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Abstract: Excavations at the military site of Tell 
el-Borg, just outside of the eastern Delta has pro-
duced two New Kingdom forts that were a part of 
the East Frontier defense system and the military 
highway, the Ways of Horus. Among the discover-
ies at Tell el-Borg were the burnt out remains of a 
cluster of reed huts. This study will investigate 
who the occupants of these huts may have been. 
The pottery and C14 dates suggest that these struc-
tures were used in the 2nd Intermediate Period to 
early New Kingdom. It will be argued provisional-
ly that the occupants of this little community were 
dessert dwellers, possibly Shasu.
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first hand knowledge of the ancient desert dwell-
ers who moved between the levant, Sinai and 
egypt, is negligible, and even less is known about 
their habitat, encampments and social structures. 
Margaret drower aptly described the situation 
with these pastoral nomads relative to egypt by 
saying: “on the borders of the delta, from time 
immemorial small groups of … bedawin came to 
pasture their flocks, tempted by the proximity of 
better grazing-grounds and possible loot.” 1 egyp-
tian written and iconographic sources have served 
largely as the basis of our understanding of these 
ancient Bedouin, whose material culture continue 
to elude the archaeologist.

egyptians had early contact with the peoples 
to their east in Sinai and southern canaan before 
the end of the 4th millennium B.c., as evidence by 
the presence of significant amounts of Egyptian 
pottery at several sites.2 An egyptian presence is 
now attested in south Sinai as early as dynasty 0 
(ca. 3200 B.c.) in the mining district of south 
Sinai. At wadi Ameyre, northwest of Serabit el-
Khadim, Pierre Tallet has recorded graffiti with 
the name iry-hor, and Narmer and djer from 
dynasty 1.3 King den of dynasty 1 is depicted 
bashing the head of long-haired desert dweller in 
sandy, hilly terrain on an ivory label.4 it docu-
ments a military encounter with foes identified as 
“easterner(s)” (iAbty) . this struggle could well 
reflect Egyptian early efforts to maintain the Sinai 
routes to southern canaan and/or to south Sinai. it 
seems doubtful that this confrontation reflects 
defensive measures to limit foreign access to the 
delta.

weni, the 6th Dynasty Egyptian official and 
military commander, reports of military actions 
against aAmw Hryw-Sa 5 (“Asiatic” Hryw-Sa) and 
Hryw-Sa.6 This expression literally means “those 
who are on the sand,” that is Bedouin.7 the identi-
ty of the Hryw-Sa is a matter of ongoing debate 
between scholars who consider them to be nomad-
ic or semi-nomadic desert dwellers of Sinai and 
the southern levant,8 and a sedentary people of 
southern canaan. 
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recently pierre de Miroschedji has offered a 
thorough well-documented review of the various 
positions on the identity of the Hryw-Sa in weni’s 
autobiography.9 here is not the place to treat the 
debate in any detail. de Miroschedji may be right 
to conclude that weni’s Hryw-Sa are a sedentary 
people, living in or near the sandy coastal dunes in 
fortified settlements in southern Canaan, in the 
area later known as the philistine coastal plaine.10 
it seems unlikely, however, that Hryw-Sa is limited 
to only this sedentary people from the end of the 
3rd millennium B.c.

the term Hryw-Sa continues in use in the Mid-
dle and New Kingdoms, and some of these clearly 
cannot refer to a sedentary people in the south-
western coast of canaan.11 it seems possible that 
Hryw-Sa can refer to a desert dwelling people 
whether they are sedentary (periodically?) or more 
transitory. during our years of life and work at 
Tell el-Borg in north Sinai, we had first hand con-
tact with Bedouin from the village of gilbana, east 
of Qantara and south of Baluzza.12 they were 
called “Bedouin” or “Arabs” even though they live 
in villages in houses made of stone, while others 
in the area live in tents. 

from the 1st intermediate period and Middle 
Kingdom numerous literary texts refer to the 
Aamw, traditionally rendered “Asiatics,” is the term 
for the Semitic-speaking people who moved across 
Sinai and infiltrated Egypt’s Delta.13 in the 

Instructions for Merikare, the Aamw are also 
called pDtyw,14 foreigners or tribesman,15 who 
move around in search for food (l. 93). the Proph-
ecy of Neferti likewise discusses the problems 
posed by the presence of Asiatic pastoralists in the 
delta. he foretells the coming of a savior (Ameny, 
i.e. Amenemhet I) who will control these infiltrat-
ing pests:
 one (Ameny) will build the “walls of the rul-

er,” life prosperity and health,
 to prevent the Asiatics (Aamw) from going 

down to egypt.
 they (will) beg for water in the customary 

manner in order to let their flocks drink.16

the latter part or this statement seems to allude to 
the egyptian policy towards pastoralists entering 
egypt, viz. pastoralists were granted short-term 
access to eastern frontier water sources, of which 
there was plenty in the northeastern delta and the 
wadi tumilat.17 what the egyptians opposed was 
giving the pastoralists unbridled access to egypt 
who would stay on indefinitely. This apparently 
was the prevailing scenario during the 1st and 2nd 
intermediate periods when military control of the 
borders was lacking.

pap. Anastasi vi contains a message from the 
scribe inena, stationed at a fort in the wadi tumi-
lat, to his superior. he reports how he handled a 
situation with a Shasu band,18 SAsw being one of 
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the main New Kingdom words for the desert 
dwelling Bedouin, regardless of their ethnicity or 
their homeland.19 the scribe inena declares:
 We have finished letting the Shoshu tribes of 

Edom pass the fortess of Meneptaḥ-
ḥotpḥima‘e, which is <in> Tjeku, to the pools 
of Pi-Tum [of] Meneptaḥ-ḥotpḥima‘e, which 
are <in> the Tjeku-nome, in order to sustain 
them and sustain their flocks through the good 
pleasure of pharaoh (l.p.h) …20

This text reflects the approach towards the pasto-
ralists mentioned in Neferti from earlier times. 
Noteworthy is the name “pools of pi-tum,” brk t 
p (r) - i tm , brk t being a Semitic loanword that first 
appears in ramesside times.21 these pools were 
likely situated east of tell el-retabeh22 where the 
#tm-fortress referred to in this text was located. 
Renewed excavations at Tell el-Retaba by the Pol-
ish-Slovak Mission has included the uncovering of 
2nd intermediate period tombs.23 hopefully the 
new data from these excavations will enable a 
clearer picture of the foreign element in this region 
to emerge.

ellen Morris has shown that the #tm-fortress-
es were located at strategic entry points to egypt, 
i.e. on the ways of horus in the north and the 
wadi tumilat to the south, with their purpose 
being for “sealing it (the border) against the unau-
thorized passage of people and goods.”24 this poli-
cy is certainly reflected in Pap. Anastasi VI. 

As a consequence of this policy of controling 
access by pastoralists to egypt’s frontier water 
sources, one does not expect to find signs of a per-

manent presence, although that might be different 
in the intermediate periods when people like the 
Shasu could stay for longer seasons.

in the ramesside era illustrations of Shasu 
appear with some regularity in battle scenes, 
beginning with the incredibly detailed Seti i war 
reliefs on the outer north side of the hypostyle 
hall at Karnak temple.25 the entire tableau is 
made up of four separate scenes, three of which 
portray Shasu warriors. two of them depict bat-
tles, while a third shows Seti i bringing back 
pows from his campaign southern canaan and 
Sinai. other battle scenes, such as those of 
Merneptah at Karnak also include the taking of 
Shasu as prisoners. while these dramatic scenes 
are the most detailed portrayal of Shasu available, 
including dress, coiffeur, various headgear and 
weapons deployed, their habitat is not shown.

little is known about these and others pows 
once they came to egypt, but some may have been 
pressed into labor for the state. uvo hölscher and 
the University of Chicago expedition to Medinet 
habu uncovered the outlines of huts within the 
Medinet Habu Temple complex.26 grooves and 
postholes in the bedrock revealed the plan of one 
hut and part of a second one. höLScher suggested 
a date of or after ramesses iii (1184–1153 B.c.) 
for the huts.27 Manfred bieTak has proposed 
recently that these huts are the four-room house 
type known from iron Age levant, and point to 
the occupants as having been levantine prisoners, 
Shasu (?), who worked on a building or demolition 
project.28 he generally agrees with the 20th dynas-
ty date, which is consistent with the period when 
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this style of house begins to appear in the southern 
levant. Bietak points to the raids of ramesses iii 
against the Shasu reported in pap. harris as the 
possible explanation for how these Asiatics came 
to egypt.29

Additionally, pap. harris contains the king’s 
claim, f x . i nAy. sm ihArw,30 “i destroyed their 
tents.” The significance is that it was not the Egyp-
tian word for tent that was used, viz., imAw, rather 
the Semitic word 31,אחל which demonstrates that 

tents were also a type of habitat used by Shasu. 
One would not expect tents and huts, especially 
those that may only have been used seasonally, to 
leave a permanent imprint of their presence. 

