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I ntroduction

From October to December 2003, theACACIA
Project of the University of Cologne carried out
large—scale survey and excavations in the region of
Abu Tabari in Lower Wadi Howar (NW-Sudan) (Fig-
ure 1). One main task of the 2003 season was the
excavation of settlement sitesand burials, which were
recorded during the2002 fiel d season (Jesse 2003:45).
A second main task wasto carry out alarge system-
atic archaeological-geomorphological survey to
gather adatafor amore detailed investigation of the
settlement history of the Abu Tabari region. Thewell
of Abu Tabari was apparently still in use during the
20th century, but numerous archaeological sites in
theregion point to asettlement history reaching much
farther back in time. An area of 26 km? northwest of
the well was chosen, because here two old branches
of the Wadi Howar were coalescing and the conflu-
ence area probably benefitted from a higher ground
water influx for a long time. The survey area was
divided into a grid of 2 km? and surveyed by car,
using online satellite navigation with GPS (cf.
Haberlah 2004). Around each junction of the survey
grid, anintensive survey by foot was made. Most of
the survey areais arather flat sandy plain with not
much relief, where scattered surfacefinds can be seen
from far against the background of the bright sand.
As most archaeological sitesin this area tend to be
large clusters of artifact concentrations stretching
over several hundred meters or in some cases even
1-2 kilometers, not many sites should have been
missed, apart from very small camps.
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Survey results

The survey areawas intensively used during
the Holocene. More than 100 new sites were de-
scribed and can beadded tothealready large number
of sites found during previous seasons of the BOS
and ACACI A projects (Jesse 2003; Keding 1998, 1998-
2002, 2000; Gabridl et al. 1985, Richter 1989). Occupa
tion started in Palaeolithic times (onesiteyielded a
number of bifaces and other heavy duty tools of the
Acheulean) and endswith thelate pastoral Handessi
Horizon (Jesse et al. 2004, Jesse in prep.). Pottery
decoration stylesincludewavy line, Leiterband, her-
ringbone and typical Handessi-decoration patterns.

Most remarkable were severa sites with nu-
merous stone settings. Two different types of stone
settings could be differentiated. Type 1 consists of
sandstone blocks or cobbles of sizes up to 30-40 cm
forming simple circular structures 1 m in diameter.
These stone circles mostly appear in groups of ten or
even more, so far as could be judged according to
the preservation conditions, because sometimes the
cobbles of the stone circles seem to have been
re-used by later occupations of nomads for building
fireplaces. Type 2 wasbuilt of granitic stone slabs of
5-10cmthick and upto 1.5 mlong. Theseslabswere,
as far as could be judged, unworked and originated
from the exfoliation (weathering) of graniterocksin
the near surroundings. This second type of stone
settings was documented in detail at the site of Abu
Tabari 03/13. Here anumber of these stone settings
wasgrouped inacircle-likearrangement on adightly
elevated circular mound. The stone settings have an
oblong trapezoidal form with a maximum length of
2.5m and awidth of 1 m. The appearance of one or
the other type of stone setting seems to depend only
on the locally available raw material, although a
chronological differentiation might appear feasible
aswell, despite the presence of Handessi pottery on
most of the sites. The excavation of one such
trapezoidal stone setting on siteAbu Tabari 03/13, as
well as the results from a geological profile of the
surrounding sediment on the same site, allowed us
to interpret these stone settings as watering-places
for livestock.

