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Tall el-Hammam Is Sodom:
Billington’s Heshbon Identification
Suffers from Numerous Fatal Flaws

by
Steven Collins

A shorter version of this article appeared in the Summer 2012 edition of
Artifax magazine. This is the unedited version of the original article.
Billington’s original Artifax article is included at the end of the Collins article.
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First, I will deal with his criticisms concerning a
northern Sodom and, in particular, identifying Tall elHammam as Sodom. Second, I will turn to the immense difficulties of identifying Tall el-Hammam as
Heshbon.

TALL EL-HAMMAM IS SODOM:
Billington’s Heshbon Identification
Suffers from Numerous Fatal Flaws
By Steven Collins, Ph.D.

ANSWERING BILLINGTON ON SODOM’S
IDENTITY

INTRODUCTION

When Clyde quotes Genesis 13:10 to say that Abraham and Lot saw “all the valley of the Jordan,” he has
answered his own question about the location of Sodom without seeming to realize it. The Hebrew says
“all the kikkar hayarden.” The Kikkar, in what I call
the “Bronze Age Scriptures,” always refers to the exact same piece of real estate. But where is it? The key
is hayarden. “The Jordan” means “the descent.” Of
what?—of the fresh water that originates north of
Lake Kinnereth (Galilee) in the snowmelt of the Lebanon Mountains, plus wadi drainage from Cisjordan
and Transjordan seasonal rains and springs, which all
“descends” to the lowest point on the face of the earth,
the Dead Sea surface. Once the Jordan, the Descent,
reaches “the bay of the Sea at the mouth of the Jordan” (Josh 15:5) at the north end of the Dead Sea, it
ends, it dies, it terminates.
Thus, throughout the Old Testament, hayarden
never, ever, refers to any part of the Dead Sea Valley,
but refers only to the descent of the river’s living water which ends at the bay of the Dead Sea below Pisgah (Num 34:12; Deut 3:17,27; 4:47-49; Josh 15:5;
18:19). Period. When linked with hayarden, kikkar
has no article, because the “definite” designation belongs to “the Jordan.” But when kikkar stands alone, it
is hakikkar, referring to the same formal geographical
construct as “kikkar of the Jordan”—the Kikkar. Eminent historical geographer, the late Anson Rainey, and
I corresponded extensively about the identification of
the Kikkar, and we both agreed it should be formally
identified with the 30km-diameter circle of the Jordan
Valley immediately north of the Dead Sea. We also
agreed that during the Iron Age that meaning extended
slightly northward (to which Clyde refers), but only
northward, and never did the Kikkar include the Dead
Sea area.
Anyone who stands in the middle of the Kikkar,
between Jericho and Tall el-Hammam, knows that
kikkar (= circle, disk, ring) is exactly the right word
for that distinctive, circular expanse that’s still as
well-watered as in antiquity. From that spot, if you

Discussion surrounding the identification of Tall elHammam as biblical Sodom has been a hot topic for a
decade now, due in large part to my ongoing research
and writing on the subject in addition to our excavation there, which just completed its seventh season.
But from time to time I still run into scholars who attempt to martial resistance against my identification of
the site as Sodom. By this time there is literally “nothing new under the sun.” For at least six or seven years
I have not heard a single new objection to the Hammam-Sodom connection that I have not answered
countless times already. However, I will admit that
Clyde Billington’s suggestion that Tall el-Hammam
might be biblical Heshbon is one angle that I have
never heard before (and hopefully, after this response,
will not ever again!)
In Clyde’s article (Artifax, Spring 2012) he mentions that we are friends, and indeed we are. I also
deeply appreciate his kind words about the importance
of our work at Tall el-Hammam. To that I would like
to add that I have respected, used, and quoted from his
research several times over the years. Certainly we see
eye-to-eye on many issues, but this is not one of them.
Dr. Billington’s objections to the northern Sodom
theory and his acceptance of the southern Sodom theory as noted in his article have all been answered by
me in detail in other venues; nonetheless, I will try to
answer his points succinctly in the order in which he
addresses them.
As is typical of all such criticisms that I have encountered over the past ten years, they have three
things in common. They 1) misrepresent and/or misquote the biblical text; 2) misrepresent and/or exhibit
a lack of familiarity with the actual geography; and 3)
misrepresent and/or demonstrate unfamiliarity with
the relevant archaeological data. Unfortunately for
Clyde’s analysis of the issue of Sodom’s location, he
gives abundant evidence of all of these failures. (I also
get the distinct impression that he has never personally explored the physical geography of all the places he
describes in his article.)
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look northward, you see the hills closing at the “top”
of the Kikkar. Those hills widen out in dramatic fashion to their widest circumference with Jericho and
Tall el-Hammam at the extreme west and east edges,
respectively. From that point, the circle of the surrounding hills closes once again at the “bottom” of the
Kikkar at the north end of the Dead Sea. Phenomenologically, it is no wonder that it took on the formal
designation hakikkar, the Disk, the Disk of the Jordan.
The Cities of the Kikkar were on the Kikkar of the
Jordan. That is the clear meaning of the text at every
turn (Gen 13:10,11,12; 19:17,25,28,29). In confirmation, “the entire Kikkar of the Jordan” (Gen 13:10) is,
in fact, visible from the area of Bethel/Ai where Lot
and Abram were standing when they parted company.
The text supports no other interpretation.
Clyde also states that “Lot’s movements from city
to city along the Jordan River and the Dead Sea with
his tents and flocks fits well with what is known from
ancient sources.” What interpretation of Lot’s activities and in what sources? The text says nothing whatsoever about Lot traveling up and down the Jordan or
the Dead Sea, except for his escape to Zoar. Clyde has
also, I believe, misinterpreted the socio-cultural identity of Abram and Lot. They were not simple Bedouin
(Shasu). They made formal protection contracts with
city-states, traveled in multi-ethnic bands, had standing guerilla-style militias, and were well-acquainted
and involved with the politics of their selected “territories.” These are not Shasu traits. By every known
description of the versatile “organized rabble” known
as the ‘Apiru (Habiru)—the linguistic controversy
over the relationship between “Hebrew” and ‘Apiru
notwithstanding—Abram and Lot were, arguably,
‘Apiru warlords. That they both were tightly associated with city-states is a dead giveaway (Abram with
Jerusalem; Lot with Sodom). ‘Apiru could at times be
nomadic, semi-nomadic, or even settle into a cozy,
sedentary relationship with a city-state king and give
up life on the move. Reflecting these realities, the text
never states or even implies that Lot moved around at
all once he settled into the Kikkar of the Jordan and
the large cities there.
Dr. Billington further states that “Lot was grazing
his animals…from the Jordan Valley in the north to
the city of Sodom in the south.” This assumes that it
was necessary for Lot to move around. It also assumes
that Sodom was in the southern Dead Sea area. Both
of these assumptions are false. The text supports neither. Those who actually have extensive, year-round

