. His attitude was different and he sought 
interpretive insight from his workers (Bliss 1891) (Fig. 1.6).

	 The more recent excavators at Hesi took a different 
approach in many important subtle and significant ways. 
Hesi created an atmosphere where there were opportunities 
for the volunteers, the “diggers,” to learn about archaeol-
ogy and history, and to interact with and learn about both 
the Arab and Israeli communities (Fig.  1.7). The excava-
tion itself exemplified the respect for all communities and 
encouraged its volunteers to adopt a similar approach.

So How Did This New Approach Actually Work?

This inclusive approach by the Joint Archaeological Expedi-
tion to Tell el-​Hesi was manifested in both the overall struc-
ture of the excavation and in the structure of the Volunteer 
Program.
	 The renewed excavation at Tell el-​Hesi began in 1970 
and continued through the 1983 season. These seasons were 
divided into two phases: Phase One included the years 1970, 
1971, 1973, and 1975; and Phase Two covered the years 1977, 
1979, 1981, and 1983. The excavations were administered by 
a number of directors, including John Worrell, Glenn Rose, 
and Valerie Fargo (Fig. 1.8). And it was a diverse consor-
tium of schools that supported the excavations and sent 
staff and volunteers to participate in the on-​site work. The 
consortium included The College of the Holy Cross, Hart-
ford Seminary, John Carroll University, Oberlin College, 
Oklahoma State University, the Protestant Episcopal Theo-
logical Seminary in Virginia, Seabury-​Western Theological 
Seminary, Smith College, Trinity Lutheran Seminary, Wake 
Forest University, Wartburg Theological Seminary, and 
Wilfrid Laurier University. There was even an Earthwatch 
contingent at times.
	 The expedition undertook excavations in three main 
areas of the site. One was on the acropolis and entailed a 
reexamination of the excavations of ​Petrie and Bliss and 
an expansion of our knowledge of that portion of the early 
Iron Age and Persian Period at the site. A second emphasis 
was on the larger, pre-​Israelite EB city and its walls. Finally, 
there was the process of removing and studying the over 
800 Muslim burials across the excavated site. All of these 
periods and cultures were seen as important to excavate and 
to understand.
	 This reference to the excavation of the Muslim/Bed-
ouin burials at Hesi was one example of ​honoring different 
cultures. While many excavators would have viewed those 
burials as impediments to excavation, as something to be 
removed so that artifacts of real interest can be accessed, 
the excavators at Hesi viewed their responsibility as one 
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Figure 1.6. (top)  Petrie and Bliss hired local Bedouin and 
fellahin, one family shown here, to do the actual excavation. 
Bliss was a native Arabic speaker who interacted with the 
workers, asking for their insights into what was being found. 
(Photograph courtesy of the Palestine Exploration Fund, Lon-
don, photograph P112.)

Figure 1.7. (bottom)  The 1977 season was among the largest 
conducted by the Joint Expedition. As opposed to when Petrie 
and Bliss excavated, now students provided the labor for their 
teacher’s research in exchange for education and college cred-
its. (Photograph by J. Czechowsky and M. Rose on behalf of the 
Joint Expedition.)
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that included a careful excavation of all archaeological ele-
ments found at the site—including Arab burials. Hence, 
Hesi undertook the careful and time-​consuming excavation 
and removal of all encountered burials; the study and anal-
ysis of the burials themselves and the artifacts associated 
with them; and the publication of the results of that study.
	 Another example of exploring different cultures was 
the administration of the excavation intentionally seeking 
out Arab merchants and purveyors, in addition to Israeli 
merchants, to  provide the goods and services necessary 
to run the excavation. For instance, for several seasons the 
chief supplier of daily food and goods was Samir Khayo. 
He would appear every morning at the site with his Mer-
cedes taxi. Inside and on the roof would be piled and tied 
boxes of food and supplies for the day. In the later seasons 
it was Samir’s wife and family who operated as cooks and 
kitchen staff on the site (Fig. 1.9).
	 The excavation also employed Arabs from the city 
of  Balata, who were designated “technical men” because of 
their expertise at excavation techniques. They provided 
many learning opportunities for the volunteers as they 
taught techniques of excavation and demonstrated use of 
tools. They also provided a chance to interact with Arabs at 
close hand. And Nasr Dial Mansoor (known familiarly as 
Abu Issa), famous for his ability to trim perfect balks and 
trace challenging surfaces, frequently remained at the site 