Beyond the four room style huts from western 
thebes, there are only a few signs in the archaeo-
logical record for pastoral nomads in egypt. At 
tell el-Maskhutta John S. hoLLaDay discovered 
mud-brick tombs, the contents of which showed 
that contained MB iiA canaanite cooking pot 

29 bieTak, An iron Age four-room house in ramesside 
egypt, Eretz Israel 23 (1992), 12*.

30 w. erichSen, Papyrus Harris I, Brussels 1933, §76.10.
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Near east, SSEA Newsletter vii, No. 3 (1977), 13–28.

fig. 1  corona image of Nw Sinai. Archaeological and geological data integrated into image by Stephen o. Moshier.
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rims, donkey burials, a scarab of Sobekhotep iv 
and other objects that pointed to the tomb owners 
being Asiatic.32 holladay believes that there was a 
short-lived 2–3 ha. settlement there during the 2nd 
intermediate/hyksos period, although no domestic 
architecture was found,33 suggesting that tempo-
rary dwellings of some sort housed this non-egyp-
tian population. 

in the light of this evidence, it may be that the 
presence of huts and other temporary dwellings 
in and around this area as reflected in the Arabic 
name, Maskhutta. it preserves the Semitic word 
 sukkot (cognate with egyptian tjeku/Tkw)34 ,םכח
meaning huts or pens (for animals), and tjeku/ 
Tkw is the name of the area known today was the 
wadi tumilat35 where pastoralists entered egypt 
from ancient times until direct access was cut off 
in the 19th century when the Suez canal was 
opened.

Just recently excavations at Tell el-Dabca/ezbet 
helmy have revealed more than 30 sheep/goat bur-
ial pits that were cut into the abandoned early 18th 
dynasty palace.36 No burial goods were found, nor 
as any domestic architecture of any sort found 
associated with these interments, which bieTak 
dates to the period ca. 1400–1360 B.c.37 the iden-
tity of the people responsible for the burials is 
uncertain, but he proposes two possibilities: local/
egyptian shepherds or pastorals who came in from 
Sinai or from points further to the east. he enter-
tains the suggestions that “they may have been the 
Shosu,” which is an interesting possibility.38

Shasu at Tell el-Borg?

tell el-Borg is a military site that was a part of the 
New Kingdom eastern frontier defense network. it 
is located about 10 km east of the Suez canal at 
Qantara Sharq, and 2.5 km north of the El-Arish 
road (N30o 55.516’ e 32o 24.621’) (fig. 1). it is sit-
uated 5 km eSe of hebua ii and 7–6 km from 
hebua i.39 An elevated area of the roughly oval 
shaped tell was about 400 m long e-w, while the 
maximum width of the mound was about 250 m 
N-S. the elongated site from the western end is 
oriented towards the northeast. At the highest area 
at the center of the site stands about 3–4 m above 
the surrounding low-lying areas, although most of 
the elevation is only 1–2 m. As our subsequent 
archaeological and geological work revealed, most 
of this elevation was not from human depositions, 
but from geological formation.40 in other words, 
what appears to be a tell was in fact naturally 
formed elevated area and the ancient humans who 
lived in that area over two centuries did not add 
significantly to the stratigraphy of the site. Defla-
tion across the site is substantial, making it impos-
sible to know how much humanly laid deposits 
were lost.

furthermore, just to the south of this high 
ground a Nilotic distributary was discovered by 
our staff geologists; it measured around 125 m. 
wide.41 the waters from this channel separated the 
higher ground of tell el-Borg, where tombs and 
public space were situated, from the area to the 
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786–789.
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(2003), 1–27. J. K. hoFFmeier, tell el-Borg on egypt’s 
eastern frontier: A preliminary report on the 2002 and 
2004 Seasons, JARCE 41 (2004), 85–111. J.K. hoFFmeier, 
Recent Excavations on the ‘Ways of Horus’: The 2005 and 
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40 Stephen o. moShier, geologic Setting of tell el-Borg with 
implications for Ancient geography of the Northwest 
Sinai, in Tell el-Borg, vol. 1 (ed. J.K. hoFFmeier; winona 
lake, in press), chapter 3.

41 hoFFmeier & moShier, New paleo-environmental evi-
dence from North Sinai, 167–176; moShier, and A. eL-
kaLani, paleogeography along the Ancient ways of horus, 
450–473.
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fig. 2  Site plan from survey of david olney.
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Fig. 3  Field VI, AA before excavations with piles of bulldozed debris in the background from recent military activity.

fig. 4  general view of field vi, AA, looking northwest (photo North Sinai Archaeological project = NSAp).
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south of the waterway where the 18th dynasty fort, 
followed by its ramesside period successor, were 
located (fig. 2).

Although the high ground of the mound (field 
vi) was occupied in recent times by israeli and 
egyptian army units, and both did serious and 
widespread damage to it, it is towards the central 
area atop of the mound where traces of habitation 
were uncovered. to this data we now turn (fig. 3).

Excavation Results from Field VI, Area 1

In 2002 excavations began in Field VI that occu-
pies the highest location on the tell. under the 
direction of thomas w. davis, a 5 × 15 m long 
trench was scraped carefully in the eastern sector 
of Area 1. Sterile basal sand lay just below the sur-
face, approximately 5 cm deep (Fig. 4). A straight 
dark (Munsell 10YR 4/2) charcoal flecked stain 
was identified within the central block. The stain 
extended down at least 10 cms into the surround-
ing sands. the dark material appeared to be burnt 
sand and carbonized reeds. the initial working 
hypothesis was that this represented a Bedouin 
encampment of the recent past. Consequently it 
was thought that the sherds found in the feature 
resulted from surface sherds being pushed into the 
sand by the placement of the reeds. 

A possible fire pit was identified on the surface 
2 m to the east of the straight stain. The fire pit 
was sectioned and a carbon sample removed for 
dating. the carbon dating yielded surprising 
results,42 indicating a late Middle Kingdom date 
for the features:
1. Sample TEB02/1 from the fire pit yielded a 

conventional date of 3630 +/- 140 Bp; 
 2 Sigma cal. 2200–1770 B.c. (95 %); 1 Sigma 

cal. 2450–1630 B.c. (68 %)
2. Sample teB02/2 from the burnt stain yielded a 

conventional date of 3570 +/- 130 Bp;
 2 Sigma cal. 2290–1600 B.c. (95 %); 1 Sigma 

cal. 2120–1740 B.c. (68 %) 

however, the date range for the calibration curve 
was very broad and such an ancient date for the 
features was widely questioned by the excavation 
team, although a date from the early New King-
dom and back to the 2nd intermediate period seems 
plausible.

the investigations in the 2004 season were 
designed to expose the features to better under-
stand their nature, and to gather sufficient carbon 
for a suite of radiocarbon dates to settle the ques-
tion of the antiquity of the features. When the sea-
son began in 2004, the straight-line feature and the 
fire pit could be clearly identified from the surface. 
A much wider area was scraped carefully sur-
rounding the initial unit. eventually, an area meas-
uring more than 20 × 20 m. was opened; this 
square (Unit AA) was re-examined in 2005. Work 
in field vi during 2005 focused on delineating 
features in the southern half unit AA to determine 
if the cluster of cultural features extended into oth-
er portions of the field. 