experience in the Ghor know that the (true!) Kikkar of
the Jordan has its own microclimate, and that ample
natural vegetation grows there year-round due to its
numerous springs and several perennial rivers—not to
mention the Jordan itself which, during spring inundations (“like Egypt” Gen. 13:10), was maximized by
the use of hand-dug canals. It is also the best-watered
agriscape in the southern Levant. By contrast, the Jericho side of the Kikkar was rather impoverished and
meager (witness Jericho at about 12 acres versus Tall
el-Hammam at about 100 acres!).
Indeed, through the Chalcolithic Period and much
of the Bronze Age—certainly during any timeframe
that can be associated with Abram and Lot—the eastern Kikkar (NE of the Dead Sea) was the largest and
longest-enduring civilization and population center in
the southern Levant. No wonder it is called “the Land
of the Kikkar” in Genesis 19:28 (cf. the ʼeretz formula
in Land of Egypt, Land of the Philistines, Land of Israel). If Lot went to Sodom (= Tall el-Hammam), then
he had no reason to move seasonally. And what would
he gain by passing up Tall el-Hammam? The southern
area of the Dead Sea Valley was only a marginal agricultural economy throughout antiquity, and died out at
the end of EB3 (ca. 2350 BCE) along with all the settlements in the lower Ghor. Why in the world would
Lot want to travel away from the verdant fields and
riches of the eastern Kikkar to a place that was a veritable “exercise in survival” on its best day?
Then he reminds me of “Genesis 14:3 which states
that Sodom and Gomorrah were located ‘in the valley
of Siddim, that is the Salt Sea.’” This is simply a misrepresentation of the text. In no way does the text
even imply that the Cities of the Kikkar were located
in the Valley of Siddim. What it says is this: “Then
the king of Sodom, the king of Gomorrah, the king of
Admah, the king of Zeboiim and the king of Bela (that
is, Zoar) marched out and drew up their battle lines in
the valley of Siddim against Kedorlaomer…” It is a
non sequitur to place Sodom and the other cities in
this valley. It is simply the place they chose—likely
because of its flat-but-constricted terrain—to engage
Kedorlaomer’s larger army, and they likely chose the
area because it was removed from their own doorstep.
If one goes to battle, it is better to engage at a considerable distance from one’s home city. Tuthmosis III’s
battle of Megiddo is instructive in this regard—over a
hundred Canaanite city kings came to the Jezreel Plain
to fight against him, many from long distances. Thus,
if they lost (which they did), their cities were less like1

ly to be sieged and sacked (ask Megiddo!). Also recall
that Kedorlaomer was moving northward from Hazazon Tamar (= En Gedi; Gen 14:7; 2 Chron 20:2) away
from the southern desert, homeward bound. His last
stop was to plunder Sodom and Gomorrah before
connecting up with the Kings Highway toward Damascus. They knew it, and they tried to stop him before he reached their side of the Jordan north of the
Dead Sea.
Dr. Leen Ritmeyer recently pointed out to me that
the phrase “the valley of Siddim, that is the Salt Sea”
is actually quite accurate to the routine rising and falling of Dead Sea levels throughout antiquity. In fact,
during Tall el-Hammam’s final two hundred years of
the Middle Bronze Age (the time of Abram), Dead
Sea levels were hitting historic lows, about where they
are today (a phenomenon repeated during the Roman
and Byzantine Period). Leen points out (correctly) that
the “valley of Siddim” where the battle took place was
the widened beach area at the NE corner of the Dead
Sea resulting from extremely low lake levels. Thus,
sometimes the same land was a broad beach—one,
two or more kilometers wide—while at other times it
was covered over by a hundred meters of water. (Over
the last ten years we have gathered extensive data on
Dead Sea fluctuations.)
When Genesis 14:10 supposedly states that “the
‘valley of Siddim’ was full of tar pits,” Dr. Billington
construes this as some sort of proof for a southern
Sodom (actually, ḥmr, used here, refers to clay, slimy
mud, or clay mortar; while zpt is tar or bitumen). But
this is not logical or factual. Fact is, there never has
been anything like “tar pits” around the Dead Sea. But
some bitumen (asphalt) chunks do float to the surface
periodically from deep fissures, which then go wherever the wind blows them (generally northward or
eastward). The Romans mined bitumen chunks from
the mud mostly around the northern end of the Dead
Sea close to Jericho. We have significant evidence
from Tall el-Hammam that they were processing bitumen into a malleable tar. We have excavated numerous vessels spanning a thousand years with interiors stained and/or coated with bitumen. We have also
found chunks of bitumen in an installation in the sacred precinct, and even as a ritual deposit in a dolmen
chamber excavated in the Hammam Megalithic Field.
Without a doubt, the people of Tall el-Hammam had a
bitumen processing industry, probably trading it as a
commodity to the Egyptians who used it in many applications.

