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TENTS AND TOMBS 
 

 

Working on an excavation in Egypt is a dream for so many 

people and Excavating Egypt gives you the opportunity to 

discover more about conditions on site at one of the Egypt 

Exploration Society’s historic digs. 

 

Pith helmets and fly-whisk downed after a day on site, at the 

Amara West dig house during the 1937-38 dig season. 

 

This catalogue gives you a brief insight into the different 

places that our dig teams have called ‘home’ since 1883; from 
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Petrie’s tents, Carter’s tomb, through to the Buhen desert 

‘villa’. Each one has become a home to those expeditions 

working there and each one has its own stories to tell.  

 

A camp with a view during the Graeco-Roman Branch expeditions 

in the Faiyum 1895-96 

 

Here, recollections from those who lived in these homes are 

reprinted and archival documents are brought together to 

give you a better appreciation for the comforts, and 

discomforts, of life digging in Egypt.  
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ABYDOS (1899-1967) 
 

The Society has had a long history of working at Abydos, 

from Petrie’s pioneering work in the cemeteries during late 

nineteenth century, through elaborate waterpumping 

schemes to clear the Osireion, all the way down to the 

epigraphic survey of the temple of Seti I which continued 

until the late twentieth century. Over the years a number of 

dig houses have been constructed in the wider Abydos area 

(including El-Mahasna, and El-Amrah, below). 

 

 
Petrie and his sister-in-law Amy Urlin outside the Abydos dig house 

in 1901 

 

In 1908 it was decided that the Fund should construct a new 

house at Abydos which was constructed during the 1908-09 

dig season. This small house was priced by Naville at costing 
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£62 to construct. However, the completed building proved 

to be too small for purpose.  

 

The southern dig house constructed by Naville during the 1908-09 

dig season  

 

By the end of the 1909 dig season Naville was in 

correspondence with John Garstang of the University of 

Liverpool who was selling his larger dig house further north 

at Abydos. On 8th June 1909 the Fund purchased Garstang’s 

house for £50 and the team lived in both houses during the 

following season’s work in the cemeteries.  

 Garstang’s house continued to be used by the Society 

throughout its epigraphic work at the temple of Seti I under 

the direction of Amice Calverley and Myrtle Broome. It was 

only demonolished in 1967 when the current Pannsylvania-

Yale Institute of Fine Arts expedition home was built in its 

place.  
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Garstang’s letter regarding the sale of the northern dig house  
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The northern dig house at Abydos, constructed by John Garstang 

and purchased by the Fund in 1909 
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AHNAS (1890-91) 
 

 

Two statues stand guard in front of the camp at Ahnas 

 

Ahnas / Ehnasya el-Medina / Hennasieh was investigated 

during 1890 and 1891 by Edouard Naville. The ancient 

mounds, seen in the background of this image, were the 

remains of the settlement of Herakleopolis Magna. Large 

granite blocks discovered during the excavations were all 

that remained of a once large temple dedicated to the god 

Heryshef. An intact column from this site was later donated 

to the British Museum where you can still see it today in 

their sculpture gallery (EA1123). In the image reproduced 

here two statue torsos are erected before the simple camp 

tents used by Naville. Around these two statues are carved 

blocks of a later building.  
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AMARA WEST (1937-49) 

Two distinct periods of work can be discerned at Amara 

West, separated by the Second World War between 1939 

and 1947. Herbert Walter Fairman, following his work at Tell 

el-Amarna under John D. S. Pendlebury had led an expedition 

to the New Kingdom temple town site of Sesebi in Upper 

Nubia. In 1937 he moved Society operations to Amara West 

downstream in Nubia. Here he uncovered a large 19th 

Dynasty settlement including a large stone temple 

constructed under Seti I and Ramesses II.  

 

The team constructed a typical dig house on site and utilised 

a van for transporting their material around, including a boat 

required for riverine travel.   

 

 
H.W. Fairman at Amara West with the team van 
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The Amara West dig team sat outside the dig house during the 

1937-38 dig season 

 

 
The interior of the Amara West dig house including rolls of maps 

and plans, tripods for recording equipment, and a large measuring 

ruler 
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The following is an article written by Olive Fairman for the 

Society’s newsletter in 1990, now available at 

www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters 

 

Our party consisted of my husband, Herbert Fairman, who 

was the Director, David Bell the surveyor, the photographer 

J. G. McDonald, Peter Fell, and myself. We sailed from 

Tilbury to Alexandria in the SS Strathaird, stopping at Malta 

where we got off the boat to look around. We arrived in 

Alex and took the train to Cairo, going by taxi to Heliopolis 

where my husband’s parents lived. 

From Cairo we travelled to Shellal by train, and from 

Shellal we took the Nile steamer, sailing for two days up to 

Wadi HaIfa. From there we made a start very early in the 

morning driving through the desert in the jeep to the first 

government rest-house, where we had coffee and a bite to 

eat. We then drove on through the Barn al Hagar. It seemed 

endless. Round every corner we thought we would see 

something green, but there was nothing except stones and 

sand, and here and there a cactus or the bones of some 

animals. The journey was very bumpy, because we had to 

drive fast so as not to get stuck in the sand. It was the time 

of Ramadan: the driver would not eat or drink from sunrise 

to sunset even though we were eating lunch and oranges 

beside him. Suddenly we turned a corner and saw the Nile, It 

was wonderful to see the water gushing and gurgling and to 

feel the coolness.  

We reached the dig house at about four o’clock, and the 

driver just flung himself down in the shade of the jeep. The 

house was square, built of mud bricks with a sandy central 

courtyard. The stout wooden front door faced the river, 

which was only a few yards away. On three sides there were 

rooms, but the fourth side was just a wall, with a door 

leading out into the desert and to the toilet. Just outside, 

http://www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters.html
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there were two pleasant acacia trees with two yellow balls of 

blossom. 

The room for my husband and me had two single beds, 

whose legs stood in small tins of water to prevent the ants 

from climbing up and getting into the beds. It was the 

servant’s job to see that the tins were full of water, and that 

the legs were properly placed. The roof had rafters of split 

palm trunks, and above these was a thatch of dried palm 

leaves which rustled in the night. I was told that snakes 

sometimes got into the thatch. For washing, there was a 

small basin on a tall three-legged tripod. For baths the 

servant used to pour hot water into a tisht - a wide, flat basin 

on the floor. All our water came from the Nile and was 

boiled. Drinking water was kept in a large porous jar, and 

was surprisingly cool. 

After dark, we sat beside the river and the stillness of 

the desert could be felt. Unless you have been in the desert 

at night you don’t realise what it feels like: it is quite different 

from the stillness of the countryside where you hear birds 

and noises in the hedges. In the desert there is absolute 

silence, except for occasional calls of hyenas. When there 

was no moon, the stars were so bright you could see 

pathways of light across the water. 

The house was near the dig, but on the opposite side of 

the river. We were told we had to have donkeys to ride to a 

point about a mile upstream, and then take the boat across 

the river. The voyage could be idyllic on a calm day, but 

sometimes a wind tossed the boat about among the rocks 

and crocodiles till we were driven to singing songs. On the 

other side we had another trip across the desert to the site. 

Here there was a small house, where we would take it in 

turns to sleep during the day. 

