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Report on the Excursion

to Mt. Yeroham { Part III

This is the ¯nal part of my report on the excursion
Philip Gioja (as cameraman) and I took to Yero-

ham/Sinai this past June. The previous two parts
can be found in the previous two issues of The
Biblical Chronologist. In the ¯rst part of the re-
port I shared results from my investigation of the
bamah (high place) built by Moses at the foot of
the mountain four and a half thousand years ago,1

and my visit to the archaeological remains of stone
dwellings built by Moses' Midianite in-laws on an-
other hill at the foot of Mount Yeroham.2 Last
issue I reported on our ascent to the summit of
Yeroham and on the early stages of our investiga-
tion of the crater of whose rim the summit is a
part (Figure 1).3

The present article picks up the narrative as we
are descending the crater wall to the wadi bed on
the °oor of the crater. Our purpose is to discover
if this crater is due to volcanism or is merely an
erosional feature. The events described took place
on Saturday, June 24, 2000.

Into the Crater

We reached the dry wadi bed at the °oor of
the crater around 11:35 a.m. (Figure 2). There
was little breeze inside the crater, and with the
sun almost directly overhead it was uncomfortably
warm.

1Gerald E. Aardsma, \The Bamah of Moses at Mount
Sinai" The Biblical Chronologist 6.3 (May/June 2000): 1{
10.

2Gerald E. Aardsma, \Report on the Excursion to Mt.
Yeroham { Part I" The Biblical Chronologist 6.5 (Septem-
ber/October 2000): 1{13.

3Gerald E. Aardsma, \Report on the Excursion to Mt.
Yeroham { Part II" The Biblical Chronologist 6.6 (Novem-
ber/December 2000): 1{10.

Figure 1: Part of a topographical map with shaded
contours showing the crater-like structure of whose
rim Sinai is a part. S marks the summit. The plain
where the Israelites camped is toward the right
(east). The scale is given by the ruled squares,

which are 1 kilometer on a side.

We began to follow the wadi upward, which took
us in an overall southerly direction. We were keep-
ing an eye out for any rocks in the wadi gravels
which might have been of volcanic origin. After
ten minutes of walking along the wadi bed it was
clear that if there were any rocks of volcanic origin
in that bed, they were extremely rare. All we had
encountered were abundant limestone rocks and

gravel (Figure 4).
Shortly before noon we came upon the ¯ne ram's

horn specimen shown in Figure 7. By that time our
water was warm, and so were we.

I am afraid we didn't ¯nd much else of interest
in the wadi bed. We could ¯nd no trace of basalt

1
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Figure 2: Our ¯rst view of the wadi bed in the
°oor of the crater. This view is looking up the
wadi toward the southeast.

Figure 3: Looking back up out of the wadi bed in
the direction we have just come down, toward the
northeast.

Figure 4: Limestone boulders and gravel in the
wadi bed.

Figure 5: A section of the wadi bed washed clean of
gravel. This gave the appearance of a cobblestone
road.

Figure 6: Gravels cut through by the wadi.

or other volcanic rock anywhere in the wadi bed
that hot afternoon. I have included lots of pictures
of the sorts of rocks and stratigraphy we did ¯nd.
These are not of much interest to a general audi-
ence, but they are likely to be important to indi-
viduals with geological background. As best I can
tell|not being a geologist|they all seem to argue
against the volcanic theory of origin of this crater.
The rock strata we encountered were all clearly
limestone, and hence of sedimentary origin. Bed-
ding plains were generally horizontal, with a slight
tilt upwards to the south. Everything we saw in
the crater seemed to us to say that it had been
created by erosion, not volcanism.

At one point we came upon a large section of
limestone with copious embedded chert nodules



Volume 7, Number 1 The Biblical Chronologist 3

Figure 7: Ram's horn discovered in the wadi bed.

Figure 8: Looking from the wadi toward the
west|more limestone strata.

Figure 9: The south rim of the crater coming into
view.

Figure 10: Limestone strata exposed on the east
side of the wadi bed at one point.

Figure 11: A thick unit of what appeared to be
dry mud, with several feet of gravel on top of it,
cut by the wadi.

Figure 12: Dr. Aardsma inspecting limestone
strata along the west wall of the wadi bed at an-
other point.
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Figure 13: Dr. Aardsma taking a close look at
chert nodules embedded in limestone on the side
of the wadi bed. Note the large nodule poking out
on the right side of the photo.

Figure 14: Dr. Aardsma surveying a bush growing
on the edge of the wadi bed.

