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Forty years
of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition

Romuald Schild? and Fred Wendorf?

Founded in 1962, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition is the longest lasting interna-
tional prehistoric expedition in Northeastern Africa. Its main areas of interest included Egypr,
Sudan, Ethiopia and Yemen. Most of the research concentrated on the Late Paleolithic in the
Nile Valley, Early to Middle Paleolithic occupations in the Rift Valley, Ethiopia, and South

Western Desert, Egypt. Neolithic settlement of the Eastern Sahara has become the focus
of the Expedition in the last two decades.
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and Late Paleolithic settlement, early pottery, cattle domestication, late and final Neolithic

ceremonial centers.

[. INTRODUCTION

The Campaign in Nubia gave the beginning to the Combined Prehistoric Expe-
dition. To those who have no, or have just a very slight idea what — in fact — was the
Nubian Campaign, one has to recall that it was the greatest international archaeo-
logical effort to salvage Nubian antiquities endangered by the rising waters of the
dam lake behind the New High Dam in Aswan. It started in 1960, when UNESCO
made an appeal for help in salvaging the monuments in Nubia. Ancient Egyptian
monuments were the prime targets of the international action. Prehistory, particu-
larly Stone Age sites, raised no blood pressure among the sponsors and UNESCO
officials. Yet, in the winter season of 1961/1962, a group directed by Ralph Solecki
and Rhodes Fairbridge made an initial reconnaissance in the Sudanese section of
the reservoir. The group, having important scientific interests in other parts of the
world, reached a decision not to profong the fieldwork in the area. After accepting
an invitation extended to the Museum of New Mexico to lead the research, both
in the Sudanese and the Egyptian parts of the reservoir, Fred Wendorf, the then
Director of the Museum, became the overall director of the projects. The missions
were originally sponsored by the grants from the National Science Foundation and
the United States State Department under Public Law 87—332 (Wendorf 1965).
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In the 1962/1963 season, a reconnaissance of the Kurkur and Dungul oases in the
Western Desert of Egypt was completed as well as the survey of the low desert along
the western bank of the Nile at Ineiba, Ballana and Abu Simbel, Egypt. In the result,
a number of Paleolithic and Neolithic sites were found. In Sudanese Nubia, the
survey was conducted on both banks of the Nile, north of the Second Cataract.
Excavations began at several of the newly discovered sites.

At the invitation of Fred Wendorf, a number of scientists from seven countries
(Belgium, Egypt, France, Poland, Sudan, United Kingdom and United States) took
part in the expedition. Since then, the group began to call itself the Combined
Prehistoric Expedition (CPE). In the first season, the Polish participation was
limited to Waldemar Chmielewski, of the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology
(formerly Institute of the History of Material Culture), Polish Academy of Sciences.
Although informal, the Expedition was bound together by contracts signed between
the sponsoring institutions. In the field season of 1963/64, the Polish contingent
numbered three archaeologists (Maria Chmielewska, Waldemar Chmielewski and
Romuald Schild). In 1964, Fred Wendorf left the Museum of New Mexico and joined
the statt of Southern Methodist University. Since late 1960s, the American, Polish
and Egyptian scientists have formed the core of the Expedition, however, a score
of researchers from around the world participated both in the fieldwork, and the
resulting laboratory research. Respectively, three institutions: Southern Methodist
University, Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology, Polish Academy of Sciences,
and Geological Survey of Egypt, jointly sponsored the work of the CPE. Eminent
oeologists, Rushdi Said, Bahay Issawi, Ali Mazhar and Mohammed el Hinnawi
represented the Survey on the staff of the Expedition. The NSF and US State
Department essentially provided financial support in the field. In 1972 Romuald
Schild became Associate Director of the Expedition, serving in this character until
the retirement of Fred Wendorf in 1999, who then assumed Honorary Directorship
of CPE, while Romuald Schild has begun to serve as the Director of the Expedition.