Clyde makes the assertion that Bab edh-Dhra and
Numeira (Sodom and Gomorrah in not a few minds)
“were all destroyed by a ‘fiery conflagration’ at the
same time.” This is not true in the least. Since day one
I have engaged a wide range of top scholars (over fifty
to date; from minimalists to maximalists) on every issue touching on “Sodomology.” I have had lengthy
discussions with T. Schaub about Bab edh-Dhra and
Numeira and his ongoing studies of those sites (he
was principal excavator of both along with the late W.
Rast). It is now abundantly clear that the destruction
of Numeira preceded that of Bab edh-Dhra by about
250 years (ca. 2600 BCE). And while Bab edh-Dhra
had a long history (EB1,2,3; also a small village in
IB1), Numeira only operated for about 150 years. Factually, they were not destroyed at the same time.
There is also evidence that the other EB sites in the
area also had varying dates of demise—and all far too
early for the time of Abraham. Indeed, as K.A. Kitchen demonstrates so vividly in his excellent work, On
the Reliability of the Old Testament (Eerdmans 2003),
the patriarchal age belongs between 1900 and 1540
BCE and cannot properly be placed before or after that
timeframe based on a wide range of historical synchronisms and elements of cultural specificity.
Dr. Billington also says that he thinks Bab edhDhra and Numeira are too small to be the actual Sodom and Gomorrah, but must be satellite towns of larger cities that remain undiscovered. His observation
that their size is not befitting the biblical description
of the great Cities of the Kikkar is something with
which I can heartily agree. Indeed, even the much
larger Bab edh-Dhra (at 10–12 acres) was, in its heyday, a town existing on the margins of agricultural viability. With the downward climatological shift toward the end of EB3, it ceased to function and was
overrun (and burned out) by a sizeable and starving
nomadic population. A small, un-walled settlement reoccupied the site for about 150 years or so afterward,
barely eking out a living in the parched landscape.
By comparison, massive Tall el-Hammam and its
principal satellites survived on the well-watered Kikkar of the Jordan without interruption through the
Chalcolithic Period, the Early Bronze Age, Intermediate Bronze Age, and much of the Middle Bronze Age.
The climate change did little to affect their sophisticated way of life. It was perhaps the only city-state
(even large city) in the entire southern Levant which
survived—indeed, thrived—during the IBA (2350–
2000 BCE) behind its colossal 18-ft-thick (6m) city
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walls. The climatological upswing going into MB1 increased its productivity and power, with enormous
new city walls and ramparts—up to 150 feet thick
(50m)—dwarfing its former defenses (which functioned until the MBA fortifications were constructed).
The history (stratigraphy) of Tall el-Hammam’s fortifications reveals over 2,000 years of unbroken occupation—a history befitting the mighty Sodom and satellites in the Land of the Kikkar (Gen 10–19). The
thought that Lot would have passed up this out-andout paradise —by comparison to anything else in the
region in any period—for a residence in the dreary desert climes of the southern Dead Sea area is beyond
me. It just makes no sense.
Clyde adds that Schaub and Rast “found two massive cemeteries…near the southern end of the Dead
Sea.” But this is a non sequitur. All scholars of the
subject agree that these southern cemeteries were
mainly used by nomadic populations that coursed
through the region during the EBA—mostly EB1-2
(such was also the use of the Chalcolithic “temple” at
En Gedi and several extensive dolmen fields up and
down the Rift Valley and margins, mostly not associated with cities or towns). For that matter, Tall elHammam’s necroscape is much larger and more elaborate than the southern cemeteries, with thousands of
cave and shaft tombs, standing stones, stone circles,
henges, menhirs and dolmens spread over several
square kilometers around Tall el-Hammam. There’s
even evidence of menhir alignments with astronomical significance, and alignments with the central sacred precinct of lower Tall el-Hammam.
After the fiery destruction of the Kikkar, the Sodom sacrescape—which, being constructed of huge
megaliths, survived the disaster—became Abel, the
Mourning Grounds (specifically, “to mourn a calamity”). This is the place where Joseph mourned Jacob
for seven days with his Egyptian entourage, giving it
the local appellation (by the Canaanites) Abel Mizraim, Place of Egyptian Mourning (Gen 50:11). But
note that the phrase translated “the threshing floor of
Atad” (Gen 50:10) is better-rendered “at the flat,
stony place of thorn bushes.” If one does use the
translation “threshing floor,” the phrase is best understood as an irony—“threshing floor of thorn bushes”—emphasizing that while the area once supported
abundant crops, it was now overgrown with brambles
and sticker bushes. (The location is also known as
Abel on the map lists of Egypt’s 18th and 19th Dynasties.) By the time of Moses it was called the Mourning