(Figure 13). These occurred in at least two dif-
ferent strata, separated horizontally by six feet
or more. I felt this would have been a rich ¯nd
for anyone wishing to manufacture °int tools, and

wondered whether this was the ultimate source of
the chert °akes we had found in such abundance
near the summit earlier in the day.

We encountered an occasional bit of green biol-
ogy, which lent relief to the otherwise overwhelm-
ing white limestone geology of the crater °oor.
Figure 14 shows a lovely light-green bush we came
upon at a turn in the wadi bed. This bush had
long, thin, pliable, needle-like leaves, which gave
o® no perceptible odor when crushed. I think this

Figure 15: More limestone strata.

Figure 16: Dr. Aardsma beginning the climb out
of the crater.

was the largest native plant we encountered any-
where on Sinai.

The wadi bed developed sharp turns and steep
walls on either side as we neared the base of the
south rim of the crater (Figure 15). By 12:55 p.m.
half of our water supply was gone and we were
on our way up and out (Figure 16). My heart
was soon pounding in my chest, despite frequent
stops for rest. There was no shade to o®er any re-
lief from the sun. The weak breezes which stirred
from time to time provided no relief from the op-
pressive, mid-day heat. We soon were hoping that
each rise before us would be the top, but we were
disappointed more than once.

We crested the ¯nal rise at 1:34 p.m. and were
rewarded with a ¯ne view spread out far below in
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Figure 17: The view to the south from the south
rim of the crater.

Figure 18: The summit of Sinai as seen from the
south rim of the crater.

front of us (Figure 17). Unfortunately, this view
was not the one we had expected. We were, in fact,
looking out over a military base, situated some
miles southwest of the town of Yeroham. We had

been led by the wadi bed more to the southwest
than we had expected. We would need to follow
the rim around to the east, and then north, back
to the summit|a trek of a mile or more|before
we could begin our descent.

There was a welcome breeze up on the top.
There was also a bulldozed military road, which
made the trek around this part of the rim to the
summit relatively smooth and straightforward. We
were feeling pretty worn out by this point in the
day, but we welcomed the opportunity to view an-

Figure 19: Another view of the summit from the
south.

Figure 20: Zoomed-in view of the summit of Sinai
from the south.

other part of the rim close up, and to view the
summit from another angle (Figure 18).

Another few minutes of walking brought us in
view of the distant town of Yeroham, the reservoir,
and the plain in which the Israelites had pitched
their tents (Figure 21).

Unfortunately, we took the wrong arm of the
mountain down from the summit|an all-to-easy
mistake to make, I realized in hindsight. This ul-
timately brought us to the west of the bamah and
Midianite settlement hills. By the time we dis-
covered this error we were much too far down the
mountain and much too worn out to contemplate
the hike back up the mountain we would need to
make if we were to go back and make the correct
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Figure 21: View out over the plain where the Is-
raelites camped, taken from the military road be-
low the summit.

Figure 22: By 3:10 in the afternoon Dr. Aardsma's
pocket thermometer was showing 105±F.

Figure 23: Dr. Aardsma arriving back at the reser-
voir.

turn.

Separating us from the bamah and Midianite
settlement hills|and the path out to our car|
was a very steep, deep ravine. We descended into
the ravine, with the idea of following it out to its
exit, which we knew must be somewhere below the
dam. But we had to abandon that plan after some
minutes of walking along the bottom of the ravine
when we came to a sheer cli® drop-o® in the wadi
bed in front of us. The rugged beauty and unique-
ness of the spot would have been captivating in
ordinary circumstances|what a lovely desert wa-
terfall there must be there when it rains. Unfortu-

nately, we were not in ordinary circumstances and
we were in no condition to appreciate much of any-
thing, other than a long, cold drink and a place to
rest in the shade.

It was hot, without a breeze, in the bottom of
the ravine. Our (now hot) water was nearly spent.
Our strength was spent. And it was now clear that
the way out entailed a grueling climb up the other
side of the ravine. Should we rest|and bake|in
the bottom of the ravine, putting further strain
on our dwindling water, or attempt the climb out
immediately and risk physical collapse from heat
and over-exertion? I decided on the later course of
action.

It was after 3:00 p.m. by the time we had topped
the ravine. My pocket thermometer was reading
105±F by that time (Figure 22). We were looking
forward to getting back to our air conditioned car.

The reservoir was a very welcome sight (Fig-
ure 23). We made our way down to it and collapsed
in the thin shade of the trees which grew at its edge
(Figure 24). It was cooler by the water|though
still hot. A gentle breeze kept the air in motion
under the trees. We felt an obvious urge to drink

the reservoir water, and to go for a plunge, just
to cool o® a bit. But we had seen|and smelled|
sewage water from the town of Yeroham emptying
back into the reservoir on our initial exploration
of the abandoned park surrounding the reservoir a
week previously, so we put these temptations from
our minds.