to continue to teach, provide expertise on excavation, and 
interact with the staff and volunteers (Fig. 1.10).
	 This desire for diversity at Hesi was integrated into its 
volunteer program. Built on earlier programs at Masada and 
Gezer, the program’s key was having the volunteers both 
“move the dirt” and learn about archaeology and the var-
ious cultures they were excavating and experiencing. The 
program at Hesi had three goals. The first was personal 
enrichment. This meant learning about the site itself and 
about the larger environment of the “Holy Land.” Thus, 
there were background lectures, visits to other excavation 
sites, and tours of major archaeological, cultural, and his-
torical places in Israel and Palestine. The second goal was 
academic quality. The educational training had to be of a 
quality which allowed consortium schools to offer aca-
demic credit to students who participated in the program. 
The third goal was field training in archaeology. Volunteers 
were taught basic archaeological techniques, from the use of 
the trowel and patish to the recording of data. In addition, 
volunteers were placed on a rotation schedule so that they 
were exposed to the methods and techniques of the experts 
on the staff, such as the geologist, botanist, pottery restorer, 
photographer, field recording techniques, and osteologist. 
The hope was that the volunteers would leave Hesi with a 
much fuller appreciation of the culture and history of ​Israel 
as well as the techniques and results of archaeology itself.

Figure 1.8.  Glenn Rose, Larry 
Toombs, and Valerie Fargo 
observing excavation in 
Field VI in 1981. Glenn was 
Project Director from 1975 
until his death in 1981 and 
Valerie was Project Director 
in 1983. Larry was the Senior 
Archaeologist on staff from 
1970 through 1983. (Pho-
tograph by R. Adams and 
M. Rose on behalf of the Joint 
Expedition.)
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Figure 1.9. (above)  Samir 
Khayo was the chief provider 
of food and other essentials 
for the project starting in 
1973. Here he is shown with 
him family during the 1983 
season. In the final years of 
the project members of the 
family served as cooks and 
kitchen staff. (Photograph 
by R. Adams and C. Peachey 
on behalf of the Joint 
Expedition.)

Figure 1.10. (left)  At the start 
of each season the students 
had to be taught how to 
dig. An important aspect 
of that was learning how to 
trim a balk. Here Abu Issa 
was teaching the art of ​balk 
trimming. (Photograph by 
S. Lezon, T. Lengnick, and 
M. Rose on behalf of the Joint 
Expedition.)
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	 The volunteer program usually started in Jerusalem, 
prior to the start of the excavation itself. The idea was to 
allow some acclimatization of the volunteers and to begin 
to introduce them to Israel. They toured major sites in Jeru-
salem, such as Yad Vashem, the Rockefeller Museum, the 
Dome of the Rock, the Western Wall, and the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher. They were also introduced to the 
Albright Institute. During the initial visit to Jerusalem, 
the volunteers frequently stayed in accommodations in East 
Jerusalem, sometimes at the Jordan House, where they were 
introduced to Arab culture and cuisine. On  subsequent 
weekend visits to Jerusalem, volunteers stayed all over the 
city, west and east Jerusalem as well as the Old City, expe-
riencing the richness of the cultures that inhabit Jerusalem.
	 During the season, the volunteers were taken on other 
tours, which included major Jewish, Christian, and Arab 
sites. There were visits to Bethlehem, Masada, Jericho, 
Akko, Tiberius, Dan, active excavations, and many more 
sites. The  goal was always to provide the students and 