Numerous cultural and natural soil loci were 
identified just below the surface fill in the main 
test block (fig. 5). the surface sand was very dis-
turbed and as a guiding principle, all features and 
deposits were treated as potentially disturbed 
unless they were clearly intact beneath the upper 
stratum. A bulldozer and heavy vehicle traffic had 
disturbed the sand during the recent military occu-
pation. In some places, the disturbance extended 
nearly 20 cms below the surface (cmbs). the sur-
face was pockmarked with numerous robber pits, 
military and/or squatter refuse pits. Bulldozer cuts 
had obliterated any cultural features at the north 
edge of the block. Numerous fire pits were present, 
some of which were modern. In the field, the key 
to identifying the age of the fire pits was assumed 
to be the presence or absence of fish bones. Fire 
pits that had fishbone were likely to be ancient 
since the Nile distributary that ran through tell el-

42 collection carbon 14 samples were of non-archaeological materials collected in cooperation with members of the geological 
Survey of egypt and testing was done at Beta Analytics.

fig. 5  first signs of hut 1 in field vi, Area 1, unit B = AA 
(photo NSAp).
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Borg had desiccated more than two millenniums 
ago (fig. 6).43 Bones from four types of fish were 
identified, viz., Lates niloticus (Nile perch), Clari-
as spp. (Nile catfish), Tilapia sp., and Synodontus 
sp. (another type of catfish).44

A further support for this argument was the 
observation that some of the pits that lacked fish 
bones contained modern glass in the matrix. On at 
least one occasion, a modern fire pit had intruded 
into an ancient one. All of the fire pits were simple 
holes in the ground with no permanent aspects 
such as stones being used as a base or a hearth 
ring. Robber holes were clearly identified by white 
sand fill. They were removed as they were identi-
fied.

the dark brown (Munsell 10yr 4/2) stains, 
lacking any stone or mud-brick architecture, had 
to be carefully delineated through a combination 
of shallow (1–2 cm) shovel scrapping and meticu-
lous troweling. the best method was to cut away 
surrounding sterile sand, and leave the feature 
lines emergent from the background. the dry con-
ditions at tell el-Borg and the strong Sinai sun 
quickly leached out the stains, making them more 
vulnerable to being swept away by the daily after-
noon breeze. on more than one occasion, newly 
exposed elements were nearly invisible after 
15 minutes. 

A small 150 × 150 cm probe was excavated 
with in the square feature in Hut 2A (see below). 
This probe was excavated to a depth of 150 cm 
into sterile sands. No cultural material was recov-

ered from the probe. This confirms the absence of 
any deeply buried cultural deposits in field vi.

Field Results: Area 1 

A total of 35 loci were identified within Area 1, 
field vi. Some of the loci appeared to form indi-
vidual structures and are discussed together below. 
this analysis assumes that all of the stains identi-
fied as “Hut” elements are contemporary, which 
cannot be definitively demonstrated when the 
stains are not physically linked together. however, 
the clear indications of fainter stains, overridden 
by darker ones, provides for a convenient method 
for discerning phasing. this allows for the group-
ing of alignments with a fair degree of probability. 

the disturbed sands yielded miscellaneous 
small finds which included fragments of narrow 
copper alloy tools (awls?) (tBo 450, 469, 474, & 
497),45 a rim fragment of a pale green faience ves-
sel (tBo 443), a light blue faience vessel fragment 
(TBO 471), flint blades (TBO 442, 458, 464, 466, 
& 463), and a variety of bead types including 
faience (tBo 446, 447, 466 & 482), stone, and 
ceramic (tBo 460, 465 & 481). ground stone 
tools included quern fragments (TBO 444 & 540), 
grinding stones and a possible sling stone (tBo 
459 & 462). the ceramic remains from this Area 1 
point to an early occupational history from the 
Second intermediate period through early to mid-
18th Dynasty (see Excurses 1), and the flint blades 
point to Sinaitic and levantine origins (see 
Excurses 2).

Hut 1 

The first loci identified in the north of the test 
block were eventually designated feature 1 or hut 
1 (fig. 7a & 7b). hut 1 appears to be the remains 
of a rectangular reed hut and associated pits and 
structures. the main structure measured 7.5 m 
east west along its south edge and 3.75 m along the 
east edge. The outline stain, L.003, was approxi-
mately 30 cm in width. the stain consisted of frag-
ments of burnt reed, darkened sand and occasional 
small (<1 cm) clumps of burnt daub. Reed impres-
sions were preserved on at last one piece of daub 
(tBo 771; fig. 8a & 8b).

43 See note 33.
44 Michelle LoyeT, tell el-Borg faunal report on the first 

Three Seasons of Excavations in Tell el-Borg II (ed. J.K. 
hoFFmeier), winona lake, forthcoming.

45 TBO = Tell el-Borg Objects: this is our registration prefix 
used for small find registration. 

fig. 6  fire pit, l 2, unit B=AA (photo NSAp).
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fig. 7  a) hut 1 (photo NSAp); b) hut 1 plan (field drawing by thomas davis, digitally enhanced by Joshua olsen);  
c) hut 1 and hut 3 plan (field drawing by thomas davis, digitally enhanced by Joshua olsen).

a)

b)

c)
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the outline of the structure was nearly com-
plete, except for approximately 1 meter in the 
northwest corner, where a bulldozer had destroyed 
the stain. No visible doorway or entry space was 
identified. Periodically, semi-circular stains 
extended beyond the wall from the inside and out-
side edges. these stains represent the remains of 
reed bundles, placed to strengthen the reed walls 
of the structure. this type of construction is still 
used in egypt today. the huts shown in figure 9 

were spotted by hoFFmeier in 2004 while driving 
several kilometers north of tell el-Borg (fig. 9). 
two of the circular, beehive-shaped huts are con-
nect by a fence, all of which is made of reeds and 
smeared with mud. henein neSSim has recently 
documented the techniques used for making of 
reed huts in the lake Manzala region in our own 
day.46 

feature 1 was subdivided into three spaces, 
designated loci 006, 008 and 009 (from east to 
west). l.006 was the largest space with an internal 
measurement of 260 × 340 cms or 8.84 m2. once 
the interior edges of the locus were identified, all 
of the burnt staining within the area was treated as 
in situ material and screened. it is likely that the 
thin, non-concentrated carbonized material repre-
sented either collapsed roofing material, remains 
of the side walls, or possibly floor matting. 

l.008 is the central space of the hut, forming 
an “l” shape, with the base along the south side. 
the north/south leg is from 90 cm to 1.70 m wide 
and 3.25 m long; the east/west space measures 1 m 
× 4.5 m long. the internal walls are slightly lighter 
in color. A large patch of ash bulged into the space 
along the eastern separation. this may be the 
product of a bundle leaning against the divider that 

fig. 8  a) piece of mud daub (photo NSAp); b) piece of mud 
daub, verso (photo NSAp).

fig. 9  huts located north of tell el-Borg and east of hebua ii, 2004 (photo James K. hoffmeier).

46 henein neSSim, Pêche et chasse au lac Manzala, cairo 2010, 385–401. 
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burnt in place, or a reinforced section of the struc-
ture. the relatively centralized location of the 
expanded segment of the divider may indicate a 
structural role, perhaps a double bundle of reeds or 
another type of thickened support. A lot of ash 
was scattered across the surface of the locus sug-
gesting roof collapse. the walls of l.008 had 
numerous reed bundles in their construction, par-
ticularly along the north separator wall that 
divides l.008 from l.009 (at least three). the 
average bundle stain extends 10 cm out from the 
wall and 20–25 cm along the wall in a rounded 
shape.