Place of Acacias, Abel Shittim (acacia trees thrive
there today), “where Pisgah overlooks the uninhabited
wasteland” (Num 21:20).
Clyde says that the southern cemeteries mean that
large cities once existed in the southern Dead Sea area. As far as I know, there are no archaeologists who
support this idea (see my comments above). The
southern Dead Sea area is well explored and surveyed.
Bab edh-Dhra is the largest town-site there. There are
small Neolithic, Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age
sites dotting the landscape, but no large cities. Period.
Why? Because even in the wettest climate cycles the
southern Ghor allowed only marginal agriculture. The
wide range of cultigens documented at Bab edh-Dhra
in no way means that all those crops were grown there
(for example, olives cannot be grown in the southern
Ghor). They probably traded with the Transjordan
Highlands to enhance the diversity of their food repertoire. This is normal and common.
His claim that “the area at the south end of the
Dead Sea was once lush and well-watered,” is simply
not true, and is contradicted by significant climatological and archaeological evidence. (I actually said that
exact thing once in a 1990s documentary film supporting Bab edh-Dhra as Sodom, before I knew better!)
The small size of the settlements in the southern Dead
Sea valley attests to the marginality of their agricultural production. Cities only grew as large as local agricultural and water resources allowed. While the climate did fluctuate throughout antiquity, the descriptors “lush and well-watered” would never have
been appropriate for that area. In stark contrast, the
truly well-watered Kikkar of the Jordan north of the
Dead Sea defied climate variations—such as the nearubiquitous climatological disaster at the end of EB3. It
was, in fact, exactly “like the garden of Yahweh, like
the land of Egypt” (Gen 13:10).
Dr. Billington’s statement that “tradition has for
centuries placed Sodom…at the southern end of the
Dead Sea,” is a meaningless tautology. Tradition has
also placed Golgotha in several locations, none of
which may be authentic. Longstanding tradition also
places Mount Sinai near the southern tip of the Sinai
Peninsula, which is hopelessly inauthentic. However,
there is ample evidence from the 19th century explorer-scholars in the Holy Land—Tristram, Conder, Wilson, Thomson, Merrill and others—that the Cities of
the Kikkar are north of the Dead Sea. The earliest
Byzantine traditions also favor a northern Sodom
(such as the Spanish pilgrim, Egeria who claims that
3

she could see “all the land of the Sodomites” from just
outside the Mount Nebo church), but such evidence is
only anecdotal. One must still defer to the serial geography of Genesis (the principal text being 13:1-12).
Clyde’s insistence that “Zoar is located at the
southern end of the Dead Sea,” not only violates the
biblical text, but misinterprets the famous Madaba
Map (6th century CE). The traditional placement of
Zoar (most Bible maps) is smack on the border between Edom and Moab (on an alleged “Zered River”).
But the Hexateuchal literature designates Zoar as the
southern border-marker of the Reuben-Gad tribal allotment (Deut 34:1-3; Josh 13:9-28) which was at the
Arnon Gorge (Wadi Mujib) (examine any Bible
map!). The Reuben-Gad territory was north of the Arnon; Moab was south of the Arnon. However, the Old
Testament clearly states that both Edom and Moab
were categorically off-limits to the Israelites (Deut
2:4,5,9), so how could Zoar be on the border between
Edom and Moab? It is not possible.
Zoar was located at the Arnon between ReubenGad and Moab. In Roman times Zoar was a deepwater port at the Bay of Ma’azra at the SE corner of
the Dead Sea’s deep northern basin. And that is what
is represented on the Madaba Map since, during Byzantine times the Dead Sea was at an historic low (-450
meters) with no water whatsoever in the shallow
southern basin. That is why there is no Lisan Peninsula on the Madaba Map, and why, on the map, Zoar is
at the SE corner of the deep northern basin. This is all
well-documented by Neev and Emery in their climatological and geological study of the Dead Sea, The Destruction of Sodom, Gomorrah, and Jericho (Oxford
U. Press, 1995). Significantly, the Madaba Map shows
no city depictions in the area south of the Dead Sea
(which is well-preserved on the map), but it clearly
shows two significant cities NE of the Dead Sea. It is
a map of famous biblical sites. If the minor town Zoar
is on the map, then it makes sense that Sodom and
Gomorrah would also be there. It is logical that they
are the two city representations (names missing) NE
of the Dead Sea.
The following statement by Clyde is a flagrant
hermeneutical error: “‘kikkar’ which some English
translations render as ‘plain’ and others as ‘valley’…Steve assumes this kikkar of Sodom and Gomorrah is the same as the kikkar of the Jordan.” Yes,
they are. Genesis 13:1-12 unequivocally says that Lot
could see the “entire Kikkar of the Jordan” from
Bethel/Ai. It is, in fact, completely visible from there.

The Kikkar (hakikkar; Gen 13:12; 19:17,25,29 ) is
one-and-the-same as the Kikkar of the Jordan (kikkar
hayarden; Gen 13:10,11,) and the Land of the Kikkar
(ʼeretz hakikkar; Gen 19:28), and no possible linguistic gyrations can change the fact. The meaning is consistent throughout Genesis. In Deuteronomy—long
after the Cities of the Kikkar were destroyed—it is
still called “hakikkar of the valley of Jericho (Deut
34:3). The Jordan (hayarden) is a geographical constant. The Kikkar (hakikkar) is a geographical constant in the Bronze Age Scriptures.
Clyde explains that “While he [Steve] has found
‘ash and destruction layers,’ he has not found evidence that a massive fiery conflagration destroyed the
entire site of Tall el-Hammam and its surrounding villages at the same time...His evidence indicates…military conquest…” On what is any of this
based? I have written seven detailed excavation reports and two major articles for the Annual of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan (ADAJ 53 and 55)—
not to mention numerous papers presented at NEAS,
ASOR and SBL—and I have articulated the archaeological evidence in no uncertain terms: There is no evidence of military destruction over Tall el-Hammam’s
2,500-year history from the Chalcolithic through the
Middle Bronze Age. This is based on excavations in
all sectors at the site. Earthquakes, yes, but followed
immediately by rebuilding. For military destruction,
there is no visible evidence. I’ve seen and measured
the ash at places like Bab edh-Dhra—only a few inches here and there. The terminal ash layer at Tall elHammam runs from .5m to over a meter in depth
across both the upper and lower talls. The stratum is
dark-grey, heavy ash strewn with broken mudbricks,
pottery, a vast array of artifacts, and even human bone
scatter. The entire exterior MB2 gateway plaza surface is covered with a half-meter of dense, grey-black
ash, and that is just what is left after thousands of
years of erosion. It marks one of the most violent,
enormous destruction events imaginable. We have
pieces of pottery melted into glass, some bubbled like
lava, found across the site. We have burned foundation stones, and bricks turned red or ceramic-like from
extremely hot temperatures. Most of the MB2 mudbrick superstructures are seemingly blown off their
foundations. It is a scene of utmost devastation and
disintegration. We have even documented pieces of
desert glass (impact glass) strewn across the eastern
Kikkar, created at temperatures exceeding 6,000 degrees Celsius. (Equally high temperatures were re4