In 1999, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition was incorporated into the Insti-
tute of Archaeology and Ethnology as its statutory section, still maintaining its
close ties with Southern Methodist University, Geological Survey of Egypt and
other international learned institutions around the world. In the same year Michal
Kobusiewicz assumed the duties of Associate Director.

II. AREAS OF RESEARCH

Major field work of the Expedition (Fig. 1) was carried out in the following areas
(for more details on some of the projects compare Kobusiewicz 1987). Early, Middle
and Late Paleolithic as well as Neolithic sites were excavated on both banks of the
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Fig. 1. Major areas studied by the Combined Prehistoric Expeditions (1962—2002).

Nile in Sudanese Nubia 1n the area of Wadi Halfa, in Sudan (1962—1966). Numerous
Late Paleolithic sites were investigated on the west bank of the Nile at Ballana, Ineiba

and Tushka, in Egypt (1962—-1966). A few Middle Paleolithic and several early
Neolithic loci were studied in the oases of Dungul and Kurkur in the South Western
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Desert, Egypt (1962—-1965). Early Paleolithic and Neolithic sites were excavated
in the vicinity of Debba, on the Nile, and Khashm el Ghirba, in Sudan (1967).
Numerous Late Paleolithic sites wer investigated on the west bank of the Nile, near
Edfu and Esna (1967, 1990, 1995). A few Early and Middle Paleolithic sites were
tested on the west bank of the Nile near Dandara (1968) and several Late Paleolithic
sites were excavated at Makhadma and Dishna on the east bank of the Nile, Egypt
(1968). In the northern part of the Fayum Depression, Egypt (1969), numerous Final
Paleolithic sites were excavated. In Ethiopia, research on several Middle Paleolithic
sites was undertaken in the vicinity of Lake Ziway, in the Central Rift Valley, and
a brief survey around Lake Tana was undertaken (1970-1973). An Early Paleolithic
butchery site was studied in the Middle Awash basin, Ethiopia (1975-1976). In
Dakhla Oasis, Egypt, two Early Paleolithic sites were excavated (1972). A Middle
Paleolithic site and an early Neolithic one were tested in the Dyke Area, south of
Dakhla (1972). Numerous Early and Middle Paleolithic loci as well as some Final
Neolithic occurrences were excavated at Bir Sahara and Bir Tarfawi, 1n the South
Western Desert, Egypt (1973-1974, 1985—1988). Huge, early to final Neolithic site
complexes were discovered and excavated in the area of Gebel Nabta, Western Desert,
Egypt (1974-1975, 1977, 1990—2000, 2002). At the foot of Gebel Ramlah, near Gebel
Nabta, a late Neolithic site yielded an intricate construction of high temperature dry
masonry hearth. A nearby small final Neolithic graveyard disclosed — for the first
time — racial composition of a South Western Desert population (2001). Several
Middle Paleolithic and Neolithic sites were studied in Kharga Oasis, Egypt (1976).
Along Kisseiba Scarp, South Western Desert, Egypt (1979-1980), many Neolithic
sites were located and excavated. A huge Late Paleolithic complex of sites was exca-
vated in the Nile Valley, in Wadi Kubbaniya, north of Aswan (1978, 1980-1984).
Several sites ranging in age from Early Paleolithic to Neolithic were studied along
fossil river channels detected by the Ground Penetrating Radar, near Bir Safsat and
Wadi Arid, in the South Western Desert, Egypt (1984-1985). Middle Paleolithic sites,
Neolithic and Bronze Age villages and cult centers were studied in central east Sinai,
in Wadi Girafi Basin, Egypt (1994, 1996). In Northern Darfur Province, Sudan,
a survey was undertaken to the Gebel Marra and El Fasher areas as well as to the
desert fringe, north of Gebel Maydub (1980). In 1988, on the other hand, a brief

survey was made in the basin of Wadi Jawt and in the Marib area of Yemen.