volunteers with a balanced and diverse exposure to the 
peoples of ​Israel and Palestine (Fig. 1.11).
	 This kind of volunteer program certainly slowed the pro-
cess of removing dirt and added cost to the excavation, but 
it was well worth it. The volunteers went away feeling that 
they had learned something, that they had been a valuable 
part of the larger scholarly enterprise, and that their lives 
has been enriched by learning about other cultures and 
times. This educational program served as a model for later 
excavations and, equally important, provided invaluable 
experiences for hundreds of volunteers themselves. Some 
volunteers moved on to staff positions at Hesi or other exca-
vations and to graduate schools. However, the vast major-
ity of volunteers went home with a wealth of experiences, 
archaeologically, historically, and culturally, which continue 
to inform their lives and the lives of those with whom they 
had contact. In  the end, each student received up to six 
semester hours credit for the experience, tuition free from 
either Oberlin College or their own university.

Figure 1.11.  Integral to the Hesi experience were the education 
weekend field trips led by various project members. Here stu-
dents and project staff were examining the Early Bronze Age 
remains at Ai. (Photograph by J. Spencer.)



12 Hesi after 50 Years and 130 Years

What Results of the Excavation 
Have Been Published?

During these years of excavation a regular series of prelim-
inary reports and specialized studies appeared. When the 
excavations ended, interested and invested staff members 
moved on to assigned research and publication tasks. Four 
final reports appeared in rapid succession: Toombs (1984) 
on  half of the Bedouin Cemetery, Bennett and Blakely 
(1989) on the Early Persian-​period remains, Dahlberg and 
O’Connell (1989) a collection of essays about the project 
and short final reports, and Eakins (1993) on the second half 
of the Bedouin Cemetery. Then the final reports stopped 
and, although research continued, publication dwindled. 
This left some major stratigraphic reports incomplete, 
including the citadel (Fields  I and III) and the EB City 
(Fields V, VI, and IX). Organizing, research, and some writ-
ing began on these reports, but most of these efforts stalled.
	 What happened was age and infirmity in some cases and 
youth, growing families, and careers in other cases. By 1995 
no one working on Hesi materials was associated with a 
graduate school of archaeology or a museum, and the model 
of doing the research through teaching failed. The research 
responsibilities narrowed to a few people who could do the 
work but only in the evenings after their day jobs, whether 
that was teaching at a university or college, or functioning 
in the world of CRM archaeology. Some papers appeared 
and great progress was made on typing paper records into 
electronic data bases, but all momentum was lost.

What Was Left Undone?

One example of the difficulties in getting things published 
was the unexpected death of ​Roger Anderson in 2014. With 
his demise, all previously active members of the EB team 
had passed and the responsibility of seeing that work to 
completion defaulted to others. Anderson had fully orga-
nized all the material and even gathered data on the acces-
sibility of materials excavated by Petrie and Bliss. By 2016 all 
of these materials and records were organized and available 
for scholarly research or study by advanced students at Mis-
sissippi State University, under the supervision of ​Blakely 
and Hardin. With a growing interest in this material as well 
as some unexpected discoveries, work began anew on the 
final reports of the EB materials in 2020. Most of the materi-
als are now fully stratified and analysis is beginning. Special 
reports on EB figurines and on Field IV appears as chap-
ters 2 and 3 in this volume.

	 Blakely is responsible for the final report of excavations 
on the citadel, his original assignment. The materials are 
fully stratified, but active work toward a final report stopped 
in order to concentrate on the less stratigraphically challeng-
ing EB materials. Nonetheless, a number of articles relating 
to these remains have been prepared over the past years 
and now we have a far better understanding of the histori-
cal context of the site during the Late Bronze and Iron ages 
(e.g., Blakely 2018; Blakely and Hardin 2019). Chapter 4 in 
this volume, “The Phantom Stratum” is another such report.