We took on about a hundred local workmen. We also 

had trained men, the Quftis, who did the important work. Pay 
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day was Wednesday and we worked every day except 

Thursday (suq, or market, day). But sometimes there were 

very strong winds which blew so hard it was impossible to 

work, because the sand stung any piece of exposed flesh like 

needles going in. Goggles were issued to the workmen to 

keep the sand out of their eyes, but it was so fine that it 

found some way to get in, and the work would be called off 

for that day. But slowly there appeared, from what had been 

a huge mound of potsherds, a temple. 
 

 
The small Amara West rest house 

 

One day when we were riding the donkeys, my donkey 

collapsed under me just as a snake appeared in the sand. One 

of the men thrashed the snake and killed it. I was told to act 

as if I had been injured, and my husband announced 

(truthfully) that I was ‘in condition’. The result of this was 

good for the dig, because from then on we just got on the 

boat in front of the house, and good for me because I was 

then handed very carefully on and off the boat. The head 

Qufti, a very experienced father, said, ‘Oh, she’ll be all right. 

She’ll begin asking for cheese — they all do.’ This man, who 

said he had been born in the Year of the Great Gun, had a 

huge pocket watch. When you asked him the time, he would 

take out his watch, look at it, look up at the sun, look at the 

watch again, then tell you the time. 

I was a trained nurse, so it was my job to attend to 

medical matters. One day a man disobeyed orders and tried 

to lift a stone block that was much too heavy for him, and cut 
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his hand. I cleaned the cut with permanganate of potash and 

stitched it. There was no skin to pinch up, and the hand was 

very tough and horny, so I just had to saw away with the 

needle to get it through. The man didn’t flinch, but just sat 

there as if I was sewing a handkerchief. He was then sent 

with a note to the Medical Officer in Dongola, where my 

treatment was said to be of the best: no septic conditions 

developed and the hand healed up perfectly. 

A crocodile was killed while we were there. Crocodile 

meat was relished by the men, so it was shared out, but we 

didn’t eat any. Other fresh meat and vegetables were brought 

by the truck which also brought the mail, so its arrival was a 

real red-letter day. There was of course no television in 

those days, nor a radio: for entertainment we had shove-

halfpenny and a dartboard. Once we asked Hussein the 

houseman if he would like to play darts: he had never played, 

but agreed and put his first dart straight in the bullseye! One 

evening two men did a stick dance outside, which was very 

graceful. 

In the east it is considered a compliment to belch after a 

meal. The only one of us who was unable to pay compliments 

of this kind was David Bell, and he was so upset by this that I 

gave him some bicarbonate of soda in a little water. Nothing 

happened.  

Next morning he came to breakfast and said, ‘You won’t 

believe this.’ He said that he had belched. We all laughed and 

said, ‘But we don’t believe it, David. We didn’t hear it. You 

must have dreamt it’. Sadly he said, ‘Yes, I thought that is 

what you would say. But I had such a pain in the night I had 

to get up. I walked around feeling sick. But I wasn’t sick. I 

held my head over the basin and belched loudly — it echoed 

round the basin. And nobody was there to hear it.’ But I 

knew it must have worked because bicarb does that sort of 

thing. 
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David Bell was trying to learn Arabic; I remember that 

once he wanted to say to one of our basket boys ‘You ain’t 

half a one you ain’t’. What came out was ‘Inra mush nas 

wahid wahid inta mush’ (You are not half a one, one you are 

not). The boy didn’t understand. 

When Christmas came, we thought that we shouldn’t 

miss the celebrations just because we were out in the desert, 

so we took coloured crayons and some of our extensive 

stock of Bronco toilet paper. We coloured yards and yards 

of paper pink and green and made paper chains. We also 

used the metal tops of cigarette tins, and I twisted some of 

our pink Bronco paper into Japanese cherry blossom, which I 

fixed to the twigs with some fine wire taken from the 

mosquito netting. In each corner of the room we fixed a 

large palm branch. It all looked very festive. The Omda gave 

us a turkey, which we kept for some days in the courtyard. 

Before Christmas Day Suleiman said that we should give it a 

drink of brandy, which would make the bird die happy and 

improve the flavour. So he opened its mouth while Hussein 

tipped a glass of brandy down its throat. After a while it was 

killed and prepared, and (whether it was the brandy or our 

good cook) the result was delicious. 

The men came home in triumph, carrying a charming 

statue head of a woman which they had just found. And that 

was our Christmas Day. On Boxing Day the workmen held 

their own entertainment. In one ‘donkey’ race blindfold men 

carried young boys on their backs, the boys steering them 

past obstacles by pulling their ears. 

In January I left the dig early, because it was feared that 

the rough journey through the Batn al Hagar might cause 

complications with my ‘condition’ if I stayed longer. So I left 

for Heliopolis, to stay with my in-laws until my husband 

returned from the excavation in early March. 
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EL-AMRAH (1899-1901) 

 
Construction of the El-Amrah home begins using mud-brick, straw 

and local labour 

 

El-Amrah is in the broader Abydos area and was investigated 

by David Randall-MacIver and Anthony Wilkin during 1899-

1901. A small home was established fronted by a large 

courtyard, as shown below. 

The El-Amrah home with large courtyard in front 
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The large courtyard in front of the El-Amrah home being 

used for sorting ceramics  
 

This large courtyard in front of the house was used, like 

many of the central courtyards of dig houses, for sorting finds 

from the nearby excavations.  
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ARMANT (1929-37) 

The following is an article written by Margaret Drower for 

the Society’s newsletter in 1988, now available at 

www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters 

 

Fifty-one years ago is a long time, and memory often 

deceives, but I still have a clear picture in my mind of the 

expedition house at Armant where I spent the best part of 

two winters, in 1935-7, my first experience of Egypt. Some of 

my letters home were kept by my family and they bring back 

vivid impressions of what it was like to live and work ‘on a 

dig’. 

Bucheum House was built in the winter of 1929-30, 

through the generosity of that great patron of Egyptology, Sir 

Robert Mond, who was at that time our Society’s President. 

He undertook financial responsibility for the excavation of 

the Bucheum, the burial place of the sacred bulls: during the 

first season Henri Frankfort and his team lived in tents, then, 

in anticipation of a number of years’ work not only in the 

Bucheum area but also in the numerous cemeteries and the 

town of Armant itself (all of which lay within the society’s 

concession), a permanent house was decided upon. It was 

designed largely, I believe, by Oliver Myers, who took over 

the direction of the excavations during the second season. 

He had been one of Flinders Petrie’s team at Tell Far’a in 

southern Palestine: while avoiding the austerities of a Petrie 

camp, his plan incorporated some of Petrie’s practical ideas, 

born of long experience in the field. In many respects the 

new house was ideally suited to its purpose, and was 

probably the best of the Society’s many dig houses up to that 

time. 

 

http://www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters.html
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Margaret Drower excavating at Armant, her tools can be seen 

scattered around her 

 

It was built in the low desert, above the Bucheum and a 

few miles north of the town of Armant. From the outside it 

had a somewhat forbidding and fortress-like appearance, like 

something out of Beau Geste: it was square in plan, with bare 

mudbrick walls whose only feature was a row of small 

windows protected by wire mosquito gauze. From the water 

tower on the roof the Union Jack flew when we were in 

residence. A wooden floor in the centre of the front wall led 

into the main courtyard, in which there was a small garden 

planted with henna bushes, nasturtiums, sunflowers and small 

palms. Our bedrooms opened off three sides of the 

courtyard; instead of wooden doors, over each doorway 

hung a long rush mat rolled up by day; a tug on a cord closed 

the room at night (eventually one day, swallows decided to 

nest in my mat; for the rest of the season I had little privacy). 