[II. THE NILE VALLEY AND FAYUM

In Nubia, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition was the major prehistoric expe-
dition in the area. On a smaller scale, the Paleolithic Section of the University of
Colorado Nubian Expedition, Sudan, Joint Scandinavian Expedition and the Yale
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Prehistoric Nubia Expedition in the Kom Ombo Area, Egypt, also carried out pre-
historic research in the reservoir or reclaimed lands. The Combined Prehistoric
Expedition’s salvage in Nubia in the years 1962—1966 concerned all the selected Stone
Age sites within the concession as well as their geomorphic setting. The Stone Age
prehistory of the Nile Valley before the Nubia Campaign was very poorly known,
and limited to systematic surveys, surface collections and occasional excavations (for
summary compare, ¢.g., Huzzayyin 1941). Often, the Valey was regarded as culturally
retarded (Movius 1953:175). The knowledge of geomorphology and Quaternary geo-
logy of the Nile Valley, on the other hand, was habitually limited to the terrace build
up (Sandford and Arkell 1929, 1933, 1939) dated by artifacts collected from the surface.

In Nubia, the Expedition studied 120 sites belonging to 14 taxonomic entities,
extending in time from Acheulean to Neolithic. Several new cultural units have
been defined, radiocarbon dated, and placed in the geomorphic as well as stratigraphic
context. The entities showed specific adapration to the congested, relatively narrow
river valley. Because of the confinement, demographic crowding lead to fierce conflicts
as shown by many cases of violent death (ca 40%) among interments of males, females
and children in a Late Paleolithic graveyard at Gebel Sahaba (Wendorf 1968a).

Geomorphic research combined with archaeology, archaeozoology and radio-
carbon dating opened to the world an entirely new vista of the geomorphic
history of the Nile Valley in the Late Pleistocene. It showed that the Nile Valley
underwent several periods of aggradations and downcutting. The alluvial deposition
at high levels resulting in the aggradations of the floodplain was originally linked
to high water stages of the Nile (de Heinzelin 1968). The Yale Prehistoric Nubia
Expedition (Butzer and Hansen 1968) obtained a largely similar geomorphic picture
in the Egyptian Nubia. A summary of the Combined Prehistoric Expedition’s work
in Nubia was published in two volumes (Wendort ed. 1968b) containing contri-
butions of 13 authors.

Downstream from Nubia, in the Edfu, Esna and Dishna areas, south and north
of Luxor, the Combined Prehistoric Expedition located, collected and excavated in
the seasons of 1967, 1968, 1990 and 1995, a few dozen Late Paleolithic sites extending
in time from ca 23 to 9 ka BP (uncalibrated). Also here, four new large cultural
techno complexes (units), the Fakhurian, Edfuan, Attian and Esnan have been
defined and placed in the chrono-geomorphic context. These results were published
in four monographs (Phillips 1973; Lubell 1974; Hassan 1974; Close et 2l 1979;
Wendort et al. 1997) and a synthesis (Wendorf and Schild 1976).

Of major importance were the excavations in the mouth of Wadi Kubbaniya
(1978, 1980-1984), a structural wadi on the west bank of the Nile, just north of
Aswan. Because of very specific geomorphic conditions involving dune deposition
coeval with aggrading Nile floor and lake forming in a confined environment of
a wadi, a long sequence of occupations interbedded with mineral and organic
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deposition developed. The sequence contained hundreds if not thousands of indi-
vidual occupation events and extended in time from cz 23 to 12 ka BP (uncalibrated).
The cultural deposits included almost all the units recognized downstream from the
First Cataract. The most interesting, however, was the lower section of the cultural
suite containing settlements assigned to the Fakhurian and Kubbaniyan, a newly
identified cultural unit. Specially designed graded screens enabled recovery of very well
preserved charred organic remains, coprolites and small bones. The screening yielded
several tens of thousand specimens. These, permitted close insight into paleoeconomies
of the Late Paleolithic societies in the Nile Valley. It soon became evident that the
Fakhurian camps were linked to intensive harvesting of spawning catfish during
early flood (Gautier and Van Neer 1989). A slightly younger Kubbaniyan camps,
on the other hand, concentrated on mass gathering of tubers, nuts and fruits of
aquatic and terrestrial plants (Hillman ez 2/ 1989; Wendorf et 2l 1987, 1989).