Another important result of the survey isthe
rather frequent appearance of sites with pottery of
the Handessi-horizon (3rd and 2nd millennia BC).
Thisatersthe previous picture of the history of set-
tlement in Lower Wadi Howar which pointed to an
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Figure 1: Map of Lower Wadi Howar.
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early abandonment of this region as permanent set- Tabari holds akey-position for the general objective
tlement area (Keding 1998). The large number of of thewholeWadi-Howar-project: therole of the Wadi
Handessi sites probably correlates with the above- Howar as atrade- and exchange-route between east
mentioned hydrologically favored situation of the and west.

survey area. Pottery found on the Handessi sites
mostly istypical of the Handessi B phase, but alim-
ited number of sherdswith Bouton decoration, char-
acteristic of Handessi A, also appeared. Excavations were carried out at four sites. On
siteAbu Tabari 02/52 apart from arich fauna material
containing many cattle bones, an astonishing number
of small axe-heads and severa palettes of an oval

Excavations

A further outcome of the survey was the fre-
quently observed appearance of pottery with deco-
ration patterns of Leiterband, herring-bone and
rocker-stamp zigzags at the same site. Leiterband- type, comparableto the palettes of theA-Group, were
motifs are the predominant decorative pattern of the found. The palettes were made of local sandstone
earliest pastoral phase of Middle Wadi Howar, but though. Potteryfromthlss_te|smostly undet_:orated,
also occur further west in the Chad, while the her- but some sherds with Leiterband-decoration ap-

ringbone pattern and rocker-stamp decoration rather peared, assuming a dating to the fourth millennium
point to the Nilevalley. Thus, theAbu Tabari Region or thefirst half of thethird millennium BC.

appears to present a zone of cultural contact and At the site of Abu Tabari 02/1 (cf. Jesse 2003)
exchange between two distinct zones, awestern zone four moreburials, were excavated. Thesewere, apart
orientated towards the Chad-Basin and an eastern from a stone pendant, lacking any grave-goods. The
zoneinthe Nilevalley. Therefore, the region of Abu preservation of the skeletons was extremely poor,
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due to heavy abrasion by wind and sand. At Abu
Tabari 03/13, awatering place and thefilling of awell
were excavated. Inthe profile of the excavated stone
setting, under lose wind-born sand hardened, finely
laminated layers of clay were found, pointing to a
repeated evaporation of clayey water. Thegeological
profile dug out near the centre of the circular mound
up to adepth of 2.5 m clearly revealed oblique sandy
layersrefilling the pit of alargewalk-in-well. A radio-
carbon-date of charcoal found in a depth of 1.60 m
inalense-shaped fireplace brought a 14C-date of 824
+ 34 calBC (KN-5652: 2636 + 54 BP). Thisisoneof
the youngest 14C-dates obtained so far in Lower
Wadi Howar, extending the late settlement of the
Abu Tabari Region almost into the times of the
Napatan period. Also characteristic is the structure
of the ditch-like circular mound, resulting from the
digging of thewell.

Other remarkable features of site Abu Tabari
03/13 arethe appearance of afew scattered Acheulean
bifacesin gravel banks, afew hundred metersto the
east of the stone settings, testifying to the appear-
ance of Homo erectus (or Homo heidelbergensis-
editor) in this part of Wadi Howar. Furthermore, con-
centrations of sherds with wavy-line decoration and
surface retouched stone-artifacts were found in two
different parts of this site. One has to bear in mind
though, that al the find-scatters of this site are dis-
persed over hundreds of meters. Thus, the different
chronological phasesare separated by somedistance,
horizontally aswell asvertically.

One concentration with wavy line sherds, some
of whichwerestill embedded in the sediment in situ,
was also excavated. Unfortunately it revealed that it
belonged to a settlement horizon which was almost
completely deflated by wind-erosion, so that only
thevery last findswereleft in the sediment. No struc-
tureslike fire-places or postholes were preserved.

Themain part of the excavation work was car-
ried out on site of Abu Tabari 02/28. Thesiteisstretch-
ing over a flat, slightly elevated sandbank, which
was probably built up by Pleistocenefluvial activity
of the Wadi Howar and then shaped over by wind
erosion during the Holocene, resulting in a general
alignment from NNE to SSW. Eleven burials were
excavated on this site, some of which contained
grave-goods. The skeletons were very fragile, but
till allowed examinations by the anthropologist
during the excavation. Restricting preservation
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factors were the ubiquitous, intensive activity of ro-
dents, the frequent tracks of lorries disturbing the
site and the strong deflation and abrasion by wind
and sand. Especially on the northern, wind-exposed
side of the site, bones and pottery both were pre-
served extremely bad.