Each bedroom had a small washstand, a table and chair, and a 

bedstead of palm ribs, hard and unyielding at first, though one 
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soon slept soundly. Clothes were kept in one’s suitcase, or 

hung on hooks. All the rooms were floored with soft sand 

brought from a nearby dune. Comfortable to walk on, warm 

in winter, a sand floor had many advantages: it was easily 

swept and could be replenished with fresh sand, and dropped 

objects did not break (but woe betide you if you dropped 

your soap!) When we came back hot and dusty from work in 

the evening, ‘Abdul the houseboy would bring each of us a 

tisht (round shallow tin bath) and a large and welcome jug of 

hot water. 

Along the north side of the courtyard were two long 

benches on which pottery was sorted and washed. Behind 

was a large antika room where objects were drawn and 

recorded, pottery mended, and the season’s finds stored on 

shelves. The dining room occupied the further corner of the 

courtyard, and communicated by a service hatch with the 

kitchen in the second court, where the cook performed 

miracles on three primus stoves. Here too were the rooms 

of the domestic staff, and a small room which housed a very 

temperamental petrol engine; this, when operating, generated 

our electric light. There was also a darkroom where our 

photographer developed his plates by a dim red light. This 

room had no door: a labyrinthine passage about 6 ft high, its 

walls and ceiling painted black, turned several times at an 

acute angle to ensure absolute darkness within. I was glad 

that I seldom had reason to enter the darkroom: as one 

groped one’s way along the passage, the bats which made the 

room their home came swooshing out, one after the other, 

inches above one’s head: in spite of assurances that they 

never became entangled in one’s hair, it was always 

something of an ordeal. Water was brought up by donkey 

from the village well, and stored in a large zîr in this inner 

courtyard. 
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The house of the reis Ali es Suefi and his family at Armant, 1939. 

Victor Manavian (EES.ART.261) 

 

Not far from the dig house, at the side of the track 

leading down toward the cultivation, was the house of the 

reis, ‘Ali es-Suefy. Then in his seventies, he had been Petrie’s 

most trusted and devoted helper ever since, as a lad, he had 

worked for him at Illahun. Like ‘El Basha’ (as he called Petrie) 

he had an extraordinary visual memory and a keen eye; to 

walk with him in the desert was an education. His sharp eye 

would pick out tell-tale depressions in the ground where 

there might be graves; he would pick up sherds of pottery, 

and at once identify them by date: ‘zay Hû’, he would say: 

‘like the Hu pottery (Pangrave)’, or ‘Twelfth (Dynasty)’, or 

whatever it might be. For our own good he insisted in talking 

Arabic to us, though he understood English perfectly well. 

Although not himself from Quft, he knew all our Quftis, 

some of them descendants in the second or third generation 

of those who had learned their skill from Petrie. On the dig, 

he kept an eye on every section of the work, and saw to it 

that things ran smoothly. His house was a cluster of mud 

huts, surrounded by a fence of maize stalks: here he lived all 

year round, acting as guardian of the concession in the 

summer months. Sometimes I was invited to visit his two 



28 

 

wives and his daughter Fatma. His womenfolk baked our 

bread every day; the Quftis, who camped nearby, brought 

their own bread with them, hard little loaves like large dog-

biscuits baked three months in advance, which had to be 

soaked in water to be edible. 

Below the house, at the edge of the cultivation, was the 

village from which some of our workers came. As we drove 

past it on our way to work, the dogs would come out and 

race after the truck, barking madly until they had driven it 

away. Armanti dogs are a special breed, handsome and fierce; 

legend has it that they are the descendants of dogs brought 

to Egypt by Napoleon’s expeditionary force. In camp we had 

a theory about the best way to stop being attacked by one: if 

he rushes at you, pick up two stones. Lob the first towards 

him; he will stop in his tracks to watch it coming. Then hit 

him hard in the ribs with the second one. 

The temple in which we were at first working is in the 

centre of the town of Armant al-Hayt, in a large open square 

buried deep in potsherds and the insalubrious rubbish of 

centuries. As it took over half an hour to reach the site in 

our lorry over a hazardous road (in places there were 

irrigation ditches on each side of the road, with only an inch 

to spare), we did not go back to the house at midday, but ate 

picnic lunches in a bell tent on the site. It was a long day: 

breakfast at six, off at seven, an hour at lunchtime, then on 

again till five-thirty when the work stopped; on returning to 

the house, after a bath and change, the evening’s work of 

recording began. Monday was suq (market) day; on Sundays 

the whistle blew early and the whole workforce, men, boys, 

and girls, would come up to the house and, ranged by ‘Ali, sit 

in a circle on the ground outside. Chairs and a table were 

brought out and one by one their names were called, and 

each worker in turn produced from his pocket a crumpled 

pay slip, given to him at the beginning of the week and signed 
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every day by one of the staff, on which his wages and any 

bakhshish due to him were recorded. 

 

 
The rest tents on site at the temple of Armant 

 

At Oliver’s insistence, Monday was our rest day; often 

we would take the truck up to Qurna to explore sites on the 

West Bank, or cross by ferry to Luxor for shopping or to 

consult the library of ever-hospitable Chicago House. Evening 

was the time for letter writing and, in the cool winter 

evenings, for sitting round a crackling log fire in the dining 

room, listened to Beethoven symphonies or a Verdi opera on 

the Myers’ portable gramaphone. Sometimes Oliver would 

put on a comic song, ‘Abdul the Bulbul Emir’, the chorus of 

which would reduce Abd es-Salaam, always known as Abdul, 

to helpless laughter. (He was a Nubian, a loose-limbed, 

scatter-brained, likeable fellow whose features bore a striking 

resemblance to those of the Pharaoh Akhenaten.) 
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In the winter of 1937-8, Bucheum House was the base 

for the desert survey of Gilf el-Kebir, but, with the death of 

Sir Robert Mond in October 1938, and gathering war-clouds, 

the Society felt bound to give up the Armant concession. The 

house was closed. After the war I believe it was used for a 

little time by the Egyptian Antiquities Service, but it fell into 

disrepair. Tourists occasionally visit the temple area in 

Armant town, but I have met no-one who has seen what 

remains of our fortress in the desert. 

 

 
 

 
 

Three panoramic shots taken during the Gilf el-Kebir survey. Top, 

cars cover the desert plains. Centre, a long dune extends into the 

western desert. Bottom, camp established in the desert plain. 
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BENI HASAN (1890-93) 

 

The interior abode of tomb 16 at Beni Hasan 

 

The brightly decorated rock-tombs of Beni Hasan were the 

first site surveyed and recorded by the Society’s 

Archaeological Survey of Egypt begun in 1890. Under the 

direction of Percy Newberry the team resided in tomb 

number 16 of the necropolis, one of the largest but 

undecorated sepulchres the interior of which is shown 

above.  