quired to melt the pottery surfaces previously mentioned.)
Since our Project also includes the examination and
surveying of all of the Kikkar sites, we have found
that this destruction phenomenon is repeated across
the entire Kikkar, including (poor) Jericho (collateral
damage!). Each eastern Kikkar site that has been excavated—talls Nimrin, Kafrein, and Iktanu—confirms
this MB2 destruction, and all the other sites that have
been surveyed and sherded show this same profile.
The Tall Nimrin excavators coined the term “Late
Bronze Gap” regarding their site 6km N of Tall elHammam. This gap between the MB2 destruction and
the next occupation is actually between six and seven
centuries site to site. The destruction of the Land of
the Kikkar was not merely a casual burning, but a civilization-ending catastrophe the resultant aftermath of
which kept people from building on this 30km circle
for many centuries. No wonder the ensuing name of
the area became “Abel”—Hebrew abel = “mourning
of a calamity.” I have only touched the tip of the iceberg of the MB2 Kikkar destruction, but one can easily see that this was a disaster of biblical proportions.
Clyde’s claim that “sling stones and other evidence
of military conquest” have been found at Tall elHammam is entirely out of context. Yes, we have a
good variety of weapons represented in our mix of artifacts. Such well-fortified cities were well stocked
with their own arsenals. His “logic” here is simply erroneous.
He further states that “if Tall el-Hammam is Sodom, there should be a thick sulfuric/brimstone burn
layer over the entire site, and this burn layer should be
on top of the evidence of military conquest.” Clyde is
categorically wrong on both these counts. As for the
“sulfuric/brimstone burn layer,” no such layer exists at
any of the southern Dead Sea sites, so why is he requiring something of Tall el-Hammam that is not present at Bab edh-Dhra or Numeira?—very odd reasoning. Further, the Hebrew term gopriyt, sometimes
translated “brimstone,” does not imply anything “sulfuric” at all in the context of Genesis 19:24. When referring to a phenomenon originating out of the sky or
“the heavens,” it clearly means “lightening” (Job
18:15; Psa 11:6; Isa 30:33; Eze 38:22; cf. Gen 19:24).
(We have discovered a strong sulfur presence and
smell in burned roofing material in the deep MB2 destruction layer on the upper tall. But while some might
interpret this as proof of “sulfuric” destruction in light
of Genesis 19:24, I have sought an alternative expla-

nation for the presence of this particular sulfur because the likely meaning of gopriyt in this passage is
“lightening.”) As for the “evidence of military conquest,” it is simply unnecessary. There is no textual
indication whatsoever that Kedorlaomer (Gen 14) did
any physical harm to Sodom, other than the fact that
he took plunder from it. This is classic isogesis, not
proper exegesis.
Dr. Billington is correct in stating that there is
“pottery at Tall el-Hammam…which…matches MB2
pottery found in…Jericho IV.” However, all this
proves is that diminutive Jericho across the river from
mighty Tall el-Hammam suffered from the same calamity that befell all the Kikkar cities and towns toward the end of the Middle Bronze Age. But unlike
the city state(s) of the eastern Kikkar, Jericho did have
a short resurgence around 1400 BCE (re-using its old
MBA fortifications) which Joshua destroyed (see
comments below).
Clyde’s confident claim that “Bryant Wood has
proven…that the destruction of Jericho IV dates to ca.
1400 BC” is contradicted by most scholars. I used to
hold out some hope that Bryant’s interpretation of the
Jericho data might be correct; i.e., that its terminal
17th/16th century destruction (as interpreted by K.
Kenyon) was really a 1400-ish destruction by Joshua.
I can no longer entertain such an idea based on the evidence from Tell el-Hammam. One of our principal
ceramics readers, Robert Mullins (a top expert in MB
and LB pottery), is unwavering in his rejection of
Wood’s analysis of the Jericho ceramics—and I concur, as does practically every archaeologist besides
Wood. Our terminal assemblage is late MB2 (MB3 in
some chronologies), the same as Jericho. Thus, if Jericho is down-dated (which it cannot be), then Tall elHammam and Tall Nimrin (and all the others) have to
be down-dated equally. But if this was the case, then
Moses would have encountered perhaps the most
powerful city-state in the history of the southern Levant sitting “opposite Jericho” where he camped at
Abel Shittim on the Plains of Moab. There is no mention of such a kingdom existing in that area during the
time of Moses, the Late Bronze Age. (And the idea
that Tall el-Hammam could have been Heshbon is
preposterous—see below). Tall el-Hammam was
mighty Sodom. It became the Place of Mourning due
to a great calamity. In Moses’s day, the area was “the
place where Pisgah overlooks the [uninhabited] wasteland” (Num 21:20).
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Billington and Wood have categorically misinterpreted the archaeological data in this regard. With the
over 40,000 different Bronze Age vessels represented
by excavated sherds and whole forms at Tall elHammam, the picture is as clear as mountain air:
There is not a single Late Bronze Age sherd in the
mix. Not one. Not at Tall el-Hammam. Not at Tall
Nimrin. Not at Tall Iktanu. Not at Tall Kafrein. Not at
talls Bleibel, Mustah, Barakat, Tahouneh, Azeimah,
Mwais, or Rama.
Clyde maintains that I have “apparently misdated
the military destruction layer at Tall el-Hammam by
250 years.” No, I have not. The dating is firm and unequivocal. We use a triple-blind system of analyzing
all of our pottery at Tall el-Hammam—the only excavation to use this rigorous approach as far as I know.
The first read is done by me and my senior staff (the
field read each afternoon during the dig season). The
second one is done by Jordan’s top ceramicists without reference or knowledge of the first read. The third
read is performed by yet another set of expert eyes
State-side, without reference or knowledge of reads
one or two. So “Steve” has not misdated anything.
Our pottery readings are meticulously scientific and
highly accurate—and do not rise or fall on my expertise alone. Our results are compared across a wide geographical range utilizing the latest and best published
ceramics from the southern Levant. Our results are
confirmed and clear: There were no architectural cities, towns or villages on the eastern Kikkar during the
Late Bronze Age, and none at Jericho during LB1.
And neither were the ceramics at Tall Nimrin called
incorrectly.
“If Steve is correct and if Tall el-Hammam is Sodom, then the chronologies given in the Old Testament
would have to be not just revised, but totally trashed,”
Clyde says. But this is highly misleading. There is, in
fact, only one archaeologist presently directing an excavation in Jordan or Israel who holds that the patriarchal numbers—the “Bronze Age” numbers as I call
them—are literal, base-10 arithmetic numbers: Bryant
Wood. Even W.F. Albright, highly respected by conservative scholars, took these numbers as symbolic,
formulaic and/or honorific, not literalistic. K.A.
Kitchen does as well. Their placement of the patriarchs in time is based entirely on aligning historical
synchronisms between the biblical text and the ANE
archaeology and history. So, the approach that I have
had to adopt based on solid archaeological evidence is