We divvied up the last of our water|we would
obviously be thirsty beforewe got back to our lodg-
ing at the Ben Gurien University of the Negev. We
rested until we felt we had regained su±cient en-



Volume 7, Number 1 The Biblical Chronologist 7

ergy to make the ¯nal hike out through the park.
We arrived back at our car at 4:15 p.m., nearly
eleven hours after we had parked it that morning
(Figure 25).

Our water was gone and we were thoroughly ex-
hausted. But we were pleased at all that had been
accomplished once again. We had completed our
mission of scouting out the summit and crater of
Mt. Sinai. We had learned that the summit had
been used and signi¯cantly disturbed by the Israeli

military for training purposes, so that there is no
longer any hope of seeing it as Moses left it four
and a half thousand years ago. We had also learned
that if the crater behind Mt. Yeroham is of volcanic
origin, it is doing a very good job of concealing that
fact, to amateur eyes at least. We had uncovered
not so much as a single pebble of volcanic origin
inside the crater. The only evidence which did not
immediately speak of sedimentation and weather-
ing as the forces which had shaped Yeroham was
the curious veneer covering many of the limestone
rocks just north of the summit. As this veneer
was found in the widened cracks between lumps of
limestone, its origin seems necessarily to date long
after these rocks had been formed|indeed, after

they had experienced exposure and weathering at
the surface. My impression that day was the same
as it is now, that the notion of a \fountain" spew-
ing molten rock into the air from just inside the
crater rim and very near the summit seemed best
able to explain the distribution of the veneer. But
our brief survey of the area was not adequate to
reach any ¯rm conclusion in this regard, or even to
feel very con¯dent of this impression we had come
away from the summit with.

Monday, June 26, 2000

We took the next day, Sunday, June 25, o®. We

were too fatigued to contemplate any further ex-
ploration. That made Monday, June 26, our last
working day.

We rose before 6:00 a.m. and had a light break-
fast of granola bars and dry bread. Our principal
objective was to survey a portion of the plain on
which the Israelites had camped. Archaeologist
Thomas L. Thompson had reported ¯nding pot-
tery shards covering an area of more than a thou-

Figure 24: The shore of the reservoir where we
rested|abundant water in a hot, parched land.

Figure 25: Dr. Aardsma back at the car|glad for
a chance to sit down in the shade, and looking
forward to the prospect of a cold drink.

sand acres on this plain.4 Abundant pottery is a
necessary condition for any plain which had been
camped on for a year by two million people four
and a half thousand years ago. We wanted to get
a ¯rst-hand impression of the density of pottery
shards, and, as with all this venture, we wanted to
capture our experience on digital video so others
could share in our experience without having to
travel to Yeroham to do so.

The plain itself is very large|roughly 3,000
acres (Figure 26). We did not attempt to survey

4Thomas L. Thompson, The Settlement of Sinai and the
Negev in the Bronze Age (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert
Verlag, 1975), 21.
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Figure 26: Topographical map of the region around Yeroham. The drawn black oval shows the approx-
imate limits of Mount Yeroham. The drawn black lines show the approximate limits of the portion of
the plain, suitable for tents, which drains into the reservoir at the base of Mount Yeroham. (Figure
constructed using Survey of Israel topographical maps published in 1991 and 1992. The small grid
squares are one kilometer on a side.)
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Figure 27: Satellite photo of Mount Yeroham (right half of photo) and a small portion of the Yeroham
basin (left half of photo) where the Israelites' tent city was situated. The black dashed lines bound the
area of the plain we surveyed. The large dark object is the modern reservoir. The present summit is
marked by \S", the bamah by \b", and the Midianite/Kenite dwellings by \m". North is toward the
bottom in this view. [Photo taken September 29, 1971; available from U.S. Geological Survey EROS
Data Center as DS1115-2300DF053.]

all of this area. In hindsight I wish we had sur-

veyed more of it. The spatial distribution of the
pottery de¯nes the location and extent of the Is-
raelites' tent city while they stayed at Sinai. It
would have been nice to delineate the boundaries
of the Israelites' tent city. Another time, perhaps.

We restricted our survey to the corner of the
plain which butts up against the east side of Sinai
(Figure 27). The area of this section, between
the mountain and the modern road, route 204, is
maybe 30 acres.

We were somewhat dismayed, as we walked out
across the abandoned park to this section of the
plain, to see extensive construction of water works
for the town of Yeroham underway. Huge dump
trucks and backhoes were making a thunderous
racket as they unwittingly obliterated acres of ev-
idence left by those earliest Israelites four and a
half thousand years previously.

