


Under the Erythraean Sea:
An Ancient Shipwreck in Eritrea

Ralph K. Pedersen

“This island is cursed!” Nesreddin spat this invec-
tive while the other Eritreans quietly nodded. Indeed, it
seemed Nesreddin was right. Little had gone right for us
since we had landed on Assarca on February 3, 1997. Rain,
high winds, and chilly temperatures had prevailed for
weeks. The nearly daily pounding by wind and rain left
little opportunity to pursue our goal: the excavation of the
ancient shipwreck lying just offshore. The storms typical-
ly lasted for four or five days, followed by a calm of two or
three days” duration. Compounding this were the daily
equipment problems caused by the damp and the wind-
blown sand that got into everything. Long periods of inac-
tivity shortened people’s tempers, particularly those of
ones unaccustomed to “roughing it” in isolated environ-
ments. Every day was a challenge. I had long ago realized
that each day the team remained on Assarca would be a
triumph. We had already been given thirty of them; twen-
ty-five remained.

We had come to this small desert island off the Eri-
trean coast to excavate a fifteen-hundred-year-old ship-
wreck (fig. 1). Like many shipwrecks of archaeological
import, it was located far from the nearest outpost of civi-
lization. Massawa, Eritrea’s main port, lay thirty miles
across the sea. Inghel, a group of traditional villages, was
several miles away on the mainland at the tip of the Buri
Peninsula. Inghel had no shops, roads, cars, or telephones.
There was, however, a medical clinic. Aside from our
neighbors at Inghel, we were truly isolated. Our one link
to the world was our single-side-band radio hooked up to
a solar-charged car battery. This, however, enabled only
the most intermittent contact with Massawa.

Our wreck had settled in the shallow waters of the
Assarca Islands. The Assarcas consist of two islets. One,
surrounded by fine sandy beaches and overgrown with
trees, is called White Assarca. The other, surrounded by
jagged, black coral cliffs and barren but for cacti, is Black
Assarca. Guess which one we were on!

Black Assarca, our base, is little more than an ob-
struction to shipping. Essentially, it is nothing but a mas-
sive sand-covered coral head lying two meters above sea
level. Except for a sandy beach on its northern side, the
island is nearly featureless. A reef, never more than a meter
underwater, completely surrounds Black Assarca, form-
ing a barrier to landing. At low tide, the highest tops of the
coral protrude from the sea like pickets, as though defend-
ing the place from intrusion. The island is populated by only
goats and hand-sized spiders. The flora is limited to grass
and a large cactus species called euphorbia. These cacti pro-
vide a windbreak as the only natural shelter on the island.
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Fig. 1. Eritren. The location of the Assarca Islands is approxi-
mate.

It was some fifteen centuries ago that a ship met
disaster on the reef. The wreckage settled at the base of
the cliff, possibly remaining undisturbed until 1995, In that
year, a group of tourists decided the Assarcas would be a
good place for snorkeling. Sailing under the guidance of
Doi Malingri, an Italian yachtsman running tours for the
Eritrean Ministry of Marine Resources (MMR), their yacht
putin at the islands.

During their snorkeling adventure through the clear
water, the group noticed odd objects at the base of the reef
twenty-five feetbelow. Malingri investigated these artifacts,
which proved to be ceramics. He raised a sherd, containing
aneck and handles (fig. 2), that he turned over to the Minis-
try upon his return to Massawa. Malingri reported to the
MMR that there were many more sherds at the island. Shortly
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Fig. 2. The sherd raised by Doi Malingri in early 1995,

after this, the sherd was shown to a visiting photographer
from the National Geographic Society. The photographer
suggested to the Eritrean authorities that, as the piece might
be ancient, they should contact Dr. George Bass at INA.

It was at this time that I was preparing for a fact-
finding trip to Eritrea. This was in response to an invita-
tionissued to INA in late 1993, by the then-existing Eritrean
Department of Culture. By May 1995, all arrangements had
been made for my trip. I was planning to merely shake
hands and see about the feasibility of conducting a ship-
wreck survey along the coast. A week before my flight to
Africa, I received a phone call from Dr. Bass. He informed
me that the Eritrean MMR had contacted him about a pos-
sible ancient shipwreck in their waters and they wanted
him to examine it. He informed the MMR that one of his
research associates was already heading their way to visit
the Department of Culture, which surprised the MMR of-
ficials. Two weeks later, I was in the Red Sea searching for
the shipwreck.

The Survey at Assarca 1995

On my arrival in Asmara, Eritrea’s capital, I first
met with Zemede Tecle, Head of the Department of Cul-
ture. [ informed him of Malingri’s discovery and that the
Ministry of Marine Resources in Massawa was expecting
me to take a look at it. Zemede had not heard of an ancient
wreck being discovered off their coast. I promised to re-
port my findings to him. I then headed down to Massawa,
on the edge of the Red Sea.