A semi-circle of ash from burnt reeds extends 
north from the south wall of l.008. in the center of 
the semi-circle is a small posthole (fig. 10). this 
strange feature may indicate a platform or shelf. 
Directly above this area was a modern fire pit. 

l.009 is the easternmost section of the hut, 
225 cm N/S and 310 cm e/w at its largest internal 
measurement. All of the walls of the space show 
internal buttressing. when the area was re-cleaned 
at the beginning of the 2006 season, l.009 

appeared to be a separate square room, not direct-
ly connected to the easternmost wall of hut 1 sug-
gesting a separate construction or occupation 
phase. 

l.008 may represent a connector space, or 
shared familial space that links the two private 
spaces, l.006 and l.009. the strange ash feature 
and the thick accumulation of ash along one wall 
suggest that this space was more crowded, not 
employed for personal use such as sleeping, but for 
communal storage. Since the entire outline was 
only cleared, but not excavated, it is possible that 
the some of the apparent outline is not the product 
of reeds that were driven into the ground, but may 
reflect burnt matting that followed the wall line 
and collapsed across possible openings. thus, a 
doorway or reed curtain, if burnt in place, would 
produce the same surface signature as a wall that 
was anchored in the soil, although the cross sec-
tion would be different.

A double line of stains (l.014) delineated the 
exterior space to the south of the hut (Fig. 11). This 
feature is the remains of a reed fence line that 

fig. 10  l. 008 circular feature within hut 1 (photo NSAp).
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extended from the eastern baulk for at least 15 
meters in a curving semicircle separating hut 1 
from another hut to the south (i.e. hut 2). the 
fence appears to have two alignments with irregu-
larly spaced reed bundle buttresses (fig. 12). the 
fence is shallow (<15 cm) and lighter in color than 
the hut outlines; it contains less charcoal and ash. 
Short alignments appear to link the fence and hut 
1 near the southwest corner making the fence con-
temporary with the main occupation of hut 1. the 
ceramics (20 sherds) from the space (l.020) 
between the fence line and the huts were 30 % 
levantine in origin and included a cypriot milk 
bowl fragment, and two black-rimmed bowl 
sherds. this early 18th dynasty material is consist-
ent with the material recovered from inside the hut 
and from the hut stain. (for an analysis of some of 
the Second intermediate to early 18th dynasty 
ceramic remains, see Excurses 1 below).

A large fire pit (L.002) lay within L. 020, two 
m east of locus 003 (fig. 6). the stain formed an 
irregular oval, approximately 160 cm N/S by 
200 cm e/w. l.002 consisted of at least 2 distinct 
firing episodes separated by 3–4 cm of burnt sand. 
the radiocarbon date from 2002 came from mate-
rial from the bottom layer of the fire pit (Sample 1 

fig. 11  fence lines that enclose area within which is hut 1 & 
hut 3 (photo NSAp).

fig. 12  reed bundle fence posts (photo NSAp).
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above). The feature contained small, vitrified pot-
tery sherds, probably present on the site when the 
fire pit was first used. One Levantine amphora 
fragment was identified amongst non-diagnostic 
New Kingdom marl sherds. fish bones were also 
present.

This may have been the main cooking fire for 
the structure. the layer of sand dividing ash layers 
probably was blown over the first fire after it was 
extinguished. A second fire was then built in the 
same spot, suggesting l.002 likely represents two 
closely contemporary use episodes, maybe even a 
daily succession of fires. The fire appears to have 
burned very hot as the sand is discolored and slight-
ly vitrified. The top covering of sand appears uni-
form, and was not burnt, suggesting that the sand 
was blown over the fire pit after final abandonment. 
the fuel appears to have been dung, reeds, and 
small branches/roots of the local vegetation. 

Some of the diagnostic sherds from the hut 1 
have been studied and included in Tell el-Borg i. 
According to Rexine hummeL, two early markers 

were found in this hut, viz. a tell el-yehudiah 
juglet sherd47 and painted rim of a black-rimmed 
bowl (see further Excursus I).

Hut 2 

The floor plan, wall construction and most likely 
the function of hut 2 is rather different from hut 1 
(fig. 13). the main structures in the hut 2 stain 
cluster consisted of two squared areas adjacent to 
one another. the walls were uniformly thin and 
light in color, containing less visible charcoal and 
burnt reed fragments. the stains evidenced the 
same texture as the burnt lines from Feature 1. 
the walls do not form a continuous line, but 
included gaps and isolated postholes associated 
with the gaps. Most of the lines appeared to 
include reed bundles. 

it is possible that the original ground surface 
was slightly higher in the southern portion of the 
Field VI, Area 1 excavation block. If so, the level 
at which the lines were isolated during excavation 

47 See Rexine hummeL in Tell el-Borg i, 375. the yehudiyah fragment was very small and worn, and therefore, was not entered 
into our pottery registry as a TBP (=Tell el-Borg pottery) as a small find and hence, was unfortunately, not photographed.

fig. 13  plan of hut 2a & b and hut 4 (field drawing by thomas davis, digitally enhanced by Joshua olsen).
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would be correspondingly deeper in relation to the 
original reed structure. As a result, less of the 
original burnt lines would have been remaining 
when the excavation team first identified the 
stains. Since the reed walls narrow near the base 
(Fig. 14) and if the excavation surface was deeper, 
the remaining stains would be thinner and lighter 
in color producing the feature signature that has 
been recorded here.

The northernmost squared structure, Hut 2A, 
had an interior space measuring 3.75 m e/w by 
2.75 m N/S (fig. 13). the stain had a depth of only 
7 cm. this is unlikely to be a major structure, per-
haps simply a screen or flimsy animal pen. L.015 
was a complex sequence of reed stains, which 
delineated the north, south and west sides of hut 
2A. the northern side of hut 2A was partially 
closed with a short reed alignment and two sepa-
rate reed posts forming the side. the placement of 
reed posts suggest a designed entryway, although 
there is less than a meter separating the fence line 
from the edge of hut 2A. it is impossible to deter-
mine if the fence line was present at the same time 
as hut 2A. 

the southwest corner of hut 2A contains a rec-
tangular inner room, 175 cm × 125 cm. a separate 
post appears to screen the small 20–25 cm open-
ing. the northern closing reed alignment appears 
to be only abutted to the main outline of l.015 and 
may indicate either a movable screen or a later 
addition, changing the function of the smaller 
space (fig. 13). the small screened space leaves a 
150 cm opening along the south side of hut 2A. A 
line of 3 larger posts or supports, approximately 
40 cm south of the opening in hut 2A makes a 
partial screen along the length of the south side of 
l.015. the easternmost post is isolated (l.038) but 
in line with the southern terminal post of l.012, 
suggesting a more open screened area perhaps 
with the posts supporting a roof, creating a primi-
tive portico. A relatively large fire pit isolated 
inside of hut 2A (l.030) support the idea of a 
more open space. The fire pit 55 cm × 110 cm, 
yielded some fish bones but no ceramics. The inte-
rior (l.013) yielded only a small number of pottery 
sherds, including black-rimmed bowls and levan-
tine sherds; 1 red-slipped bowl base had been used 
as a tool of unknown function. it was perforated 

fig. 14  Section of hut wall showing the base (photo NSAp).
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and had soot marks on it (on the ceramic materi-
als, see Excurses 1).

hut 2B, south of hut 2A, was a more enclosed 
space delineated by substantive linear staining. 
the delineated interior space, l.032, measures 
240 cm × 230 cm and yielded ash patches, ceram-
ics and bone fragments. 

hut 2A and 2B appear to be contemporary 
structures as the western stain of l.033 joins the 
hut 2A alignment at the northwest corner of hut 
2B. unfortunately, a modern robber pit has 
destroyed the corner linkage along the south edge 
of Hut 2B. L.033 extended at least 10 cm into the 
surrounding matrix with even burning. Reed bun-
dles are visible to a depth of 15 cms and suggest a 
real structural role. one bundle measured nearly 
40 cm across. 

the southern wall of hut 2B may be something 
much more substantive as it is nearly 50 cm wide 
and extends into the southern baulk separating the 
main trench from trench r. the eastern end of 
this stain is marked by two reed bundle posts 
immediately adjacent to each other. it is possible 
that the central space in hut 2B was accessed from 
the south although the apparent association with 
hut 2A suggests a focus to the north and east. 