Each burial contained only one skeleton. Ac-
cording to the preliminary anthropological classifi-
cation in thefield, four of the 11 skeletons were fe-
maleand one mae. Further two were children and
therefore did not allow the determination of the sex.
The male person and one female person were of a
mature age, the other femaleswere adult. No preva-
lent burial-position could be observed: Crouched
position (“Hocker”) on the right side was observed
as well as upright sitting or upright squatted. One
femaleburial waslying ontheback, thisis, however,
due to post-depositional movements. This would
point to the existence of an unfilled buria shaft or
chamber, aswasthe case for the A-Group.

Grave-goodsinclude pottery vesselsand some-
times also large amounts of ostrich-eggshell beads.
Four burialshad no grave-goodsat all. Whereasthree
burials contained only sherds, four others had rather
completevessels, cracked only by the sediment pres-
sure. One of these was equipped with a bowl, ajar
and an axe-head, two burials had three vessels each
and one just one vessal. In most cases the vessels
were placed above the deceased so that the burial
wasvisibleat first only by few sherds at the surface
with the skeleton appearing only later after excava
tion of the first 10-30 cm. Other graves were so
strongly eroded that already the bones of the skel-
eton were appearing at the surface and grave-goods,
if they ever had existed, would have been totally
abraded. A detailed measurement program was car-
ried out on the site, in order to document features
and single surfacefinds. During thisfour moregraves
were found, pointing to an intensive use of the site
asaburial ground.

Apart from the graves other features have to
be mentioned also. Numerous bone-pits were dis-
persed over the whole site, six of these were exca-
vated. These contained cattle-bones amongst oth-
ers, pointing to a pastoral way of life. The bonesin
the pit sometimeswere still in conjunction, assuming
that bigger parts of the corpses have been deposited
here. This might suggest an interpretation as offer-
ing pits, as they have been found in large numbers
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onthesite of Djabarona84/13in Middle Wadi Howar
together with L eiterband pottery (Keding 1997:216-
240).

Pits with stone artifacts and potsherds also
appear. Theseare probably normal waste-pitsresult-
ing from the settlement activities. Almost complete
vessels found in the sediment might have been left
for later use by the prehistoric groups, as it would
happen among mobile herders, who intend to visit a
site seasonally in order to reduce theluggage. Large
artifact scatters and stone-knapping places on the
site also result from settlement activities, in some
cases also large lower grinding stones and upper
grinding stoneswere found. Examination of thedis-
persion of the different features over the site will
show, if the burials were part of the settlement area.
Theimpression from field-work was, that they were
situated inamarginal zone.

Theexamination of the pottery isstill ongoing,
but already during the excavation work it became
obvious that in the graves pottery vessels with her-
ringbone decoration and rocker-stamp zigzag were
deposited together with those showing L eiterband-
motifs, which suggest a date in the fourth or third
millennium BC. This points even stronger to the
melting of different, eastern and western, pottery tra-
ditionsin Lower Wadi Howar.

The excavations at Abu Tabari 02/1 and 02/28
have considerably increased the number of burialsin
Wedi Howar (cf. Jesseand Keding 2002). Severa other
sites found during the survey around Abu Tabari
also showed burials, suggesting a high potential of
this region for future research on the socia struc-
tures of the Neolithic in Wadi Howar and in Sudanin
general, comparable even with siteslike Kadero and
Kadruka. All the sites of theregion are surface sites
and therefore highly in danger of destruction by ero-
sion and wind-abrasion and also by the tracks of
lorries. There is no other way to protect these sites
than to excavate them, before they get totally de-
stroyed. Thereforealong-timelarge-scal e survey and
excavation program would be needed to rescue the
information provided by these sites.
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