What Has Happened in the Last 25 Years?

One important goal of an archaeological final report is to 
set the results into the generally accepted scholarly consen-
sus for the particular region at the particular time. Obvi-
ously the results of excavation should alter, tweak, and 
augment the scholarly consensus a bit because of the new 
discoveries from the excavation, but rarely should they rad-
ically change that consensus. By the late 1990s a problem 
began to emerge. The results from Hesi did not appear to fit 
the then current scholarly consensus for the region.
	 One example of this conflict arose when Blakely and 
Horton (2001) and Blakely and Hardin (2002) suggested, 
based on ceramic and structural remains, that ninth and 
eighth century Hesi was a Judahite fort that was destroyed 
in the late eighth century B.C.E. by the Assyrians. In con-
trast the scholarly consensus held that Hesi was in Philis-
tia, destroyed in the early seventh century (Finkelstein and ​
Naʾaman 2004), and, apparently, known to be Assyrian 
(Oren 1993). The implication, therefore, was that we would 
have to create a variety of ​historical contexts ourselves in 
which to place the site’s excavation results.
	 Another issue arose from the work of project geologist 
Koucky. From 1970 to 1983 he conducted the regional sur-
vey research for the project. His geological and geomorpho-
logical results were published in Dahlberg and O’Connell 
(1989). In that report Koucky used the archaeological mate-
rials he had found to date the landscape around Hesi. It was 
a fine and very useful geomorphological study. He studied 
aspects of the written and cartographic historical records as 
tools in his research, pointing out that a detailed historical 
study of the Hesi region might isolate important materials.
	 The problem with Koucky’s work, however, is that he 
approached it as a geomorphologist, and his report did not 
satisfy the requirements for reporting of an archaeological 
survey in Israel. Koucky had used the archaeology to date 
the landscape, but he had not recorded all the sites or even 
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where he had looked. He only noted the sites needed to 
date the landscape. Since the work was conducted under 
an Israeli archaeological permit, it meant that a true archae-
ological survey report needed to be prepared, but the data 
behind such a report were lacking, and this was a major 
lacuna.
	 To satisfy the requirements of a modern survey, 
a slightly larger area than that examined by Koucky, 100 km2 
to be precise, was resurveyed in 2004 and 2008. The limits 
were the borders of the Ruhama Map of the Archaeologi-
cal Survey of ​Israel, and Tell el-​Hesi is fortuitously near the 
dead center. This work became the Hesi Regional Survey, 
Phase III of the larger Hesi project. The work was sponsored 
by the Cobb Institute of Archaeology at Mississippi State 
University, and it was co-​directed by Blakely and Hardin.
	 The preparation of a final report on this work is well 
advanced (Hardin and Blakely, forthcoming). In fact, it was 
the advent of the COVID pandemic that curtailed finish-
ing this report when vital materials became inaccessible. 
Thus, the authors switched gears to create the volume at 
hand. Hardin and Blakely will return to the survey volume 
once they again can access the materials in Israel. Briefly, 
the entire 100 km2 was covered with planned transects and, 
depending on how you count, a total of about 800 archae-
ological sites were identified (Fig. 1.12). They span the time 
from the Lower Paleolithic (possibly 1,400,000 years ago) 
to 1948. Beyond the site descriptions, the volume will follow 
the traditional format of the Archaeological Survey in Israel 
and include a summary overview of the archaeology of the 
region separated out by period.
	 As part of this survey work, Benjamin A. Saidel under-
took more detailed study of a number of the late period sites 
in the Hesi region. Much of this fieldwork was conducted in 
2009 and 2010, with an additional survey season working 
with Rachel Hallote at neighboring Burayr in 2014. Some 
of this research is now published (Saidel, Hallote, Erickson-​
Gini, Schecter, and Hardin 2020), and other aspects are 
nearing completion. The results of these small projects will 
be summarized in the survey report but will also appear as 
independent publications.
	 Starting about 1995, but attaining more focus from 2001 
to about 2019, Blakely conducted an intensive literature 
study of the history of the Hesi region, which also extended 
into soils, geomorphology, flora, and climate. The idea was to 
assemble what was known about the region, especially how 
it was described in primary historical accounts spanning the 
Roman Period to 1970. Various small studies were published, 
but ultimately this led to the creation of a model for how the 
greater Hesi region functioned from about 3300 B.C.E. to 