Over the course of three seasons the team would 

include Newberry himself, his brother John, and George 

Willoughby Fraser the expedition’s surveyor. Important 

additions to the team were Marcus W Blackden and a young, 

17 year-old, Howard Carter who were both employed as 

artists. The recording of the tombs and subsequent 

publication remain some of the most important reference 

works for Middle Kingdom tomb decoration.  
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BUBASTIS (1887-89) 

 

Base camp at Bubastis showing the tell site in the background 

 

The team under Edouard Naville camped by the sites they 

were excavating. The picture above shows their tents by the 

mounds of Bubastis in the Delta. As seen in the picture, large 

water jars would have been used for washing, cooking and 

cleaning with refills from the nearby canal. A checklist of 

items from 1887 details the excavator’s diet: navy biscuits, 

gingerbread biscuits, jam, chutney and tins of ox cheek and 

vegetables, Irish stew, hotch potch, petit pois and green pea 

soup. 
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BUHEN (1957-64) 

The following is adapted from an article written by Carl 

Graves for the Society’s website, now available at 

www.ees.ac.uk/news/index/262.html 

 

At 6.30pm on November 4th 1957 Professor Bryan Emery 

arrived at Port Sudan aboard the M. V. Devonshire. He spent 

the night in the Red Sea Hotel before setting out to 

Khartoum to buy equipment for one of the most ambitious 

excavations in the history of The Egypt Exploration Society. 

His aim was to investigate the ancient Egyptian fortress of 

Buhen before the reservoir created by the construction of 

the High Dam at Aswan would submerge the remains 

forever. The site had previously been explored by David 

Randall-MacIver and Charles Leonard Woolley for the 

University of Pennsylvania Eckley B. Cox Expedition in 1909-

1910. As a part of this investigation a dig house was 

constructed close to the fortress which Emery thought could 

be reused for his team almost half a century later. Randall-

MacIver and Woolley describe the home in their publication 

from 1911: 

 

‘A prominent object in the landscape is our house, which 

stands 300 meters from the river bank, west of the temples 

and the ancient town. It is built of mud-brick, whitewashed 

outside. […] The design of the house is our own and proved 

to be very well adapted to the conditions of the climate. 

Thick walls and small openings are the only rational system 

for a desert house.’ 

 

Records preserved in the EES Lucy Gura Archive document 

Emery’s arrival at Buhen and the time he spent renovating 

http://www.ees.ac.uk/news/index/262.html
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the house, including descriptions, plans and photographs of 

the refurbishment.  

 

First reactions 
 

 
A plan of the Buhen dig house made on 14th November 1957 by 

Emery in his dig day book 

 

Emery didn’t arrive at Buhen until the 12th November after 

overnight stays in Khartoum and Wadi Halfa making 

necessary arrangements and purchasing equipment for the 

expedition ahead. His first task was to inspect the dig house 

onsite and ensure it was suitable to accommodate the team 

that would be arriving to assist in the excavations as well as 

provide a base for EES operations in Nubia.  

Emery’s first reaction is documented in the day book 

from 1957 now held in the EES Lucy Gura Archive: 
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Over the next few days Emery visited the site several 

times to organise work on the dig house. He commissioned a 

carpenter to build new doors and windows, as well as 

another to make shelving and furniture. A contractor was 

employed to oversee the brickwork reconstruction and 

stabilise the external fabric of the house.  

 

 
The renovations underway at Buhen during 1957 (left) and the 

finished courtyard later (right) 

 

A sketch in Emery’s day book gives some idea of the 

living arrangements available at the house. Images show the 

poor state of the dig house on arrival and the subsequent 

work on it organised by Emery. As field director Emery had 

to ensure that everything was prepared on site before 

excavations could begin. Minute details such as the ordering 

of windows and doors, followed by their arrival on site (21st 

November 1957) are all documented in the day books. A 
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felucca was even hired for the season to assist in bringing 

materials to the fortress from Wadi Halfa on the east bank.  

 
The dig house becomes a home 
Emery finally moved into the renovated dig house on 2nd 

December when, with understandable relief, he wrote, ‘At 

last in residence at Buhen’. However, he could only live in 

part of the property as work was not completed until 8th 

December 1957.  

 

 
The dig team outside the house around Christmas day in 1960. L-

R: Tony Mills, David O’Connor, Robert Deane, Margaret Drower, 

Molly Emery, Harry Smith, Ricardo A. Caminos, Martin Minns. 

 
Provision at the dig house was only made for the official 

dig team, while it was arranged that the local Sudanese 
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labourers and Egyptian ‘Gufties’ were to be housed in two 

separate buildings hired by Emery south of the site. 

 

'…I have hired to[sic] semi-ruined building near the Buhen 

town which I will repair. One for the housing of local men 

and the other for the Gufties. The hire cost will be £7 for 

both houses.'  

 

Once again, Emery employed local craftsmen to carry 

out the necessary reconstructive work. The reroofing and 

renovation of these houses was completed by Dec 23rd, 

‘Have now roofed the two houses which I have rented for 

the workmen and have also ordered the wooden doors for 

them’. Emery continued to use these houses for a number of 

seasons – although when local labour reached over 100 men 

in the 1959-60 season he was forced to construct huts in the 

desert to accommodate them all. 

 
A centre for operations in Nubia 
On 26th February 1958, before closing down excavations for 

the first season, Emery ‘gave instructions to Hassan the 

builder for the construction during the summer of the 

additions to the house. Those consist of domestic 

storeroom, work room, drawing office, and director’s office.’ 

It is likely that the bulk of the architectural drawings for 

the Buhen archaeological reports were prepared in this 

drawing office that Emery requested. A ‘large drawing table’ 

was commissioned by Emery in the following season on 25th 

September 1958, which was delivered on 1st October. Emery 

also records keeping costs low by furnishing the new 

additions to the dig house with furniture purchased from 

International Aeradio Limited (I.A.L), Sudan.  

Further work was required during the 1959-60 season 
when the number of official staff meant that the courtyards 
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between the bedrooms had to be roofed over to provide 

further living space. Something Emery had already foreseen in 

1957: 

 
Unfortunately during the fourth season (2nd November 

1960) Emery experienced a devastating rain storm, ‘the 

worst that the district has experienced in living memory’, 

which badly damaged the dig house causing him to remain at 

Buhen (rather than relocating to a hotel) ‘to superintend the 

repair work on the house – a big job’ on 4th November 1960. 

The Buhen dig house continued to provide a home away 

from home for the dig teams working in Nubia throughout 

the Nubian Salvage Campaign and was last inhabited during 

the 1964 season before it was completely submerged 

beneath the rising waters of Lake Nasser. The building itself 

may have gone, but due to the careful recording of 

everything during the excavations by Professor Walter Bryan 

Emery the dig house can be brought back from its watery 

grave through descriptions, plans and photographs now 

preserved in the EES Lucy Gura Archive.  
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DEFENNEH (1886) 

 

Petrie’s tent at Deffeneh with the dig team sleeping beneath the 

bushes to the right 

 

In 1886 Petrie was working with Francis Llewellyn Griffith at 

the site of Nebesheh in the eastern Delta when he decided 

to leave Griffith in charge and took a team of workers to 

Deffeneh, roughly 15 miles away. In this remote location 

Petrie established a camp shown in this image. The tent on 

the right is for Petrie himself, while the workers appear to 

have created a sleeping area beneath the shelter of the 

bushes to the left.   
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DEIR EL-BAHARI  

(1893-1907) 

 

When the Society began work at Deir el-Bahari 1893, vast 

mounds of sand and debris obscured most of the famous 18th 

Dynasty temple of Hatshepsut. Initially the dig team, including 

a 19 year old Howard Carter employed to record the temple 

decoration and reconstruction, lived two kilometres away 

from the site. When David George Hogarth joined the team 

in 1894 a new dig house was constructed beneath the south 

colonnade of the lower platform of the temple.  