there appears to be a well delineated court-
yard, marked by a thin fence line (l.027) running 
along the eastern baulk of Area 1, the main fence 
line (l.014) and a long linear feature, probably 
another fence-type structure, along the south edge 
of Area 1 (l.029). the ceramic sub-assemblage 
from the courtyard (l.011), although limited in 
number, was comprised of an unusually high per-
centage of Levantine wares (> 30 %). Most of the 
sherds were tiny and abraded heavily, suggesting 
exposure to animal/foot traffic and wind abrasion. 
the sub-assemblage included an incised carinated 
bowl fragment of the Second intermediate period, 
four black-rimmed bowl fragments and other early 
to mid 18th Dynasty marls. The identifiable forms 
were small bowls and small store jars. Small finds 
included 2 faience beads (tBo 510), 1 ceramic 
bead, a ceramic “game” piece (tBo 504), and two 
ground stone fragments (tBo 512 & 539). 

l.029 is a major stain forming a concave line 
running from east baulk towards the south where 
it terminates at the eastern extension of L.031. It is 
possible that l.031 should actually be considered 
an element of the barrier line and not a hut mem-
ber. originally, the main stain was very broad and 
mottled indicating a mixture of sources. Upon fur-
ther excavation, it narrowed to appear to be a 

robust curved fence, with a visible indentation 
sloping towards the center of the line. it separates 
the open area east of hut 2. the fence overrides a 
small fire pit, L. 029, near Hut 2B. This indicates a 
change in function here, perhaps seasonally. 

Hut 3

The Hut 3 stain cluster was identified approximate-
ly 150 cm west of the west wall of hut 1, north of 
fence l.014 (fig. 7c). the lines were cleared, but 
not excavated. The lines appear to be the outline of 
a large double hut, extending into the disturbed 
zone to the north. A rectangular closed shape, 125 
× 300 cm extends almost to the fence line. This is 
attached to a much larger curving line with two 
extensions running to the north. This may be a 
larger hut similar to Hut 1. Extensive disturbance 
west and north of these features and within them 
made their excavation a lower priority. A large 
100 cm × 200 cm fire pit (L026), which appears 
ancient, lies along the western baulk. A small stor-
age or trash pit, 50 cm wide by 15 cm deep (l024), 
is located near the west wall of hut 1 within the 
open area between the features. the pit yielded a 
bronze knife that exceeds 10 cm in length (TBO 
494), charcoal, and a minimal sub-assemblage of 
small sherds. Its ancient nature cannot be defini-
tively proved due to the absence of fish bones. It 
does not appear to have a structural function. 

L.010 is a fire pit measuring 85 cm × 160 cm, 
located southeast of hut 3 and southwest of hut 1, 
within the curve of the fence line. ovoid in shape, 
the pit evidenced relatively intense burning with 
numerous fragments of burnt reed. A fair amount 
of fish bones are present so this appears to be an 
ancient fire pit. Carbon samples and four liters of 
flotation were taken (alalysis of this material forth-
coming in tell el-Borg ii). No other cultural mate-
rial was recovered. 

Earlier Occupation

At least two phases of activity are visible in field 
vi, Area 1. when the interior was cleared, a faint 
stain running Se/Nw was uncovered. the stain 
terminated in a round posthole/reed bundle hole 
near the west wall of the hut (light gray features in 
fig. 7b–c). the stain was cut by the main structure 
wall and clearly predated hut 1. the earlier phase 
line continued beyond the southeast corner of the 
structure, was crossed by the main fence line 
(L.014), and continued to the east baulk of the exca-



New Archaeological evidence for Ancient Bedouin (Shasu) on egypt’s eastern frontier at tell el-Borg 301

vation block (fig. 7b). this likely represents an ear-
lier fence line as it was much thinner at the base 
than the main structure outline. previous phase 
lines were also visible within l.008 and l.009, 
although no coherent structure could be determined 
(Fig. 7a–c). A fire pit (L.023) within L.009 may be 
associated with the earlier activity in field vi. 

this earlier occupation may have been separat-
ed from the main phase by a very short interval. 
No visible charcoal was seen in the early lines and 
they seem to be the product of surface sands fill-
ing in when structures were removed. No pottery 
could be definitively associated with the earlier 
lines. it is unlikely but not impossible that l.025 
represents a structural remnant of the earlier occu-
pation, although if so, all connections have since 
disappeared.

A series of thin parallel lines (l.036) cross the 
open area l.016, west of hut 2A (fig. 13). the 
lines underlay the fire pit L.034. They appear to be 
a series of small fences, that terminate at the west 
wall of hut 2A. earlier phase lines are also visible 
south of the open area to the east of hut 2A and 
under hut 3. the lines do not form discernable 
structures. Except for the earlier phase lines under 
hut 1, the earlier material only survives in the 
open courtyard (?) areas of the excavation zone. 

Area 1 Discussion

chronology: the original 2002 conventional car-
bon dating from field vi Area 1 indicated a late 
Middle Kingdom/early New Kingdom date for the 
features. the dates from 2005 Season, run as 
AMS dates, provide a more accurate picture. the 
dates suggest at least 2 phases of occupation on 
the site, a late Second intermediate/early New 
Kingdom date and the main occupation in the ear-
ly 18th Dynasty. A fire pit (L.023) overlain by Hut 
1 yielded an AMS radiocarbon date of 3310+/– 40 
Bp with a 2 sigma calibrated range of 1690–1510 
B.c. the other three dates indicate a relatively 
tight range of occupation for the main phase of the 
occupation. the 2 sigma calibrated date ranges 
are: 1530–1410 B.c. from the fence line (l.014); 
1500–1380 B.C. from a fire pit (L.010); and 1530–
1400 B.c. from hut 1 (l.003). 

All three dates show the features are contem-
poraneous and date to the pre-Amarna 18th dynas-
ty. The entire final complex appears to have been 
destroyed at the same time, as the later phase 
stains share the same characteristics in terms of 
color, texture and evidence of burning. The total 

ceramic assemblage from field vi supports the 
radiocarbon dates. the predominant black-rimmed 
bowls, an early to mid 18th dynasty type, falls into 
this range. the cypriot imports have a use life that 
overlaps with the bowls, as does the Mycenaean 
material. the diagnostic levantine material also 
falls into the earlier half of the late Bronze Age 
sequence. Taken together, this material indicates 
that the field vi settlement was occupied during 
the early 18th dynasty, probably contemporary 
with the early fosse fort. this area of the site may 
not have been occupied domestically during the 
ramesside period.

Spatial Organization and Activities

The floor plan of the reed features uncovered in 
field vi Area 1 suggests conscious spatial organi-
zation. the major fence lines appear to separate 
the visible features into four major clusters: hut 1; 
hut 3 and their accompanying courtyards; hut 2A, 
2B; and the area to the south of fence line (l.029). 
Both major fence lines were replaced at least once 
in their uselife. this spatial separation suggests 
the delineation of nuclear family space within a 
larger kinship grouping. 

the organization of the hut 1/ hut 3 cluster 
suggests organized activity areas. Most communal 
tasks probably took place in the open courtyard 
within the fence and outside of the hut outline. the 
external fire pits (loci 002, 010, and possibly 026) 
indicate that cooking and food preparation 
occurred external to the huts. The obvious danger 
of fire makes this a rational choice. This is sup-
ported by the recovery of ground stone tool frag-
ments from either disturbed contexts above the 
open courtyards, or from the cleanup of the court-
yards. The phasing of fires in L.002 indicate repet-
itive activity, although the fires could have been lit 
within a very short time and do not need necessar-
ily imply abandonment and re-occupation of the 
hut. cooking was probably by direct heat using 
ceramic cooking vessels as no identifiable boiling 
stones were found. 

The floor plan of Hut 2A and 2B is not as clear 
as hut 1. hut 2B is more closed with hut 2A being 
very open in plan. hut 2B may have been the 
sleeping space with hut 2A being a more commu-
nal space. hut 2A is marked by the distinctive use 
of isolated reed bundles, which may have held up a 
roof, creating a portico-like effect. A small fire pit, 
probably contemporary with the use of hut 2A 
provides a focal point immediately in front of a 
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small squared off space. The small size of the fire 
and its location within the apparent boundaries of 
the space suggest that it may have fulfilled a social 
function rather than a purely utilitarian one. 

it is tempting to associate this structure with a 
more overtly communal role, such as a gathering 
place for the family or a larger kinship unit. hut 
2A has an oblique opening onto a wide courtyard 
area (l.011) measuring more than 36 m2. l.011 has 
no fire pit or other structural indications of domes-
tic activity. this could have been a family/clan 
gathering place. Perhaps the small squared off 
space within hut 2A was set aside for the use of a 
single high status individual or to store/display a 
significant artifact. The minimal size of the direct-
ly associated material assemblage precludes any 
definitive statements. 