the present. Given the region’s loessic soils and the normal 
values for precipitation, sedentary agriculture is not suc-
cessful except in special cases. Those special cases would be 
(1) in wadi floodplains where different soils are present, and 
(2) during exceptional wet climatic events such as the EB III 
and the fourth and fifth centuries C.E. when the water table 
was much higher (Blakely and Hardin 2018, 2019; Hardin 
and Blakely 2018; Blakely 2018, 2021). At other periods the 
sedentary agricultural enterprise ultimately failed, although 
very short-​term subsistence did succeed. Thus, for most of 
the past 5,500 years it would appear that the greater Hesi 
region has functioned as a pasturage. All of these datasets 
will be joined and then merged with the survey site studies 
to create one comprehensive study of the Hesi region. Work 
is also well advanced on this volume.
	 As the fieldwork relating to the Hesi Regional Survey 
wound down, Hardin and Blakely organized a new exca-
vation project, which should be viewed as Phase IV of the 
modern work at Hesi. Again the work was sponsored by 
the Cobb Institute of Archaeology at Mississippi State Uni-
versity and was co-​directed by Hardin and Blakely. The Hesi 
Regional Project’s excavation of ​Khirbet Summeily, a small 
Iron Age tell some three kilometers west of ​Tell el-​Hesi, 
began in 2011 with additional seasons in 2012, 2014, and 2017 
(Fig. 1.13). The final planned excavation season is currently 
on hold awaiting the end of the COVID pandemic. While 
the directors had expected to uncover a small agricultural 
hamlet on the borders of Judah and Philistia, they instead 
uncovered a tenth-century B.C.E.  governmental facility, 
possibly a postal station.
	 With the Cobb Institute becoming the license holder 
for the Hesi Regional Project in Phases  III and IV, the 
Cobb agreed to become the home for all Hesi materials 
and records in the possession of the Joint Expedition. Much 
of this move has been accomplished. This reorganization 
means that the modern Hesi expeditions are now housed at 
a university research institute and that students have access 
to the materials under the supervision of ​both museum and 
Hesi staff. As can be seen from this volume, this means that 
more broad-based research can be readily accomplished.
	 At the same time the almost half-a-century-old relation-
ship between the Pontifical Biblical Institute (PBI) in Jeru-
salem and the Hesi project ended. For all these years the 
Hesi project had stored both excavated materials and dig 
equipment at the PBI. With the death of ​Kevin G. O’Con-
nell, S.J. in 2016 a direct relationship between the PBI and 
Hesi ended, and in 2018 all materials in storage at the PBI 
were moved to Kibbutz Ruhama where they are now in 
storage.



14 Hesi after 50 Years and 130 Years

Figure 1.12.  In 2004 and 2008 the Hesi Regional Survey walked 
transects across the Hesi region, covering 100 km2. This image 
is a photomosaic created from 1945 RAF photographs covering 
this region. The dots are all the locations where surface archaeo-
logical remains were found. (Image by W. Isenberger along with 
J. Hardin and J. Blakely on behalf of the Hesi Regional Project.)
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What Is the Future of ​Hesi?