 

Construction of the dig house at Deir el-Bahari begins beneath the 

temple of Hatshepsut. The house was built using reused bricks 

from the Coptic monastery that had once stood over the site of 

the temple but was torn down by Naville the previous year. 
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This location was also to cause problems. In 1903, further 

clearance of the area to the south of the temple triggered a 

landslide which undermined the foundations of the dig house 

and caused the kitchen to collapse. Marguerite Naville, who 

accompanied her husband on all of his expeditions, adamantly 

refused to continue and pressed him to return to 

Switzerland. Instead a solution was provided by the nearby 

German dig house when Kurt Sethe offered the team 

temporary accommodation until the EEF house could be 

reconstructed. Although never seeing ‘eye-to-eye’, Sethe and 

Naville resided happily for several weeks, before returning to 

their usual feuding when the kitchen was repaired.  

 

The two temples of Hatshepsut and Montuhotep at Deir el-Bahari 

after being uncovered by the Society. The dig house can be seen to 

the left of the picture.   
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GIZA (1880-82) 

 
Petrie poses in front of his Giza tomb home 

 

Before William Matthew Flinders Petrie began working for 

the Egypt Exploration Fund in 1883, he has previously 

surveyed the Giza plateau. During this time he resided inside 

a nearby tomb. This image shows Petrie posing outside the 

entrance to the tomb, with a modern wooden door added 

for privacy and shelter.  
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THE GRAECO-ROMAN 

BRANCH (1895-1907) 
 

During the winter of 1895-96 Bernard Grenfell and Arthur 

Hunt began investigating abandoned Graeco-Roman 

settlements around the Faiyum depression. The mobility of 

the team was crucial to their activities and so tents were 

used as base camps for each site investigated.  
 

 

Grenfell (left) and Hunt (right) outside their tent during the work 

of the Graeco-Roman Branch. Their work resulted in the discovery 

of thousands of papyri fragment, now kept in the Oxford 

University Papyrology Rooms on behalf of the Egypt Exploration 

Society. 
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The camp chef poses in front of his tent in the shade of some 

large palm trees, possibly at Oxyrhynchus were Grenfell and Hunt 

excavated from 1896-97, and then again from 1903-1907. 
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MEIR (1912-20, 1950) 

 

Tents used by the dig team on the escarpment in front of the 

rock-cut tombs of Meir 

 

Initially the team working at Meir, under the direction of 

Aylward Blackman, lived in tents perched on the escarpment 

overlooking the low desert plain below. This shot shows 

these tents nestled into the scree falling from the rock 

terrace above.  

Blackman returned to Meir in 1950 to complete the 

recording of the tombs. During this season the footage 

created by Mr M. R. Apted, which can be seen in Excavating 

Egypt, was made. Both Blackman and Apted lived in one of 

the tombs, which was later written about in the Daily 

Telegraph and Morning Post on 5th August 1950. 
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A press cutting from 5th August 1950 reporting the living 

conditions of Blackman and Apted during the 1950 work at Meir 
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NUBIAN SONDAGE 

SURVEY (1961) 
 

The Buhen dig team on Christmas day 1960, probably taken by 

Margaret Drower during her stay. L-R:  Martin Minns, Tony Mills, 

Molly Emery, Ricardo A. Caminos, W. Bryan Emery, Harry Smith 

(standing), David O’Connor, Robert Deane. 

 

The Nubian Sondage Survey was the last complete 

investigation of the low lying river bank areas of southern 

Egypt and northern Sudan before they were completely 

submerged by the rising waters of Lake Nasser due to the 

construction of the Aswan High Dam. The Society 

commissioned Harry Smith, Martin Minns, and David 

O’Connor to carry this out with a small team made up of 

Egyptians and local Nubians during spring and autumn 1961.  
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Emery’s entry in the Buhen Day Book, January 2nd 1961, recording 

the start of the Nubian Sondage Survey by part of the team 

staying at Buhen.  
 

The team lived on a large house-boat called the Abounawas 

which facilitated their travel along the Nile.   

 

Some of the dig team on board the Abounawas 
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The house boat of the Nubian Sondage Survey moored beneath 

the mudbrick remains of the Buhen fortress. This quay would later 

be used to transport the 18th Dynasty stone temple of Buhen, 

block-by-block, across the river to Wadi Halfa for later train 

transport south and eventual reassembly in the National Museum 

of Sudan in Khartoum.   
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QASR IBRIM (1961-2008) 

Qasr Ibrim, a citadel settlement in Lower Nubia, was first 

investigated by the Society during the 1961 Buhen expedition 

as part of the UNESCO Nubian Salvage Campaign. This team 

utilised a house boat named the Bedouin which was towed by 

a boat, named Delta, downstream to Qasr Ibrim.  

 

The crew of the Bedouin house boat in 1961 moored beneath the 

citadel of Qasr Ibrim including: Ricardo A. Caminos, Harry Smith, 

Molly Emery, and Tony Mills.  
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Emery’s entry in the 1961 Buhen Day Book recounting the storm 

ridden voyage downstream to Qasr Ibrim 

 

 

Although the season was only short, the house boat had to 

provide accommodation for the whole team as well as the 

workers. At the time, Ricardo A. Caminos was engaged in 

the epigraphic recording of Nubian monuments prior to their 

submersion or eventual dismantling and removal (i.e. the 

temples of Semna and Kumma, Buhen, and the rock shrines 

of Qasr Ibrim). 
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Unloading the Bedouin at the end of the 1961 season, Harry 

Smith can be seen leaving the boat while Emery’s name can be 

seen stamped onto the crates.   

 

The Society continued to work at Qasr Ibrim from 1963 until 

2008. This work has resulted in a number of publications, 

each one invaluable for its contribution to our knowledge of 

Medieval Lower Nubia.  

 

 
The camp at Qasr Ibrim in 2004 looking out across the citadel 

which is now surrounded by the deep waters of Lake Nasser. 
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SAQQARA (1975-2009) 

The Society’s work at Saqqara really begun under the 

direction of Walter Bryan Emery in 1953. The house 

constructed on the desert edge to house the team is 

unsurprisingly known as Beit Emery, although the building 

itself was built in the 1930’s for Lauer and Firth’s work by the 

step pyramid.  

 

 
Making crates for the division of objects in the courtyard of Beit 

Emery in 1968 
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Molly Emery looks over some of the pottery finds in the antiquities 

store at Beit Emery 

 

Geoffrey Martin shows a mummified falcon from the catacombs 

at the Sacred Animal Necropolis 
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SESEBI (1936-37) 

 

The dig team at Sesebi in 1937 

 

The following is an article written by Iorwerth Eiddon 

Stephen Edwards for the Society’s newsletter in 1989, 

now available at www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters 

 

On a damp and misty Saturday, early in November 1937, I 

hung up my house-key at the British Museum and began my 

first journey to Egypt by way of Paris, Turin and Athens. It 

was at the time when the Spanish Civil War was on, and 

almost my only fellow passenger on the cross-channel boat 

proved to be the captain of a Dutch vessel engaged in the 

non-intervention patrols off the Spanish coast, who was going 

to spend forty-eight hours’ leave in Paris.  

http://www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters.html
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I was leaving England before the other members of the 

Society’s expedition to Sesebi and Amara, in order to gain 

some experience in fieldwork, first with W.B. Emery at 

Saqqara and then at Armant with Oliver Myers. By previous 

arrangement I was to meet at Luxor Professor A. M. 