Another possibility is that hut 2A and 2B are 
short-term animal pens reused and rebuilt during 
the occupation of the main huts. The flotation from 
Field VI identified sheep dung indicating that 
domestic animals were quartered amongst the 
human occupants.48

The ceramic sub-assemblage from the excava-
tion in field vi Area 1 is almost entirely domestic 
in character, with small black-rimmed bowls and 
small store jars predominant. the amount of pot-
tery recovered in situ is small, although it is con-
sistent with the overlying disturbed material. this 
sub-assemblage probably represents household 
utilitarian wares. A relatively large amount of 
levantine material was recovered, in some case 
nearly 40 % of a locus assemblage. A few luxury 
items were also recovered from here although very 
few luxury imports were from good contexts. The 
cypriot sub-assemblage included sherds of white 
Slip 1 and ii milk bowls, Base ring i and ii 
juglets, and red Burnished wares. Mycenaean 
stirrup jar fragments and stone vessel fragments 
were also found. These luxury items recovered 
from disturbed contexts may be associated with 
activities subsequent to burning of the huts and 
were intermixed by subsequent deflation and mod-
ern activity. 

the variety of non-ceramic material recovered 
from the area indicates generalized domestic life. 
The evident deflation of the area combined with 
mechanical stripping during the modern military 
occupation, created a palimpsest of material pre-
venting the affiliation of most of the recovered 

finds with a distinctive occupational/chronological 
episode. the copper alloy knife recovered from 
the small storage/refuse pit was broken in antiqui-
ty; this was not a weapon, rather it was a tool. oth-
er copper alloy finds included needle fragments. 
the artifacts recovered were probably used in 
compound tools, perhaps to cut the reeds or to har-
vest local grains. one arrowhead fragment was 
recovered. Outside the excavated area, a suite of 
ground stone tools were recovered in general sur-
face collection of field vi. it is likely that this 
type of site furniture would have remained here on 
a semi-permanent basis. the ground stone tools 
were probably used for food processing. 

personal items include a variety of beads and a 
small fertility amulet of taweret (fig. 15). A num-
ber of deliberately rounded small circular sherds 
were recovered from the surface of field vi Area 
1. Although these may have a variety of uses, they 
could have been used as gaming pieces, indicating 
leisure activity by the hut occupants. 

the main occupation phase of field vi Area 1 
provided some evidence of animal husbandry 
from the flotation material recovered from L.003, 
the main walls of hut 1. this was not surprising as 
it was initially assumed that the features were the 
product of semi-nomadic peoples with associated 

48 claire maLLeSon, “report on the charred plant remains at tell el-Borg,” Tell el-Borg II.

fig. 15  faience (?) taweret amulet (photo NSAp).
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domestic flocks. It is certainly possible that ani-
mals were penned nearby. The fires all yielded fish 
bones, but no animal remains. Animal products 
were almost certainly used on site, but have left no 
evidence, other than the use of dung as fuel. it is 
probable that the earliest use of this area was to 
pen animals. the faint early phase stain align-
ments could represent a series of light, animal 
pens that were periodically replaced. in this sce-
nario, the occupational space would have been 
elsewhere, perhaps under the modern military 
defenses. 

Observations and Speculations

the ancient cultural features uncovered in field 
VI Area 1 are the remains of a domestic quarter 
dating to the earliest occupation of the site. the 
first phase of occupation (a fire pit and non-struc-
tural fence lines) predates the first fosse fort, pos-
sibly as early as the 17th century B.c. these fea-
tures suggest animal enclosures, not domestic 
dwellings. these were probably sporadically used 
by the local transient population, or by travelers 
passing through on the coastal route to egypt, 
before the egyptian garrison occupied the site. 
the main domestic occupation dates to the 15th 
century B.c. and may also predate the construc-
tion and use of the first fosse fort. The huts and 
associated features appear domestic in nature, 
organized on a familial level, with animals quar-
tered amongst the huts. it is possible that hut 2A 
may have a wider communal role. 

Bound reeds are a traditional building material 
in egypt from pre-dynastic times up to the present 
day. it has been long recognized that some of the 
earliest buildings were made of reeds and stand as 
the models for earliest brick and stone temples and 
palaces in early dynastic times.49 vernacular archi-
tecture also made use of reed bundles and still 
does in the delta and the Sinai (fig. 16). the late 
g. r. h. wriGhT, the dean of Near eastern archi-
tectural archaeologists, commented favorably on 
the building properties of reeds: “this is a very 
effective and versatile building material for light 
shelters. Some of these plants have very robust 
stems that serve as rigid frame members in them-
selves; others can be bundled together to form rig-
id members; still others can be latticed and inter-

woven. Above all such elements can be woven into 
substantial and durable matting which, hung 
between frames, forms efficient wall paneling.”50 
All of these elements were probably present in the 
hut features at tell el Borg. Bundled reeds are 
clearly used as buttressing along the walls of the 
huts and along the fence lines (fig. 12). wright 
goes on to mention that reed architecture often 
employed mud plaster, creating a form of wattle 
and daub construction;51 small fragments of daub 
were recovered from l.003 (fig. 8a–8b), the out-
line stain of hut 1. 

The archaeological record creates a mixed por-
trait of the occupancy of field vi Area 1. the 
presence of ceramic materials, albeit in sherd form 
and not restorable pots, suggests more permanent 
use of the site. Nomadic, transient populations 
would have probably used goatskins for liquid 
containers, leaving a minimal archaeological sig-
nature. post-depositional movement of the sherd 
material could account for some of the finds, such 
as the few clay coffin fragments found in Area 1; 
however, the ceramic sub-assemblage is too large 
and varied to be explained solely in this way. The 
large fire pit east of Hut 1 (L.002) evidences 
repeated use. the ground stone artifacts are porta-
ble, but could also have been deliberately left on 
site in a cycle of repeated occupation.

the likeliest candidates for the identity of the 
occupants that produced the main phase in field 
vi Area 1 are the original inhabitants of tell el-
Borg, the Shasu, although the precise time span 
and the nature or their presence remain uncertain. 
the remains from field vi probably represent the 
remains of a Shasu encampment on their “home 
ground.” Several scenarios present themselves:
1.  The field wide destruction may have been 

deliberate, evidence of the arrival of the egyp-
tian garrison who destroyed the huts of the 
local “Asiatics” to eliminate a possible threat. 
of course, the destruction may have been an 
accidental fire, although the lack of evidence of 
a rebuild argues against this idea. it is possible 
that the entire site may have been abandoned 
for a number of years when the garrison 
arrived and the fire was part of the site prepara-
tion.

2.  Another possibility is that the huts represent a 
seasonal occupation of this portion of the site 

49 i. e. S. eDwarDS, The Pyramids of Egypt, Baltimore 1961, 
60–76; richard wiLkinSon, The Complete Temples of 
Egypt, london 2000, 16–18 & 126–128.

50 g. r. h. wriGhT, Ancient Building Technology vol. i, his-
torical Background, leiden 2000, 50.