the same: the patriarchal numbers are honorific formulas, not literal numbers.
I still hold a late 15th early 14th century BCE date
for the Exodus, but based on historical synchronisms
and elements of cultural specificity and not a literal
interpretation of the biblical numbers. So, for the vast
majority of archaeologists and biblical scholars, the
destruction date of Tall el-Hammam is in a perfectly
comfortable range for Sodom. Indeed, it is entirely
within Kitchen’s patriarchal ballpark (1900–1540
BCE). Colossal Tall el-Hammam is Sodom by every
line of evidence. Based on that, the science of archaeology must be given a strong hermeneutical voice in
the dating of Abraham and Lot. As both an archaeologist and Bible scholar, I can live with that because if
the Bible is actual history, then there must be substantive correspondence between text and ground. And
yes, based on the archaeological and historical data, I
think a modern, base-ten, arithmetic approach to the
patriarchal chronologies is in violation of original authorial intent. (Certainly Joseph’s “one-hundred-ten”
lifespan is honorific and authentic as documented in
ancient Egyptian sources.)
It is obvious that Clyde’s rejection of Tall elHammam as biblical Sodom is not based on verifiable
textual, geographical or archaeological data, but wholly on his insistence that Abraham was born in 2166
BCE to the exclusion of all other lines of evidence.
ANSWERING BILLINGTON ON HESHBON’S
IDENTITY
If Tall el-Hammam is not Sodom, then what is it? Dr.
Billington is now suggesting that it is biblical Heshbon. But such an idea is geographically impossible for
a number of reasons. First, Heshbon—the kingdom of
Heshbon—is one of a group of such towns stringing
along the King’s Highway in the Transjordan Highlands. It is always associated with other plateau settlements such as Aroer, Dibon, Madaba and Nebo
(study the relevant passages in Numbers and Deuteronomy).
Second, only after the plateau kingdoms had been
subdued did Moses move the Israelites down to the
Plains of Moab “between Beth Jeshimoth and Abel
Shittim” along the Jordan opposite Jericho. That same
area is also called the place “where the top of Pisgah
overlooks the [uninhabited] wasteland (Numbers
21:20). While Moses had to negotiate or fight his way
northward along the Transjordan Plateau from Edom
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to Bashan, every biblical passage touching on this fact
makes it abundantly clear that, when he reached the
plains of Moab across from Jericho, there was no one
home. It was a respite for a battle-weary people, with
plenty of water, a place where Moses could reflect and
finish writing the Torah books without interference.
Third, if the mighty city-state(s) centered at Tall elHammam and (likely) Tall Nimrin had still been in
existence as Clyde suggests, then these would have
been Moses’ most formidable foes yet by several orders of magnitude. But there is no mention of fighting
or great victory—or even a polite conversation with
locals!—on the plains of Moab across from Jericho.
Fourth, it is an archaeological fact that all the cities
on the eastern Jordan Disk were in ruins and longcovered by natural vegetation by the time Moses arrived there. It was the place known as Abel, now Abel
Shittim. Indeed, most scholars (including Bryant
Wood) have identified Tall el-Hammam as Abel Shittim (see Zondervan’s Archaeological Study Bible).
Certainly Hammam’s dramatic and extensive sacrescape with its myriad megalithic monuments had reinforced its post-catastrophe appellation, Abel (Place of
Mourning).
“Steve Collins has found only minimal Iron Age
evidence from the Israelite period at Tall elHammam,” Clyde states. What this is based on I have
no idea. In all of our published reports through seven
seasons of excavation—including those in the Annual
of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan (ADAJ)—
we have reported extensively on the significant Iron
Age city built over the Middle Bronze ruins on the
upper tall. It dates to Iron 2a-b-c and is about the same
size as the City of David (the Ophel). It was wellfortified with a 10-ft-thick, inset-offset city wall, and
includes a monumental upper gateway (Leen Ritmeyer suspects a lower gateway as well). The Iron Age
city has several excavated examples of monumental
public architecture and domestic dwellings. Based on
the date of its original construction and sophistication
of its design and fortifications, we suspect that it may
be the capital city of Solomon’s Gilead District. So,
while Tall el-Hammam’s Iron Age city is small in
comparison to its Middle Bronze Age megalopolis, it
still ranks within the mid-to-upper range of IA2 city
size.
Clyde goes on to say, “I believe that Tall elHammam—western Heshbon—was the original city
of Heshbon that was captured by Moses, and that
eastern Heshbon was built in the Iron Age and named