Asmara lay nine thousand feet above sea level, and
the weather in mid-May was still cool. The coastal regions,
however, were already baking in the heat. The road to
Massawa snaked its way from Asmara down the edge of
the Ethiopian plateau to the desert along the sea. The
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change in climate was impressive. It ran from greenery in
which baboons ran wild to an arid waste in a matter of
hours. The coastal desert was forbidding, with dry river-
beds the only evidence that rain ever fell here. Dust devils
reached high into the sky. These slender twisting cones
appeared to be pillars of smoke and I initially thought they
were from fires,

T arrived in Massawa by afternoon. The town is lo-
cated on two islands and part of the mainland. Its oldest
partis on the island of Batsli. Here, Turkish, Egyptian, and
Arabic architectures blend together in an exotic mix. The
city was still scarred from its battles in 1991 in the war of
independence. Bullet holes marred the walls, and spent
artillery shells lay half buried in the dust, Shattered Sovi-
et-built tanks lay in ruins about the city, Many people had
died in Massawa during the battle for its liberation. More
died in a revenge bombing by Ethiopian MIGs after the
city had been won by the Eritreans. Despite the overall
“shot up” look of the place, the city was slowly being re-
paired. Feelings of euphoria and optimism were palpable
in Massawa as elsewhere in Eritrea. The Eritreans, after
all, were forming a new nation.

My contact at the MMR was Dr. J.C. “Chris” Hill-
man. An overseas Briton, he and his wife Sheila had spent
their lives in East Africa. Living in a small trailer that did
triple duty as home, office, and school for their two daugh-
ters, they were studying the marine life of Eritrea. Once in
the MMR offices, I met with officials who showed me the
sherd found by Malingri some months previously. Skepti-
cally, I had been expecting the pottery to be relatively
modermn, perhaps a pot tossed from a nineteenth-century
ship. I was stunned to see what my hosts pulled from the
storage cabinet. It was the top of an amphora containing a
neck and both handles. I had spent over a year preparing




to do the groundwork for an archaeological survey in Eri-
trean waters. Instead, I was confronted with the real pos-
sibility of an ancient shipwreck.

My first instinct was that the sherd had to date to
the seventh century CE. It reminded me of the amphoras
from Yassiada I used to haul around the museum in Bo-
drum. The sherd was Mediterranean, at least in style if not
origin. It would have been easy to let my imagination run
wild, but after spending some time with the sherd, I was
confident of my initial analysis. I was holding a piece of a
Byzantine amphora found under water in the southern Red
Sea. As far as anyone knew, nothing of its like was known
to have been found previously in Eritrean waters. Indeed,
there were few other known ancient wrecks in the Red
Sea. The best known of these was the first-century CE
wreck at Zagrabad Island, Egypt. This wreck has been loot-
ed by sport divers, and the site was no longer archaeolog-
ically viable. Given that Eritrea had been at war since the
early 1960s, sport diving had yet to affect the area, Thus, if
Malingri’s sherd was indeed from a shipwreck, and not
merely ancient jettison, there was a good chance the site
could be in pristine condition.

The place where the sherd was discovered was the
Assarca Islands (var. sp. Assarka and Asarka). I was told
this name derived from an Arabic word meaning “Guard-
ian.” The position of the Assarcas, in the middle of the
Massawa Channel, explained why the island was so
named. A careless captain could easily pile his ship onto
the island. Indeed, an old British pilot for the area warned
ships to give the Assarcas a wide berth.

Qur survey team included Hillman, Yassin Aden of
the MMR, and myself. As none of the team had previous-
ly visited the site, we searched for it based on Malingri’s
directions. Once at the islands, we began our search with
Yassin at our boat’s helm, and Hillman and me in the wa-
ter equipped with snorkeling gear. We were towed behind
the boat scanning the seafloor with Hillman at the end of
one line, and myself at the end of a longer one. My first
thought was that we were the perfect shark bait: Two large
hunks of meat being trolled behind a boat. This, however,

came with the territory: the Red Sea has the highest con-
centration of sharks in the world. If we were going to wor-
ry about sharks, there was no point even getting into the
water. After about ten minutes of towing, Hillman spot-
ted something on the seafloor. He immediately dropped
off his line. A few seconds later, I saw something too: the
long shape of an amphora lying fully exposed on the seaf-
loor. Hillman and T gawked at it, thinking this had been
too easy. We grinned at each other before swimming down
to take a look. Returning to our boat, we quickly donned
our scuba gear, and dived to examine the site.