A single burial of a young man at the base of the Late Paleolithic sequence dem-
onstrated again that the Paleolithic life in the Nile Valley around 25 thousand years
ago was not entirely rosy. The young man showed a healed parry-fracture sustained
at about age 15 and a just healed left humerus wound with still embedded stone chip.
He was felled in his early twenties by a spear in the back (Angel and Kelley 1986:70).
Iwo flint bladelets were found in his abdominal cavity.

It was during field campaigns at Wadi Kubbaniya that we realized that the Nile
regimen and behavior in the Late Pleistocene Nubia was entirely different than that
previously imagined. A very detailed mapping, a hundred of trenches, over 70 bore-
holes and sounding pits, a series of TL dates on sediments associated with the late
Middle Paleolithic aggradation and a huge array of radiocarbon ages for the Late
Paleolithic camps clearly suggested that we had to change our views concerning river
dynamics. It became evident that the aggradations and braided river behavior of the
Nile were linked to the periods of reduced rainfall in the Nile catchment areas.
These were also the periods of hyper aridity in the South Western Desert of Egypt.
The downcutting of the Nile, on the other hand, meant higher rainfall and runoff
in the headwaters areas, an incision of the meandering Nile, and a wetter desert. The
Final Pleistocene incision in Nubia and Upper Egypt is closely related in time to the
onset of the Last Termination and the Lake Victoria and Mobutu Sese Seko overflow
(Schild 1987; Schild and Wendorf 1989).

Farther to the north, in the Fayum depression (1969 season), the detailed strati-
graphic work and mapping enabled the Combined Prehistoric Expedition to revise
and reverse the classic prehistoric sequence of Caton-Thompson and Gardner
(1934) around the lake (Wendorf and Schild 1976). It became evident that at the base
of the Holocene lake series are the fishing camps of the Terminal Paleolithic
Qarunian (Fayum B of Caton-Thompson), while near the top are the villages of
the early Neolithic (Fayum A). The stratigraphy of lake deposits, as well as a number
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of radiocarbon dates for particular lake phases, indicated several transgressions
and regressions of Lake Qarun in the Holocene.

IV. EASTERN SAHARA, NOTRE AMOUR

1. Early and Middle Paleolithic

Complex, but intricate political circumstances in Egypt, closed for some time to
archaeological work many of our concessions in the Nile Valley. The Western Desert,
however, was open and inviting. It was also archaeologically virgin, except for the
classic, eminent studies of Caton-Thompson in Kharga Oasis (Caton-Thompson
1952). At the beginning, in 1972, only a few signs suggested that a new archaeological
dreamland is there buried in the sands and clays. The Oasis of Dakhla was the
first shot, promising, but not so much exciting to us. Yes, the bases of two ancient
spring vents yielded huge, the largest in Egypt, lithic assemblages of Late Acheulean
(Schild and Wendorf 1977), but that was not very unusual in Africa. A brief
reconnaissance trip from Dakhla to the high, real desert in the south, showed that
there rest exposed numerous Early to Middle Paleolithic and Holocene sites.
Another trip to the Bir Sahara East, Bir Tarfawi sites, discovered a year or so earlier
by one of the first desert geologists, our friend and co-worker Bahay Issawi, unveiled
archaeological riches glittering in the sun on the exposed shores of ancient deep-
water lakes of the Eastern Sahara.