But as soon as we had moved into an undis-

turbed section of the plain we encountered pottery
shards everywhere. The ground at our feet was lit-
tered with pottery shards, at least one shard every
couple of feet. One would have been hard pressed
to ¯nd a ten foot square section that didn't have
a pottery shard in it.

We were impressed by the good view of the
bamah which was available everywhere we walked.
Moses had obviously chosen a good spot to carry
out the public ceremony con¯rming the covenant
between God and the Israelite nation (Exodus
24:4{8).

We made two lengthy transects in di®erent di-
rections across the area of interest to our survey.
We walked along with several yards between us.
Each time we spied a pottery shard we would call
out \piece". This gave us an impression of the
density of pottery over a roughly twenty foot wide
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Figure 28: A pottery shard on the plain before the
mountain.

Figure 29: More pottery.

path as we walked along. There were few intervals
of silence.

We did encounter a few places where pottery was
rare, but most of these were readily explained|
an area which was washed by a small wadi, an
area covered by fresh-looking dunes, a rock-strewn
slope which wouldn't have made much of a place to
pitch a tent because of the grade. But these bare
spots were the exceptions; the rule was pottery
shards everywhere.

We crossed the large wadi at the foot of Sinai
and surveyed the ground for pottery shards at its
base. We found very few shards in this region,
suggesting that the wadi had acted as a natural
boundary to the Israelite tent city.

We completed our planned survey somewhat be-
fore noon. We were standing at the foot of the

Figure 30: More pottery.

Figure 31: More pottery.

Figure 32: More pottery.
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Figure 33: More pottery.

Figure 34: More pottery.

Figure 35: More pottery.

Figure 36: More pottery.

Figure 37: More pottery.

Figure 38: More pottery.
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Figure 39: More pottery.

Figure 40: More pottery.

Figure 41: More pottery.

Figure 42: More pottery.

Figure 43: More pottery.

bamah hill once again, but the sound of military
helicopters and frequent booming percussions in

behind the mountain discouraged any thought of
one last climb to the bamah or the Midianite vil-
lage. We were glad we had ¯nished our survey
of the summit and the crater before the military
training exercise which was now obviously in full
swing had begun.

We decided to take the path behind the dam on
our way back out of the park to our car. I wanted
to get some pictures showing how the limestone
strata tilt up toward the north in the wadi bed
below the dam (Figure 46). With so little e®ort
needed to erect man-made dams above these nat-
ural bedrock outcrops, and materials to do so read-
ily at hand, it seems probable that primitive dams,
increasing the volume of water impounded, existed
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Figure 44: The bamah hill against the sky. This
photo was taken from fairly close to the base of the
mountain, from the plain to the east.

Figure 45: Looking down the wadi at the base of
the mountain toward the reservoir.

Figure 46: The strata in the wadi bed behind the
dam. The modern dam is to the left. The tilt of
the strata up to the right is apparent.

Figure 47: Another cave, this one located at the
foot of the mountain near the wadi.

Figure 48: Dr. Aardsma looking out the mouth of
the cave.

at this spot from the earliest human presence in
the area. But even without man-made dams there
would have been one or more natural pools of wa-
ter at Sinai when the Israelites visited there be-
cause the unusual northward tilt of these limestone
strata causes them to act as natural dams.

On our way to the dam we came upon another
cave (Figures 47,48 and 49), which had seen much
use over the years judging from the thick soot on
its ceiling. We thought again of Elijah's stay in a
cave at this mountain as we explored this cave.5

Having ful¯lled our objective at the dam we
made our way back out to our car, using the now

51 Kings 19:1{13.
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Figure 49: Dr. Aardsma surveying the ground out-
side the cave.

Figure 50: Parting shot of the bamah taken from
the access road to the dam.

familiar gravel road which provides service access
to the dam.

Monday evening

We spent our ¯nal evening on the plain at the foot
of Sinai, capturing photos of the bamah with the
setting sun in behind it. We were too worn out
from lack of sleep, lack of food, and having climbed

this Negev mountain beneath the desert sun a few
too many times to take on anything more ambi-
tious.

When we had the shots we wanted we turned
and trudged back toward our car|one last hike
across the plain where, four and a half thou-

Figure 51: Dump truck dumping sewage in a de-
pression on the plain. The hill with the bamah
rises in the background.