Located at only twenty feet, the ceramics rested both
in the sandy areas between coral heads and atop the reef.
Some scattered sherds lay below the coral on sand that sloped
down to an undetermined depth. The artifacts were spread
over an estimated area of one hundred square meters. The
most noticeable aspect of the site was the pile of four or five
broken amphoras and assorted sherds lying in a group.

Examination of the site revealed four pottery types.
Three of these were closely related in decorative style and
fabric color. The most numerous type was a long, conical
amphora with a relatively wide mouth. The body was cov-
ered with horizontal ridges extending from the neck to the
vessel's toe, ending in a button. All examples were broken,
exposing a dark brown fabric. Two amphoras had intact
bodies, missing only handles and neck. We noticed several
examples partially buried and others concreted into the reef.
We dubbed these long conical amphoras “Type 1” (fig. 3).

The second type of vessel was similar to the sherd
raised by Malingri. Like his, none of these amphoras were
intact. Small sherds and handles were readily evident, but
no large pieces could be found. Malingri had reported that
the sherd he raised belonged to a type of amphora that
was lentoid in shape. Although we could find no conclu-
sive evidence of this, it was clear that this type was round
on at least one vertical axis. We therefore found no reason
to doubt his observation. The fabric color was the same
dark brown as the conical amphoras, indicating, possibly,
a similar origin for the two varieties, These “Type II” sherds
had ridges like the conical amphoras but they were verti-
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Fig. 3. Amphora A3-010. This Type I vessel was the only one found intact in the 1997 season.
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Then on the sixth day, Mother Nature rested.
Seeing our determination, perhaps she gave us
a break. Fine weather followed for three days,
during which we were able to locate the site and
anchor our newly constructed Unsinkable Il over
it. Then, the storms returned. This weather pat-
tern repeated itself with uncanny predictabili-
ty. As we moved through February and March,
the weather changed to a pattern of five fair days
followed by three foul.

All materials, food, and water had to be
brought from Massawa on a weekly basis. The
thirty-mile journey took two to four hours, de-
pending on which supply boat was sent. Neither
the larger Norah or the smaller Abu Salema could
approach the island due to the surrounding reef.
Ingood sea conditions, we off-loaded the supplies
into our small inflatable boat from the anchored
vessel. All, that is, but the twenty-five jerry cans
of potable water. These were lashed together and
tossed overboard. Two people would then snor-
kel out to the cans and swim them ashore. In bad sea condi-
tions the supply boat anchored off the island’s far side in the
lee of the wind, and everything had to be carried to our camp
one kilometer away. This was backbreaking work, but there
was no alternative. When it came time to leave Black Assar-
ca, the bad seas meant that we would be forced to carry all
our gear, including the excavated amphoras, across the is-
land. This took the better part of two days.

Our cook, an Ethiopian named Mulat (fig. 5), had
been a steward on various Ethiopian and Soviet naval
ships. Using two kerosene burners, Mulat fed us for near-
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Fig. 6. A breakfast of adis. From left: Louise Fisher, Mulat (standing),

Tina Erwin, Yassin Aden, Ralph Pedersen, and Tesfay Tadessee.
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Fig. 5. Mulat, our cook. Veteran steward from Ethiopian and Soviet ships, Mulat
worked culinary wonders while battling goats for control of the kitchen.

ly two months. Without refrigeration or electricity, he pro-
vided filling and tasty meals, including fresh bread made
daily in nothing more than a frying pan. Fresh fish—in
abundance just meters away—was our sole source of pro-
tein. Mulat made the most of the pasta and lentils that were
the bulk of our menu. Good vegetables were hard to come
by in Massawa; fruit, however, was plentiful. Our favorite
meal was a dish Mulat called adis, a spicy stew of lentils
and tomato (fig. 6).

Water was always in short supply, so we husband-
ed it carefully. If we were to run out, we could take our
small boat over to the mainland, weather per-
mitting, and purchase water from the local chief-
tain at Inghel. Fortunately, this was never
necessary.

Black Assarca was inhabited by two hun-
dred goats. With no fresh water supply, these
caprids had adapted to drinking seawater. It was
amusing to see a herd of goats standing in the
surf drinking. Their food source was both the
scrub grasses and the euphorbia. They were cau-
tious about us at first, but as days progressed
they became curious and moved closer to our
camp. Soon, the goats were raiding our camp,
eating whatever they could. On several nights, I
was awakened by an eerie feeling I was being
watched. It was the goats. They would stand in
a semi-circle about ten feet away from my open
shelter watching me sleep. I guess [ was the most
curious thing they had ever seen.

Four-inch spiders were the other notable
inhabitants of our island. They were frighten-
ing, but we never learned whether the arachnids
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