There, at the heart of South Western Desert, in the driest region on earth, laid
uncovered and buried lithic artifacts, stones and bones of animals that today live
thousands of kilometers to the south. Subsequent detailed work (1973, 1974,
1985—-1988), disclosed a complex sequence of perennial lakes and springs with
embedded archaeological and faunal remains (Schild and Wendorf 1981, 1993;
Wendorf and Schild 1980, Wendort et a2/ 1993). An array of dates obtained by
a number of methods including thermoluminiscence, optical, uranium series, ESR,
and epimerisation of isoleucine (Bluszcz 1993; Schwarz and Morawska 1993; Schwarcz
and Griin 1993; Huxtable 1993; Stokes 1993; Robins 1993; Miller 1993) placed the
lakes in wet episodes coinciding with interglacials or interstadials of the Middle and
Late Pleistocene. It was here that wé showed for the first time that the Saharan
pluvials are not coeval with glacial advances in the Northern Hemisphere, a theory
so much cherished by archaeologists and Quaternary geomorphologists during most
of the last century. It was here too, that the dating of the oldest Middle Paleolithic
camps demonstrated again their immense ages of more than 200,000 years. The
archaeofaunas (Gautier 1993), fish bones (Van Neer 1993) and extremely numerous
remains of small vertebrates (Kowalski 1993) proved how rich were the lake envi-
ronments, which hosted crocodiles and Nilotic fish, while surrounding savanna
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supported herds of antelopes, giant buffalos, camels and rhinoceroses. No compa-
rable materials have ever been recovered from the ancient lakes of North Africa.

2. Neolithic

In 1973, a casual pee stop on the way from Bir Sahara East to Abu Simbel in the
Nile Valley led to one of the most important discoveries in the history of prehistoric
archaeology in the Sahara, the discovery of Nabta Playa, a paleolake basin with
hundreds of stone age sites, tumuli, stone structures and steles, all associated with
intricate stratigraphy and geomorphology. The early excavations at Nabta (19741975,
1977), and the successive surveys of most of the South Western Desert, resulted in
the excavations of numerous Neolithic sites at Kharga Oasis (1976), along the Kiseiba
Scarp (1979—-1980), at Bir Safsat and Wadi Arid (1984-1985, 1990, 1991). Return to
Nabta (1990-1994, 1996—2000, 2002), and the work at the foot of the nearby Gebel
Ramlah (2001), completed the picture (Wendort and Schild 1980; Banks 1984;
Wendorf et al. 1984, 2001; Nelson and Associates 2002; Schild et 2/ 2002).

The work on the Neolithic of the South Western Desert revealed a new chapter
in the history of humanity. First of all, it became evident that the South Western
Desert of Egypt was a scene of very rich settlement for the most of the Holocene,
from around 10,000 years BP (uncalibrated) to ca 4200 years BP. Many wet periods,
interrupted by brief hyper arid episodes that forced human group to abandon
the region, brought about a discontinuous cultural development of the area (Schild
and Wendorf 20013, 2002; Wendorf and Schild 200r1). Nevertheless, even during the
wet phases, the Neolithic life in the South Western Desert was an uphill struggle.
The environment was impoverished. The vegetation and animal life, always scanty,
concentrated around seasonal lake basins, wadis and perched ground water areas.
The wild mammal spectrum was essentially reduced to a small gazelle and a hare
(Gautier 2001). Also the birds were adapted to semi-desert conditions (Bochenski
and Tomek 2001). Only around 8050 to 7300 BP, at the Holocene climatic optimum,
the plains became an ecotone between desert and semi-desert (Wasylikowa ez al,
1995:144, Wasylikowa 2001ab), a hypothesis corroborated by the presence of African
water birds (Bochenski and Tomek 2001). Reduced rates of mineral deposition
in the lake basins and the recovered floral macro remains may indicate a wooded
grass/shrub cover around lakes and xerophytic grass shrub vegetation in the catchment
areas, in the uplands, as well as small but permanent bodies of water in the deepest
parts of some of the basins (Schild and Wendorf 2001a, 2001b).

Several modes of economic adaptations trough time characterize the Neolithic of
the Eastern Sahara. At the beginning of the peopling of the area, after the long, Final
Pleistocene hyper aridity, it is foraging and cattle keeping that permit colonization
of the arid desert. It is believed that these early settlers brought with them, both the
domesticated cattle and the knowledge of pottery at the beginning of the Holocene,