51 ibid. 51.
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by (temporarily) non-hostile Shasu, from as 
early as the Second intermediate period (as the 
sherds and c14 suggest) and down to the early 
decades of the first fort, which we date to the 
reigns of thutmose iii and Amenhotep ii.52 
they would have came for a short periods of 
time to trade with the garrison or with the mer-
chants who stopped off at this site, along the 
banks of the easternmost branch of the Nile. it 
is difficult to say whether or not the small 
campsites noticed by eliezer oren in his sur-
veys in north Sinai represent habitat of such 
people or not.53 the small amounts of cypriote 
and Mycenaean wares could have come onto 
the site as the result of individualized, low-
intensity trade from passing merchant vessels. 
Once the trade goods were exhausted or the 
local market saturated, the semi-nomadic occu-
pants of the huts may have moved on, and the 

garrison may have burned the huts as a way of 
removing the refuse left behind. 

 trade with the garrison may not have been the 
only motivation of the hut occupants. they 
may have housed a small family group that was 
passing through the frontier posts. Traffic could 
have been seasonal with various groups settling 
down for a short time near the garrison during 
the summer to be close to a water source, or to 
gain the protection of the garrison in unsettled 
times. 

3.  A symbiotic relationship between Shasu/pasto-
ralists and a military garrison beyond trade is 
also worth considering. Bedouin throughout 
the millennia have served as scouts and/or 
guides for travelers and armies across north 
Sinai. in the story of Sinuhe,54 it reports that 
when he returned from his exile in the northern 
levant he stopped at the frontier town and mil-

52 hoFFmeier, Tell el-Borg I, 196–97.
53 oren only mentions “campsites” in various articles, but 

never elaborates. See for example “The Establishment of 
egyptian imperial Administration on the ‘ways of horus’: 
An Archaeological perspective from North Sinai,” in 
Timelines: Studies in Honour of Manfred Bietak ii (eds. e. 
czerny et. al.; leuven 2006, 279–202.

54 the discussion about Sinuhe is based on the critical edition 
of A.M. bLackman, The Story of Sinuhe, Bibliotheca 
Aegyptiaca ii, Brussels 1932.

Fig. 16  Bundles of reeds for sale in Suk in Sharqia province (Photo Thomas Davis).
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itary stronghold known as “the ways of 
horus,” i.e. the site of tjaru/Sile, presented-day 
tell hebua.55 there Sinuhe was met by a Ts im 
nty m-s3 pXrt 56 which has been variously 
translated, e. g. “commander in charge of the 
patrol” by william Kelly SimpSon,57 while Miri-
am LichTheim offered “commander in charge of 
the garrison,”58 and ellen Morris rendered it as 
“commander in charge of the frontier patrol.”59 
there Sinuhe waited until King Senusert i sent 
a ship to ferry him to the royal residence 
(itjtawy), and with the ship gifts were sent “for 
the Asiatics (st tyw) who came with me to con-
duct me to the ways of horus” (B 245–46). 

%t tyw is the term used in the Middle Kingdom 
for levantine and Sinaitic bedouin.60 proof of this 
suggestion is also found in the story of Sinuhe 
when he was escaping egypt and entering Sinai; 
he nearly died of thirst. fortuitously he was res-
cued by a %t tyw who gave him drink61 and their 
chief (mtn) who had been in egypt recognized 
Sinuhe. it is noteworthy that Simpson translates 
mtn as “bedouin chief.”62 Moreover, faulkner 
notes that the word mtn/mtn literally means “path 
finder,”63 an apt meaning for a bedu. the wörter-
buch offers the same interpretation (wb 2, 176).

further evidence that Shasu-like people worked 
with the military is that when ramesses ii 
marched to Kadesh, he got intelligence from two 
Shasu, whose reports turned to be false; they had 
been planted by the hittites.64 this account illus-
trates that the egyptian military was accustomed 
to using Shasu for military intelligence and the 
hittites knew it as well! 

later still, the Assyrians recognized the need 
to have friendly Arabs in north Sinai in anticipa-
tion of their conquest of Egypt. In his study of the 
Assyrian invasions of egypt, A. Kirk GraySon, 

observed that as early as 732 B.c. tiglath-pileser 
III took the first steps towards the eventual con-
quest of Egypt when he seized “control over Sinai, 
the road to egypt. he appointed an Arab sheik 
called idi-bi’il as his representative in the area and 
installed him in a newly formed office with the 
appropriate title, ‘gate-keeper on the Border of 
egypt’.”65

Conclusions

located on the frontier of egypt, technically just 
beyond tjaru/Sile, egypt’s traditional border 
town, we have uncovered evidence of habitat that 
can very likely be assigned to Shasu or Bedouin 
within the Bronze Age horizon. Such discoveries 
are rare and hence will likely contribute to our 
understanding of these furtive people whose foot-
print in the archaeological record is negligible. 
future investigations of military establishments on 
Egypt’s frontiers may further expand our knowl-
edge of such desert dwellers who frequently inter-
acted with sedentary populations throughout the 
ancient Near east.

EXCURSUS I

early Sherds from field vi, Area 1 

Jars (Plate I)
1. rim of slender jar. prov: vi.1 AA.1 basket 4 
(surface fill). Diam: 7 cm.

preserved height: 3 cm. ware: Marl B. Surface: 
uncoated.

Parallel: SeiLer 1997, PL. III, fig. 5: ZN 94/69 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty).

2. rim of slender jar. prov: vi.1 AA.1 basket 4 
(surface fill). Diam: 9 cm.

55 For a discussion of this identification and references, see 
James K. hoFFmeier & Stephen o. moShier, ‘A highway 
out of egypt’: the main road from egypt to canaan, in 
Desert Road Archaeology in Ancient Egypt and Beyond. 
(eds. f. FöreSTer & h. reimer), Africa praehistorica 26, 
Köln 2013, 485–510. On the identification of “Ways of 
horus” and tjaru/Sile, see hoFFmeier, Ancient Israel in 
Sinai, 90–94.

56 B 242, bLackman, Sinuhe, 35.
57 william Kelly SimpSon, Literature of Ancient Egypt, New 

haven 1973, 70.
58 Miriam LichTheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, Berkeley 

1973, 81.

59 ellen morriS, The Architecture of Imperialism: Military 
Bases and the Evolution of Foreign Policy in Egypt’s New 
Kingdom, leiden 2005, 48.

60 %t tyw is clearly the word used in Sinuhe for the bedouin, 
and a precursor to the New Kingdom term Shasu. 

61 Sinuhe r 49–50; bLackman, Sinuhe, 14.
62 SimpSon, Literature of Ancient Egypt, 71.
63 r.o. FauLkner, Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 

Oxford 1962, 122.
64 Kri ii, 108ff.
65 A. Kirk GraySon, Assyria’s foreign policy in relation to 

egypt in the eighth and Seventh centuries B.c., JSSEA Xi 
no. 2 (1981), 86.
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preserved height: 3.8 cm. ware: Nile B2. Sur-
face: wet-smoothed.

Parallel: aSTon 1997, pl ii:11 (hebua iv/S, 
mid-18th dynasty)

3. rim of slender jar. prov: vi.1 AA.20 basket 2. 
(between fence and hut). diam: 10 cm. pre- 
served height: 3.5 cm. ware: Nile B2. Surface: red 
slip with two horizontal black bands below the 
rim.

Parallel: bourriau et. al. 2005, 110 “black-
banded decoration on red slip is popular in the 
early New Kingdom.”

4. rim of slender jar. prov: vi.1 AA.18 basket 2 
(inside feature 3). diam: 11 cm.

preserved height: 7.5 cm. ware: Nile B2, Sur-
face: horizontal, incised line on neck.

Parallels: SeiLer 1997, PL.II, fig. 4 ZN94/9 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty), aSTon 1996, tafel 
4:13 (hebwa iv, dated to the reigns of thutmose 
iv – Amenhotep iii), bourriau 2010, 137, fig. 35:n 
(Memphis, early to mid 18th dynasty)

5. rim of jar. prov: vi.1 AA.11 (occupation 
debris). diam: 15 cm. preserved height: 8 cm. 
ware: Nile B2. Surface: wet-smoothed.

Parallel: bourriau 2010, 128, fig. 26:10.4.3 
(Memphis, early to mid-18th dynasty)

6. rim of jar. prov: vi.1 AA.11 basket 2 (same lev-
el as occupation). diam: 12.5 cm. 

preserved height: 3.5 cm. ware: Nile B2. Sur-
face: uncoated and abraded.