Blackman (who had directed the Sesebi excavations in the 

previous season), H.W. Fairman and E.D. Bell, the surveyor 

and photographer, and to proceed with them to the Sudan. 

Professor Blackman had however decided at the last minute 

to stay in England so that he could accept an appointment as 

tutor to the Crown Prince of Abyssinia, who was living in 

exile in this country after the Italian invasion of Abyssinia. I 

reached Luxor on the date agreed, but my plans to join 

Fairman and Bell were frustrated by dysentery, and Dr Dale, 

the doctor at the Winter Palace Hotel, sent me back by train 

to Cairo, where an ambulance took me to the Anglo-

American Hospital. 

Three weeks elapsed before I was able to resume my 

journey to Sesebi, first by train to Aswan, and then boat to 

Wadi HaIfa - the latter lasting two days, with one scheduled 

stop at Abu Simbel. Passengers were asked if they wished to 

visit any of the temples en route: I chose the temple of Wadi 

es-Sebua, but, instead of reaching the temple after breakfast 

as I had expected, we arrived at six in the morning. Being 

early January, it was cold and dark at such an early hour, and 

the rather conventional reliefs on the temple wails, 

illuminated by hurricane lamp, failed to excite my interest. At 

the earliest opportunity I told the two sailors accompanying 

me that I was ready to be ferried back to the ship, and 

thankfully returned to bed.  

At the turn of the century it would have been possible 

to travel by rail from Wadi Halfa to Delgo on the east bank 

of the Nile opposite Sesebi, but the railway ceased to 

operate in 1903, and I had to go by lorry, seated between the 
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driver and his mate. We began the 180-mile drive at dusk, 

first over the desert and then through the long gorge known 

as the Batn el-Hagar (‘Belly of Stones’). From time to time I 

could see some remains of the derelict railway line on our 

left, and I knew that the Nile lay on our right, but it was a 

moonless night and my field of vision was confined to the 

range of the lorry’s headlamps. I did however see several 

herds of gazelle which scattered as we approached; 

sometimes a gazelle, dazzled by our lights, ran just ahead of 

the lorry for a short distance before darling sideways to 

rejoin the herd. 

Soon after midnight we reached Akasha – about halfway 

– where there was a small government resthouse consisting 

of two rooms, one already occupied by the Assistant District 

Commissioner, Mr L. M. Buchanan, and his wife. I settled in a 

deck chair in the vacant room, and slept soundly until I was 

awakened by my co-tenants, who invited me to join them for 

breakfast. 

By mid-morning we had passed the island of Saï and 

reached Soleb, at both of which the Society held concessions 

later surrendered in favour of Amara. Unfortunately the 

famous temple of Amenophis Ill at Soleb, though visible, lay 

on the opposite bank, and the risk of being stranded there 

seemed too great, so we pressed on to Delgo, arriving there 

in the early afternoon. I could see a cloud of dust rising from 

the excavations across the river, but the only figure in sight 

was an old man tilling his plot, a smoking wick on his 

forehead to keep the flies away. The only sound came from 

the creaking of a nearby saqiya (waterwheel). It would be 

difficult to imagine a more peaceful setting for our activities. 

Soon the expedition boat (the only boat I saw in my 

time at Sesebi) came to meet me: a westerly breeze made 

the return-journey difficult, and twice we were stuck on 

sandbanks, but I finally arrived towards the end of the day’s 
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excavations. The house, built in the previous year, was a 

three-sided, whitewashed brick building facing south, with a 

flat roof and open central court. The central portion 

comprised the office and living room, and each wing had two 

bedrooms; the kitchen led out of the east end of the living 

room. A sand-closet formed a separate block outside. There 

was no point in having a darkroom, since the sand in the 

water made it unsuitable for developing or printing 

photographs. 

 

 
The dig house at Sesebi 

 

Our working day began at 8 a.m. The first hour was 

important, because it was generally the only time of day 

when the wind was not blowing and it was possible to make 

paper squeezes of temple reliefs. More than once the 

squeezes were blown away into the desert before they dried 

out, and we were never able to retrieve them. In February 

the winds were followed by tiny aphid-like flies which filled 

the air and got into everything, including our food. Work on 

the dig finished at 4 p.m., to be followed by a sick parade. 

Many of the local basket-boys were suffering from ophthalmia 

and head sores. Our only treatment was to dip their heads in 

a solution of permanganate of potash, and then apply boracic 
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swabs to their eyes and sores; the results were not swift, but 

within a month we had discharged our last patient. 

Our evening routine began at about 5.45, when each of 

us was brought a shallow hip bath and jerrycans of hot and 

cold water. At about 6.30 we assembled in the living room, 

wearing suits and ties, for a pre-dinner drink. Most of our 

food supplies had been ordered from the Army and Navy 

Stores, and been shipped to Port Sudan and taken by rail to 

Khartum; thence to Wadi Halfa, where they were collected 

by Fairman and Bell. Our boatman occasionally caught fish for 

us, and once or twice we shared a lamb with the Quftis (the 

dozen trained diggers who acted as foremen and skilled 

workers). The ‘king’ of our local tribe, the Mahas, gave us a 

live turkey, which we kept for a dinner party when we were 

visited by the Acting Conservator of Antiquities, Mr G. W. 

Grabham. One of my duties was to arrange our menu for 

lunch and dinner each day with our resourceful cook. When I 

told him that we were going to have the turkey, he said that 

he would need a cup of brandy for the bird before killing it. 

How much the brandy contributed to the final result I cannot 

tell, but we all agreed that it was the best turkey we had ever 

tasted. 

This feast night apart, when dinner was over Fairman 

would write the diary for the day, and attend to matters of 

general administration, while Bell and I labelled and registered 

the day’s objects. Usually we completed the work; any 

arrears being cleared on our weekly rest day, when we 

wrote our letters. Sometimes I would go to the temple to 

check the weathered inscriptions on the walls of the crypt, 

using a torch to light them from different angles. 

Our work at Sesebi finished in mid-February. It had been 

a most happy dig on all counts, for which much of the credit 

must go to Fairman for his faultless management; but our two 

servants, the sufragi Hussein and Ibrahim the cook, and the 
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Quftis, by their good humour and skill, all contributed greatly 

to our enjoyment. The locally recruited workmen and 

basketboys worked in small gangs supervised by Quftis, who 

were friendly: one invited us to his wedding reception, the 

celebrations consisting of simple dances, and folk songs sung 

softly to the accompaniment of a lute. The morning after the 

bridal pair, mounted on camels, visited their friends (including 

ourselves) to receive presents. Our gift was some four-ounce 

packets of tea, suitably wrapped, which proved acceptable: 

they would certainly have provided more drinks than a bottle 

of champagne. 