The legacy of ​ Hesi will probably have another chapter. 
There is plenty of area at the site that has not been excavated 
and been left for future archaeologists with new ideas, new 
techniques, and new instrumentation. These future exca-
vators will have been provided with a long history of an 
important site that was dug with the best practices of the 
times. Perhaps the site will be identified, perhaps the extent 
of the EB city will be more fully explored, perhaps the 
acropolis will be understood better, perhaps the surround-
ing area will provide new insights, perhaps a burial area will 
be discovered. Only time will tell what the future will bring, 
but we are pleased to present in this volume some of what 
is currently known about Tell el-​Hesi.

What Is in This Volume?

One of the goals for the past 25 years has been to high-
light features of the Hesi region and to create archaeo-
logical, historical backgrounds, and contexts in which 

to place research on the greater Hesi region. Therefore 
articles in journals, Festschriften, and essay volumes have 
contributed to the ongoing scholarly discussions. At times, 
however, the studies are too long to be an article but too 
short to be a stand-​alone monograph. This volume collects 
a number of these studies, on a wide variety of Hesi-​centric 
topics, to create a publication venue within our final report 
series.
	 Following this introductory chapter, which closes with 
a remembrance of colleagues we have lost and a bibliogra-
phy of ​Hesi publications, most of which were written by 
project members, we move on to five individual chapters. 
In chapter 2, Geoffrey E. Ludvik and Jeffrey A. Blakely dis-
cuss the excavation of ​Field IV by the Joint Expedition in 
1973. This was a small test excavation located on the site’s 
North Ridge where the survey crew excavated a 2 × 2 m 
probe to a depth of about 2.25 m, almost reaching sterile 
soil. The probe was conducted to investigate the EB IIIA 
remains. In fact two phases of EB IIIA were encountered, 
probably indicative of domestic architecture. Above these 
phases, a highly disturbed layer was discovered in which 
Persian-​period remains dominated. Based on this probe it 

Figure 1.13.  Starting in 2011 the Hesi Regional Project initiated 
excavations at Khirbet Summeily, about 3 km WNW of ​Tell el-​Hesi. 
The site functioned from the late eleventh century B.C.E. to about 
800 B.C.E., apparently serving as a border outpost. Here the site 
is seen from the north during excavation in 2014. (Photograph by 
W. Isenberger on behalf of the Hesi Regional Project.)
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appears the North Ridge contains an intact EB deposit with 
a depth of more than 1.5 m covering about 2.0 acres.
	 Excavations at Tell el-​Hesi from 1977 to 1983 uncovered 
a number of terracotta animal figurines from the EB III. In 
chapter 3, John R. Spencer presents information on these 
figurines and figurine parts that were identified at Hesi. He 
also discusses the presence of terracotta animal figurines 
throughout the broader ancient Near East and from pre-
historic periods to the Iron Age. Spencer then identifies 
sites outside and inside ancient Israel/Palestine where EB 
terracotta animal figurines were also found. Finally, he takes 
up the issue of the function of these figurines. Were they 
cultic objects, toys, or some combination thereof? It is a 
difficult issue to resolve since nearly all figurines are found 
in secondary contexts. While many argue that the figurines 
are cultic, the provenance of most of the finds at Hesi make 
it difficult to accept that label.
	 In chapter 4, Jeffrey A. Blakely, James W. Hardin, and 
their colleagues discuss one of the Joint Expedition’s goals, 
to investigate the same stratigraphic layers excavated by 
Frederick Jones Bliss in 1891 and 1892 and to compare the 
results of the two projects. Here the focus is Bliss’s City V, 
which is also the Joint Expedition’s Stratum IX. Surpris-
ingly, the Joint Expedition found no identifiable strati-
graphic remains they could tie to City V, Bliss’s phase that 
includes three tripartite pillared buildings, a.k.a. stables. 
The authors investigate this phase, reconstructing its stra-
tigraphy and dating it before placing it in a broad historical 
context of the late eleventh and tenth centuries B.C.E.
	 Geoffrey E. Ludvik argues in chapter 5 that archaeolo-
gists must exercise caution when attempting to reconstruct 
chronology and behavior in multi-period sites given the 
potential presence of ​“residual” artifacts that significantly 
predate the deposition of an assemblage. He presents a case 
study in identifying and interpreting this “residuality” using 
a sample of carnelian and other hard-​stone beads from Tell 
el-​Hesi. Beads derived from mixed fill and pit deposits in 
Fields I, III, and V as well as from the Islamic period cem-
etery in Fields I and VI were examined and seriated by the 
production technology employed. To accomplish this seri-
ation, scanning electron microscopy (SEM) of silicon drill 
hole impressions and technostylistic analyses of ​bead shap-
ing and morphology were employed. Based on the chrono-
logically specific features of drilling and shaping identified, 
the most likely period of production for twenty three beads 
was determined. The results indicate that: (1) within fill and 
pit contexts, beads from many different periods were doc-
umented that testify to the antiquity of ​bead exploitation 
at Hesi; (2) within burial contexts, some beads from the 