Parallel: bourriau 2010, 129, fig. 27:10.16.2 
(Memphis, early to mid-18th dynasty)
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 JARS FROM FIELD VI.I

Plate I  Jars from Field VI  (Drawings by Lyla Pinch-Brock & Rexine Hummel)
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7. rim of jar. prov: vi.i AA. 23 (pit in room 9 of 
hut 1). diam: 13 cm. preserved height: 10.5 cm. 
ware: Nile B2. Surface: uncoated, soot inside and 
out.

Parallels: aSTon 1996, 189:11 (hebwa iv, dat-
ed to the reigns of thutmose iv – Amenhotep iii), 
bourriau 1997, 177, fig. 6:16 14 and 16 (late 2IP 
through early 18th dynasty)

Small/Medium Bowls (Plate II)
1. rim of bowl. prov: vi.1 AA.11 basket 2 (same 
level as occupation). diam: 20 cm.

preserved height: 3 cm. ware: fine Nile B2: 
Surface: red slip in and out, wide black rim out 
and narrow black rim inside.

Parallel: SeiLer 1997, PL.I, fig. 1 ZN94/125 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty)

2. rim of bowl. prov: vi.1AA.11 basket 2 (same 
level as occupation). diam: 21 cm. 

preserved height: 3 cm. ware: Nile B2. Surface: 
red slip in and out, wide black rim out and narrow 
black rim inside.

Parallel: SeiLer 1997, Pl. I, fig.1 ZN94/125 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty).

3. intact simple bowl. vi.1 AA.1, tBp 657 (sur-
face fill). Diam: 19 cm. Preserved height: 5 cm. 
ware: Nile B2. Surface: traces of red slip on 
 exterior and rim area of interior, tiny traces of red 
slip on interior. the entire bowl may have been 
originally coated with red slip that has mostly 
worn off.

Parallel: aSTon 1998, 100–101, fig. 83 (Qantir, 
late 2ip)
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 BOWLS FROM  FIELD VI.I 

Plate II  Bowls from Field VI  (Drawings by Lyla Pinch-Brock & Rexine Hummel)
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4. rim of carinated bowl. prov: vi.1 AA.12 basket 2. 
diam: 20 cm. preserved height: 2.5 cm. ware: Nile 
B2, Surface: red slip inside and out with black rim.

Parallels: SeiLer, 1997, Pl. I, fig. 1 ZN94/127 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty); aSTon, 1998, 87:1 
(Qantir, late 2ip)

5. rim of bowl. prov: vi.1 AA.11 basket 1 (occu-
pation debris). diam: 19 cm. preserved height: 
4 cm. ware: Nile B2. Surface: red slip in and out 
with black rim.

Parallel: SeiLer, 1997, Pl. I, fig. 1 ZN94/125 
(hebua i, early 18th dynasty).

6. rim of carinated bowl. prov: vi.1 AA.11 basket 
2 (same level as occupation). diam: 19 cm. pre-
served height: 3 cm. ware: Marl B. Surface: 
smoothed.

Parallels: WodzińskA 2010, 132:128 (early 18th 
dynasty); bourriau 2010, 133, fig. 31:4.7.5 (Mem-

phis, early to mid 18th dynasty; bourriau 1997, 
176, fig. 6.15, 24 (late 2IP through early 18th 
dynasty)

7. Intact bowl, “flower pot”. Prov: VI.1 AA.1, TBP 
658. diam: 25 cm. preserved height: 7 cm. ware: 
Nile e. Surface: untreated. hole pierced in base 
before firing.

Parallels: bourriau 2010, 126, fig.24:4.10.7 
(Memphis, early to mid 18th dynasty); bourriau 
1997, 176, fig. 6.15, 22 and 26 (late 2IP through 
early 18th dynasty).

Large Bowls (Plate III)
1. rim of large carinated bowl, prov: vi.1 AA 1 
(surface fill). Diam: 36 cm. Preserved height: 6 cm. 
ware: Nile B2. Surface: red slip in and out, black 
tics on rim.

Parallel: bourriau 2010, 134, fig. 32: 4.18.6 
(Memphis, early to mid 18th dynasty) 
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 LARGE BOWLS FROM FIELD VI.1

Plate III  Large Bowls from Field VI  (Drawings by Lyla Pinch-Brock & Rexine Hummel)
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EXCURSUS II
271 flints or chipped stone implements and flakes 
found at tell el-Borg. this assemblage was studied 
by carole Mccartney, and her work will appear in 
Tell el-Borg II.66 those found in connection with 
the “reed huts”, Mccartney opines, are “the most 
interesting”. of the 271, 95 were found in field vi, 
i.e. 35 % of the total documented. the total from 
Field VI represents the largest number. The next 
largest number of flint materials came from Field 
v, 88 in all, and this was one of the most thor-

oughly excavated fields. Thus the actual number of 
implements from Field VI is quite high when com-
pared to other fields, while is relatively small com-
pared with size of Field V. More significant is that 
number of non-Egyptian flint materials found in 
field vi. the following table shows the sources of 
the material of the flints67 from fields v and vi, 
which account for 67 % of the total from fields ii–
viii.

Nearly 75 % of the flint materials from Field VI 
originate in Sinai, canaan and the Negev, the very 

2. rim of bread tray, prov: vi.1 AA.1 tBp 659 
(surface fill), Diam: 34 cm. Preserved height: 
5.8 cm. ware: Marl e. Surface: gritty and deeply 
incised with a geometric design, surface has 
spalled off.

Parallel: bourriau 2010, 137, fig. 35:h (Mem-
phis, early to mid 18th dynasty)

3. rim of large bowl, prov: vi.i AA.1. (surface 
fill), Diam: 39 cm. Preserved height: 6.5 Ware: 
Nile e. Surface: burned inside and out.

Parallel: bourriau 2010, 127, fig. 25:4.18.3 
(Memphis, early to mid 18th dynasty)

4. rim of large bowl, prov: vi.i AA 11 basket 2 
(same level as occupation). diam: 37 cm. pre-
served height: 7 cm. ware: Nile B2/c Surface: 
uncoated and abraded.

Parallels: FuScaLDo 1998, 63, fig.1:e (‘ezbet 
helmi, late hyksos period); bourriau 2010, 130, 
fig. 28: 3.10.9 (Memphis, early to mid 18th dynas-
ty). this form continues into the late 18th dynasty.
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1987, 105–121.
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area where the %t tyw and Shasu moved about, 
whereas only about 15 % come from the Nile 
valley. in field v 58 % come from the same 
regions, whereas a higher percent are from egypt, 
nearly 24 %. the high number of materials from 
Sinai and canaan may suggest that those in field 
v (the area covered by the ramesside period 
fort)68 may have come to the fort via commercial 
ties with Shasu in the late period of the site’s 
history. 

The following are some examples of the regis-
tered lithic tools:
tBo 0442 (vi.1 AA, l 1) = canaanean glossed 

blade (fig. 17)
tBo 0558 (vi.1 AA l 1) = re-used medial 

canaanean blade 
(fig. 18)

68 It is not inconceivable that some of the flints from Field V date prior to the Ramesside period when this same area was the open 
space in front of the early 18th dynasty fort where Shasu may well have engaged in trade and other activities with the egyptian 
military, see Tell el-Borg I, fig. 273.

table 1

field Sinai canaan Negev egypt other total
v 32=36.36 % 19=21.59 % 0 21=23.86 % 16=18.18 % 88
vi 49=51.58 % 20=21.05 % 2=2.11 % 14=14.74 % 10=10.53 % 95

fig. 19  tBo 0463 (photo NSAp).

fig. 20  tBo 0483 (photo NSAp).

fig. 17  tBo 442 (photo NSAp).

fig. 18  tBo 0458 (photo NSAp).
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tBo 0463 (vi.1 AA l 1) = re-used medial 
canaanean blade 
(fig. 19)

tBo 0483 (vi, surface) = canaanean glossed 
blade (fig. 20)

While the presence of a significant number of 
Sinaitic and Levantine type flints and that the 
chert come from those areas, does not prove that 
the occupants of the huts in the middle third of the 
Second Millennium B.c. were Shasu, it certainly 
supports the interpretation offered here, especially 
when the other data are considered.