after it.” Again, there was not as much as a hamlet on
the eastern Kikkar (Plains of Moab) during the entire
Late Bronze Age. That fact is firm. Further, our reports state that Tall el-Hammam was certainly one of
the larger Iron Age cities in the Jordan Valley. It may
have been built originally by Solomon in the 10th century, but it is most certainly not Heshbon. Our stratigraphy shows that this strategic and well-fortified city
was probably destroyed by the Babylonians in the 6th
century BCE, with no subsequent occupation. Tall elHammam was a thriving IA2 city. So, if it were Heshbon, why move? It simply makes no sense at all.
Dr. Billington errs in the following statement:
“Nearly everything Steve Collins and his archaeological team have found at Tall el-Hammam fits perfectly
with biblical Heshbon.” No, it does not. Heshbon belonged to the Transjordan Highlands cultural sphere,
which even has a distinct ceramic repertoire (Ammonite/Moabite). By contrast, every phase of Tall elHammam’s Bronze Age ceramic evolution belongs to
the Cisjordan Canaanite repertoire, which is also
commensurate with the biblical text (Gen 10:18-19;
cf. Josh 13:29). The affinity of Tall el-Hammam’s ceramics is to the Canaanite corpus (plus other Mediterranean influences), not that of the Transjordan cultures. If Tall Hisban is not biblical Heshbon, then I
suggest looking to Tall el-Umayri, Tall el-Jalul, or one
of the other unidentified Plateau sites. Tall elHammam is out of the question on this count.
His declaration that “Sihon’s defeat at Jahaz allowed the Israelites to easily take the weaklydefended western Heshbon [Tall el-Hammam, according to Clyde] and other Amorite cities belonging to it”
demonstrates a complete disregard for the geographical and archaeological facts. All of this activity took
place on the Transjordan Highlands (consult the Sacred Bridge by Rainey and Notley on this point). Most
glaring and incorrect in this statement is his suggestion that Tall el-Hammam—if it was LB “western”
Heshbon (which it cannot be)—could ever have been
“weakly-defended,” even with much of its army incapacitated. From every angle, Tall el-Hammam exhibits the highest level of Middle Bronze Age sophistication with regard to defensive architecture. Allow me
to articulate what we have already published, and is
now widely known by archaeologists in both Israel
and Jordan.
The colossal and complex Middle Bronze Age fortifications at Tall el-Hammam were some of the most
formidable, impregnable defenses in the southern Le7

vant. The city walls are 4.4-to-5m (13–15 ft) thick
with large towers spaced around the city at 40-to-60m
intervals for well over 2 kilometers. On the outside of
the city wall, a sculpted rampart—constructed with
between 100 and 150 million mudbricks—sloped
outward 35-degrees away from the city wall for an
average of 50 meters (150 ft) (very Mesopotamian!).
These defenses towered over 35m (over 100 ft) above
the surrounding plain. According to a leading expert
on ancient Levantine architecture, Dr. Leen Ritmeyer,
the massive main gateway complex may be as much
as 20% larger than any previously discovered in Israel
or Jordan, including its two separate flanking towers.
The central gatehouse (which is the totality of the Tel
Dan MB gate) at Tall el-Hammam is flanked by huge
guard towers. The left tower, excavated during Season
Seven, has a footprint of 10.2x15.2m (31x46 ft) not
including the thickness of the city wall to which it is
exterior.
But that is not all of Hammam’s astounding defenses. Inside the perimeter of the outer, lower city
fortifications, the upper city is surrounded by another
impressive, free-standing rampart rising 33m (100 ft)
above the lower tall. The footprint of this rampart—
built with 60-to-90 million mudbricks—is 250x400m
(and remember, this is the smaller, inner, upper tall!).
Its outer glacis also slopes about 35%. These innercity fortifications guard the upper MB2 city replete
with a large palace with walls up to 2m thick (likely
the palace of king Bera).
All in all, Tall el-Hammam had some of the
strongest fortifications of any city in the southern Levant. It is doubtful that they were ever breached (Bera
probably paid off Kedorlaomer with spoils, as there is
no textual evidence that Sodom was physically
harmed in any way). And with perennial springs inside the city walls, they were well-suited to withstand
any length of siege. Tall el-Hammam “weaklydefended”? Exactly the opposite is true. (But, in reality, it is a moot point because all the eastern Kikkar cities had been lying in ruins for several hundred years
by the time Moses arrived on the scene.)
Clyde insists that I “will probably argue that, since
Tall el-Hammam was Sodom, it was in a state of destruction when Moses conquered the entire area of the
“Kikkar of the Jordan.” Yes, but I do not say that as if
I needed to somehow win an argument. There is no
argument. The entire Kikkar was obliterated toward
the end of MB2. Every possible line of evidence confirms it.