While Fairman and Bell were making the necessary 

preparations for our move to Amara, where the Society 

intended to excavate the following season if our initial 

exploration looked promising, I went to look for a house 

there. The 65-mile journey north was uneventful and the 

local Omdah (mayor) was fortunately at home when I arrived: 

he was a tall friendly man of about forty-five, wearing a fine 

silk kaftan and turban. Before we discussed business matters 

his servant brought in a tray with cups of coffee and a tin of 

Carr’s biscuits, which he unsealed in our presence. I was 

surprised to see a British product in so remote a place, but I 

thought someone must have brought it to him from 

Khartum. The upshot of my talk was that he would arrange 

for us to have a house to meet our requirements, but it must 

be on the east side since there were no houses on the west 

where our excavations were to be conducted. He would 

provide a boat for daily crossings. Having completed my 

business sooner than expected, I returned to Sesebi before 

dark.  

A few days later we moved to Amara, where the 

Omdah had found a suitable house for us, but the nearest 

navigable river-crossing, he said, would be a short distance 

upstream; it proved to be a mile. The Quftis were housed in 
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tents near the dig. Next morning we rode on donkeys to the 

crossing and on other donkeys back along the west bank. By 

then the Quftis had located the sand-covered temple and 

begun to remove the sand from the walls. Ten days work 

proved that it would repay excavation but the inconvenience 

of living so far away must be remedied: Since we could not 

return to base for lunch we used to picnic on top of an 

escarpment overlooking the river. The bank, a hundred feet 

below, was a favourite place for crocodiles to bask in the sun. 

Such was their quickness of sight that if we dropped a pebble 

they would see it and plunge in the river before it reached 

them. 

During the following summer, while the Committee of 

the Society was considering how to overcome the difficulties 

at Amara, the main problem was being resolved in Khartum. 

The Omdah had been convicted of receiving stolen property 

from the stores of the Sudan Government Railways at Wadi 

Halfa (no doubt the source of the biscuits) and was in prison. 

There were no submerged rocks in the river near the house, 

and the alleged hazards were simply a ruse by the Omdah to 

make us hire his donkeys. We had been comprehensively 

hoodwinked, but in such a friendly and courteous way that 

none of us bore our landlord any ill-will. 
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TANIS (1884) 

 
 

The Philitis, Petrie’s dahabiyeh, in the low water of a tight Delta 

water chanel. 

 

William Matthew Flinders Petrie’s first work on behalf of the 

Egypt Exploration Fund was to survey and excavate the 

mounds at San el-Hagar, ancient Tanis. The site had only 

previously been investigated by Auguste Mariette in 1860-64. 

Petrie made his way there by way of dahabiyeh along the tight 

Delta waterways. The Philitis, as it was named, was 

unfortunately not able to cross the Delta due to stone 

bridges blocking its path, which in turn caused Petrie to take 

a rather convoluted route to the site including trains, horse 

and cart, and a number of ferries.  
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Petrie’s first dig house in Egypt, built on the enclosure wall of 

ancient Tanis. It would become a model for all dig houses in the 

future 

 

Petrie’s arrival at Tanis on 4th February 1884 also 

coincided with torrential Delta rains which flooded the 

temple area of the site. Petrie’s initial accommodation in 

tents would not last and so he built a temporary wooden 

shelter so that he could begin work on a house. This was to 

be Petrie’s first dig house in Egypt and he chose to locate it 

on top of part of the enclosure wall beside the entrance to 

the temple. The view from the door of the home gave an 

unbroken vista across the ancient temple remains.  

As always on Petrie’s excavations, the accommodation 

was extremely basic and offered little in the way of comfort 

with furnishings comprising of simple boxes and tins. The 

building itself comprised a courtyard surrounded by a 

number of small rooms.  
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A letter from Flinders Petrie to Reginald Stuart Poole on 5th May 

1884 detailing a walking survey that he had conducted around 

Tanis during the season  
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TELL EL-AMARNA  

(1921-36) 
 

The Southern Dig House 

 

 

The team in front of the southern dig house in 1922 

 

A large house at the southern end of the Main City (L50.9A) 

was rebuilt in 1907 by Ludwig Borchardt as his expedition 

house. It was taken over by the Egypt Exploration Fund in 

1921 and used for three seasons. In ruins by 1977 it was 

repaired and, with successive enlargements, became the dig 

house of the Egypt Exploration Society, it is now the field 

station and house for the Amarna Project team. 
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The Society inherited the house when it took over the 

Amarna Concession in 1921. Peet, Woolley, Newton and 

Griffith (all dig directors) stayed there for successive seasons, 

Newton, an artist, decorating the interior with painted copies 

of Egyptian designs. 

 

The last person to stay in the old southern house seems to 

have been Hilary Waddington, in 1932, while carrying out a 

survey of the whole city. Thereafter it was used by the 

Antiquities Service guards from el-Hagg Qandil, presumably 

until the roof fell in. 

 

 

 

Interior of the southern house in the 1920’s. The hieroglyphs 

around the door were painted by Battiscombe Gunn. 
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The dig house living conditions were reported back in the 

Journal of Egyptian Archaeology: 

“We lived in a very comfortable house at the south end of the 

ancient town, built by our German predecessors in 1908…The 

floors and portions of the outer and inner walls date from the time 

of Akhenaten… 

…In January and February when the winds blew cold from the 

desert, we warmed again the ancient reception room for our 

meals and work with charcoal and resin from the ruins, and on 

occasion crouched round the pottery firepan of three thousand 

years ago sitting on low stone stool of the ‘period’.” Griffith, F. Ll. 

1924. ‘Excavations at El-‘Amarnah, 1923-24’, JEA 10, 299-305. 

 

The Northern Dig House 

 

 
 

The northern dig house in 1933 
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The Northern dig house in U25 became the Society’s 

Amarna headquarters, and it was here that John Pendlebury 

lived with the team described by Mary Chubb in Nefertiti lived 

here. 

Here, Mary Chubb remarks on the Northern dig house: 

“I like to think I’ve lived in a house more than three thousand 

years old. For our Expedition House was simply a restored house 

of Akhenaten’s time…” Chubb, M. 1954. Nefertiti lived here. 

London: Geoffrey Bles. (pg. 44) 

“Our house, quite close to her northern dwelling that she named 

‘Castle of Aten’ was very large in comparison to many of the other 

private houses…” Chubb, M. 1954. Nefertiti lived here. 

London: Geoffrey Bles. (pg. 104) 

         

 

The courtyard of the northern dig house with washing out drying 

beyond in 1934. The ancient column bases are clearly visible. 
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John D. S. Pendlebury taking some photographs in the courtyard of 

the northern dig house 
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The following is an article written by Barry Kemp for the 

Society’s newsletter in 1987, now available at 

www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters 

 

If the spirits of the ancient Egyptians hover around their 

homes, the Amarna team must come under the quizzical eye 

of one ‘Chief of Bowmen’ Nekhu-em-pa-Aten. For his was 

the house that we live in. Perhaps he approves, for it is a 

compliment to his (or perhaps his wife’s) choice of location, 

on a local high-spot on the edge of a slight slope which now 

runs down to the dust road leading out to the South Tombs. 