surrounding fill significantly predate internment, while oth-
ers were likely contemporaneous primary deposits (“grave 
goods”); and (3) careful examination of hard-​stone beads 
can successfully identify examples of residuality. Ludvik 
further identifies the presence of early South Asian imports 
at Hesi: an Indus Valley Civilization–style agate bead and 
the two earliest diamond-​drilled beads documented using 
technological analysis in the southern Levant.
	 Khirbet Summeily, an early Iron Age  II site located 
northwest of ​Tell el-​Hesi in southern Israel, is the subject of ​
Kara Larson’s inquiry in chapter 6. Excavations sponsored 
by the Cobb Institute of Archaeology at Mississippi State 
University have revealed a large structure with a potential 
ritual space dated to the Iron Age IIA (ca. 1000–980/850 
B.C.E.). Recent interpretations, based on the material cul-
ture and architecture recovered from the Iron Age IIA lay-
ers, suggest the site was integrated into a regional economic 
and political system and functioned as an administrative 
outpost. Larson tests that suggestion through the analysis 
of carbon, oxygen, and strontium isotopic data from intra-
tooth samples of ovicaprine and cattle remains to assess if 
the herd-​management strategies from the recovered ani-
mals are linked to administrative and cultic provisioning 
activities. The animal remains are used as proxies to iden-
tify political and economic ties through herd-​management 
patterns. These results indicate that Khirbet Summeily was 
an administrative outpost integrated into a larger political 
and/or economic network during the Iron Age IIA.

In Memorium: Our Coworkers

Over the years of the modern Hesi project, more than 1,000 
individuals participated, and after 50 years, it is hard to know 
how many have now passed away. Those who accepted pub-
lication responsibilities in and after 1985 were our coworkers 
for even more years. Each of the remaining staff ​has felt the 
loss of these friends and coworkers:

Gary L. Johnson (1941–2001)
James F. Ross (1927–2007)
Lawrence E. Toombs (1919–2007)
Frank L. Koucky, Jr. (1927–2010)
Bruce T. Dahlberg (1924–2012)
Frances Carolyn Toombs (1929–2013)
Roger W. Anderson, Jr. (1948–2014)
Robert B. Stewart (1926–2015)
Kevin G. O’Connell, S.J. (1938–2016)
Ralph W. Doermann (1930–2020)
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Hesi Excavation Publications: 1890–2022

This bibliography lists all known primary reports and stud-
ies prepared by the excavators and surveyors of ​Tell el-​Hesi, 
Khirbet Summeily, and Umm Lakis on behalf the Palestine 
Exploration Fund, the Joint Archaeological Expedition to 
Tell el-​Hesi, and the Hesi Regional Project. This list also 
includes regional and background studies prepared by 
these projects as part of their ongoing research. It does not 
include, however, subsequent responses or primary reports 
prepared by the excavators of, for example, Tell en-​Negila 
or Bizat Ruhama, projects with different researchers and 
objectives.
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