Figure 52: Sewage sludge dumped into a depres-
sion on the plain at the foot of Sinai.

sand years previously, a host of newly liberated
slaves had camped, and their children had played.
The monstrous yellow-green dump trucks had been
busy all day, hauling sewage from the channel and

dumping it in the slight depression up close to
the mountain. The air smelled like an open sep-
tic system. The giant wheels of the trucks had
thrown up clouds of dust, which now lay four or
¯ve inches deep on either side of the dirt road they
had scarred across the plain. Each new footfall in
this piled up dust sent it back up into the desert
air, our noses, and our throats. Infrequent, distant
percussions kept us mindful that military training
was in full swing not too many miles away, in be-
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Figure 53: Dump truck on the plain.

hind the mountain.

I felt a frustrating sense of loss as I walked away
from the mountain that last time. This site which
had been remarkably preserved for four and a half
thousand years was, because of ignorance of its
true signi¯cance, rapidly vanishing before our very
eyes. Would there be anything left of the archae-
ological evidence at Sinai for my grandchildren to
see, I wondered.

Conclusion

It is the six month anniversary of my climb to the
summit of Sinai as I type the closing paragraphs of
this report. The Illinois prairie outside my o±ce
window is a chill winter scene of clear blue sky
and sparkling snow-blanketed ground. The heat
and thirst of Sinai seem far away.

As I think back over our experience at Sinai I
recall several ¯rst-hand impressions. Perhaps the
strongest was of the emptiness which is there to-
day. The teeming vibrancy which ¯lls the pages
of the Biblical narrative of the Israelites' stay at
Sinai is absent at Yeroham today. The thousands
of tents were folded and moved on to the wilder-
ness of Paran long ago. The Midianites went with
them. Moses and Joshua went too. And the su-
pernatural manifestations of the presence of God
also moved on, going before them, leading the way.
What remains is another average Negev mountain,

unimpressive to the senses.
The summit was deserted and quiet when we

visited it. No trumpets split the silence. Nor was

there any ¯re or thick cloud there|only clear sky
and blazing desert sun.

It is all so empty now|the summit, the bamah,
the Midianite village, the plain|a deserted relict
of an ancient glorious past.

And yet Sinai came to life again at moments
during the few brief days we spent there. As I
peered over the steep side into the deep ravine to
the north of the Midianite encampment, just ten or
twelve feet from the nearest rock dwelling, I could
easily imagine a Midianite child playing about my
feet, and hear his mother chiding in an unfamiliar
tongue from among the dwellings where she was
busy preparing supper, \Don't play so close to the
edge, dear".

And as we paused to assemble broken fragments

of a pottery dish on the saddle between the bamah
and the Midianite encampment, I pictured a young
girl carrying this very dish, out gathering manna,
accidentally tripping over a stone. . .

And down on the plain, as I stooped to pick up
yet another broken jar handle from thedesert sand,
I looked toward the reservoir and saw, °eetingly, a
woman carrying the jar, full ofwater, and balanced
with a gracile ease, almost as if by magic, upon her
head. . .

And again, as I stood in the center of the ring
of stones at the bamah and looked out toward the
plain, I could see a large group of elders stand-
ing before me, within the stone wall of the bamah,
¯lling the large °at area there. They were look-
ing up in my direction, their faces framed by full
gray beards, which solemnly wagged their assent
as they said, \All that the Lord has spoken we
will do. . . "

Perhaps if you had been there, you would have

seen much else besides. Though they moved on
from Sinai four and a half thousand years ago,
much evidence of their long-ago presence yet re-
mains. And the evidence is evocative of distant
memories.

It has been good to re°ect over our brief excur-
sion to Sinai as I have labored to get it on paper
for others to see and share in these past several
months. In one sense I feel a deep satisfaction|so
much learned, a job well done.

But the job is hardly complete, of course. There
is so much more yet to understand. What is the
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Figure 54: Sunset behind the bamah.

source of the veneer on the rocks near the summit
of Sinai? Can we determine how rapidly the lime-
stone of the bamah has been eroding, to gain a bet-
ter understanding of the cupmarks? Are the two
archaeological layers at the Midianite settlement
the result of the earthquake which accompanied
God's descent on the mountain? Might we radio-
carbon date these two layers to learn about this?
Might we radiocarbon date the earliest layer to
check our chronology of the Exodus? Might care-

ful surface archaeology yet discover which tribes
camped where? Might it discover where the orig-
inal tabernacle was erected? And what is to be
done to preserve the site long enough for an honest
attempt to be made at answering such questions?
What is to be done to preserve this ancient, holy
site for future generations to experience?

Sinai: desert mountain; seat of revelation; birth-
place of a nation; lost for millennia; found at last;
revealer of long-held secrets; seat of mysteries; van-
ishing now. ¦
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