Ludwig Borchardt was the first, in modem times, to 

appreciate its attractions, and chose it as the site for his 

headquarters. Indeed, it now has advantages which Nekhu-

em-pa-Aten could never have foreseen: it is well located for 

the archaeology, offers a beguiling view of the trees of the 

cultivation only 300 metres away, is close enough to the 

modem village of El Hagg Qandil for the essential support 

which the villagers provide, yet is far enough to bring a 

feeling of privacy and isolation. Borchardt rebuilt the core of 

the house in 1908, and it served his expedition for the four 

seasons which he directed between 1911 and 1914. In one of 

the rooms the painted Berlin head of Nefertiti must have 

stood for a while, following its discovery in December 1912. 

The Society inherited the house when it took over the 

Amama concession in 1921. Peet, Woolley, Newton and 

Griffith stayed there for successive seasons, Newton, an 

artist, decorating the interior with painted copies of Egyptian 

designs. These were the seasons of discovery at Maru-Aten, 

the Workmen’s Village and large parts of the Main City, sites 

which lay within about half an hour’s walk from the house. 

Griffith chose the easiest course, carrying the excavations 

almost to the front door. But rejection was already nigh, in 

favour of a new house at the far northern end of the site. 

http://www.ees.ac.uk/news/EESNewsletters.html
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Newton had begun work at the North Palace, over an hour’s 

walk away, and he repeated what Borchardt had done: he 

cleared and then rebuilt a large pharaonic house in the North 

City. Henceforth Amarna was viewed from the perspective 

of this far northern residence, which made the North City 

and North Suburb seem very convenient, but put the Central 

City at the limits of what could feasibly be reached by 

excavation. The northern dig house became the Society’s 

Amarna headquarters, and it was here that Pendlebury lived 

with the team described by Mary Chubb in Nefertiti lived here. 

The last person to stay in the old southern house seems to 

have been Hilary Waddington, in 1932, while carrying out a 

survey of the whole city. Thereafter it was used by the 

Antiquities Service guards from El-Hagg Qandil, presumably 

until the roofs fell in. 

I first saw the house in the Spring of 1977. It was, by 

then, a picturesque ruin. The main walls, of mud brick, were 

thick and well-built, resting on Nekhu-em-pa-Aten’s 

foundations, and were still standing nearly to their original 

height. All the roofs had gone, their wooden beams eaten by 

termites which had also devoured the doors and innumerable 

window frames. But it was still a place which justified the 

thought of repair rather than rebuilding. By next year, the 

restoration of the house was already on the agenda. 

My base for those first two seasons was the village clinic 

at El-Amariya, with long donkey journeys each day to take 

the survey into and beyond the Central City. I could not 

simultaneously supervise building work, but was very 

fortunate in that the Antiquities Organisation Inspector 

accompanying me, Mohammed Abd el Aziz Awad, was willing 

to do this, and managed it very well. Mud bricks were made 

in front of the house, and other materials began to arrive and 

pile up. Only ten years ago there was no motor ferry, other 

than for occasional tourists at Et-Till, and only very few 
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tractors, all of some vintage and difficult to hire. The red 

bricks and iron girders needed for the roofs came by felucca 

from the west bank, and were then borne to the house by 

lines of camels. As the days of the survey passed, the tops of 

the walls were rebuilt, the vaulted brick roofs spread across, 

and by the end of a two-month season we had a recognisable 

house. The old house had possessed a tower, which had to 

be partly demolished, and this suggested the idea of adding 

battlements to the top. The builder, unused to this idea, 

freely interpreted the instruction, and in a single day added a 

whimsical collection of little pinnacles which still gives the 

house its distinctive silhouette. 

The repaired house was, however, only a shell, a huge 

brick tent or Wendy-house. The first excavating season 

began the following January, always a time of near-freezing 

night-time temperatures. We moved into a house with 

nothing to fasten the doors and windows, no lavatories, no 

form of heating, and only a few oil lamps for light. We faced 

up to it stoically, but as the seasons have passed I have 

become educated to the truth that if you want to attract 

good people to work, and obtain the best from them, fair 

living and working conditions are essential. Improvement has 

been a slow process, but the cumulative effect is impressive. 

We have gradually extended over Nekhu-em-pa-Aten’s 

courtyards, and the house has grown to become a slice of 

architectural history in its own right, Mud brick has given way 

to red brick, and this in turn to limestone from the newly 

prosperous local quarries. We have, in addition to a kitchen, 

dining room and various storerooms, twelve bedrooms, 

mostly domed and whitewashed cells in outside courtyards; 

two general and two specialised work-rooms; and, of course, 

the EAO magazine, object of the celebrated ceremonial 

sealing at the end of each season. More is in progress: a new 

kitchen, a photographic studio, a drawing office, an even 
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larger magazine, and a bathroom with showers. This last will 

take advantage of the new connection to the public water 

mains, an event second in significance only to the connection, 

at the very end of the 1983 season, to the electricity supply. 

How this has transformed us, since the first hairdryer 

switched on in 1985 (dimming all the lights): the powering 

(not always continuously) of a computer, woodworking tools, 

a refrigerator, and soon an industrial vacuum cleaner (by 

courtesy of Mr Stanley Hattie). 

And the great challenge to come? New and better 

lavatories, of course; whilst I daydream of the satellite dish 

on the mud roof, linking us to the University of Cambridge 

computer, and the gardens and fountains that I will get 

around to organising, one day. The credit for much that has 

been done belongs to the Society’s caretaker at Amama, 

Mohammed Omar from El Hagg Qandil: regarding us with 

faint amusement and tolerance, he is the one who makes 

things happen in the Water Board and the Electricity 

network across the river, and it is his timely application of 

good village commonsense that rescues us from practical 

blunders. 

Yet amidst these various strides and stumbles towards 

modernity, some of us experience moments of doubt. Will 

iron beds, tiled floors, hot showers, and formica cabinets 

spoil the oddly rustic charm? I know I shall continue to use 

my shallow tin bath, or tisht , in the privacy of my room, and 

keep my bed of palm reed (gerîd) for a good while to come, 

and support the retention of naked toilet rolls in place of 

napkins on the dining table. That is the essence of tradition: 

assigning value to outmoded and otherwise ridiculous 

necessities. 

Whatever we have done, old Nekhu-em-pa-Aten, fierce 

bowman that he (presumably) was, has not returned to haunt 

us, even though I belatedly realised, only last year, that by 
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pure coincidence (I hope) my own bed occupies precisely the 

same spot that his did, in the alcove of the distinctive 

Amarna-style bedroom. Whether facing out the storms, 

sprawling in the sun, or resting silently beneath the 

panoramic night sky, the house is a benign and tranquil home. 

It will never quite be Xanadu, but not for want of trying. 

 

 
 

The southern dig house courtyard in 2015 still in use by the 

Amarna Project (www.amarnaproject.com). The column bases of 

the ancient house beneath are still clearly visible.  

(Courtesy of Anna Garnett). 
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ONLINE RESOURCES 
 

Further information can also be found on the internet via: 

 

The Egypt Exploration Society: www.ees.ac.uk 

 

The Ta.wy Foundation: www.t3wy.nl  

 

Digital Egypt by University College London and the Petrie 

Museum: www.ucl.ac.uk/museums-static/digitalegypt/  

  

http://www.ees.ac.uk/
http://www.t3wy.nl/
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/museums-static/digitalegypt/
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