He further comments that “Steve will find that
some of his Egyptian scarabs from Tall el-Hammam
date to the 18th Dynasty…more specifically to the 15th
century BC. If the scarabs date to the 15th century BC,
then Tall el-Hammam cannot be Sodom.” I simply do
not understand how such a thought could arise from
our published data, or even from my NEAS presentations. We do have scarabs. But all scholars who study
them (as I have, in detail) know that, particularly during the 18th Dynasty, they were the “baseball cards” of
their day. They are found everywhere in the southern
Levant, and in abundance. They were also copied and
re-copied throughout antiquity, so that one may even
find scarabs with the names of Tuthmosis III and
Amenhotep III carved centuries after their deaths.
And, where did the Israelites come from? Egypt.
It would be highly unusual if the Israelite hoard
was not carrying with it all sorts of trinkets and “souvenirs” from Egypt when they encamped at Abel Shittim. Thus, I would be very surprised if we did not find
a few scattered 18th Dynasty scarabs here and there
around the site (we have a crude one from Amenhotep
III, but it is probably a later copy). Most of the scarabs
we have found so far are surface finds. I can say one
thing categorically: we have not found anything, scarabs or otherwise, from the 18th Dynasty or the Late
Bronze Age in any excavated context across the entire
site. We do have Hyksos Period (18th–17th century
BCE) material—including a beautiful, large scarab—
such as Tell el-Yahudiyeh Ware piriform juglets.
These artifacts are part of the final destruction matrix,
proving unequivocally that the time of Tall elHammam’s demise was before the beginning of the
Late Bronze Age.
In fact, for those who know MB2 ceramics well, it
is instructive to note that Tall el-Hammam’s juglets
were still well within the piriform (Hyksos) tradition
at the time of its destruction, and had not yet transformed into the “elongated” juglet phase which replaced the piriform style during the final century of
MB2, giving rise to the elongated juglet designs of
LB1. With tens of thousands of vessels represented in
our Bronze Age corpus, we have yet to see even one
sherd confirmed from an elongated juglet form. This
body of data alone—there are many, many more—
locks down the terminal destruction of Bronze Age
civilization at Tall el-Hammam (Sodom), and all sites
across the Kikkar, to a time before the end of MB2,
well before LB1.
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I could go on for volumes, but I will stop at this
point.

is wrong about this, and the vast majority of scholars
in the archaeological communities in (or working in)
Israel and Jordan agree with my assessment of this issue.
Two things are certain: First, the geography of the
Holy Land is almost infinitely more static than the
wide range of accepted Hexateuchal chronologies
which can differ from 200 to 400 years at given points
(depending on one’s date of the Exodus and the length
of the Israelite sojourn in Egypt). Second, both the
southern Levantine and Egyptian chronologies are
subject to far less uncertainty—only about 30 to 50
years between high, middle, and low computations—
than the chronologies of the biblical patriarchs and the
Exodus. In light of these two facts, one has to make a
choice on which elements in the relationship between
text, geography, Levantine archaeology and ANE history are, or are not, negotiable.
For Dr. Billington, his early-in-the-extreme dates
for the patriarchs are non-negotiable. Thus, he is
forced to bend text, geography, archaeology and ANE
history in order to accommodate a biblical chronology
that is out of synch with an entire concert of relevant
data.
I used to hold to the same early biblical chronology
that Clyde does. Then I ran headlong into the archaeological data at Tall el-Hammam and across the Kikkar
in comparison to that of the entire region. That forced
me into extensive geographical exploration, intensive
archaeological and historical research, and eventually
a major excavation project. Keeping an open mind
and trying not to be influenced by everything I had
formerly believed and taught about the Cities of the
Plain being in the southern Dead Sea area, I meticulously followed the biblical text which led me to Tall
el-Hammam—Sodom. But while the textual geography, the physical geography, the archaeology and the
history all matched remarkably well, one thing was
woefully out of whack: my “early” chronology of
Abraham. In short, I have come to the conclusion that
the patriarchal numbers (the Bronze Age numbers) are
symbols comprised of honorific and formulaic elements, and are not meant to be taken in a modern,
base-ten, arithmetic sense. As soon as I admitted this,
everything fell right into place. Now it all makes
sense.
Over the past ten years I have repeatedly asked the
question, “If the enormous and powerful Tall elHammam and its many satellites—a true EB-IB-MB
city-state—are not the historical foundation for the

CONCLUSION
I will close out with the opening sentences of Dr. Billington’s conclusion: “Which of us is correct about
Tall el-Hammam? I think that Steve himself already
has the answer to this question in his possession.”
Yes, I do. It consists of a significant body of evidence
assembled during over ten years of intensive research,
surveying, exploration and excavation across the Kikkar of the Jordan (and around the Dead Sea and across
the Transjordan Highlands). And no, the scarabs from
Tall el-Hammam do not support Clyde’s thesis in the
least. Precisely the opposite.
Tall el-Hammam was not merely the largest ancient city on the Disk of the Jordan. It was the cultural
and economic core of a great city-state. It was the
dominating, central “sun” around which every other
Kikkar city, town, village and hamlet orbited throughout the Bronze Age. Tall el-Hammam made them
what they were. It protected them. Its king was their
“voice” (in Gen 14, Bera of Sodom is the only Kikkar
king who speaks). That is, until about 1650 BCE (give
or take a few decades) when a violent, fiery catastrophe consumed everything in the Land of the Kikkar,
leaving behind evidence of nuclear-level heat and destructive force that is taking us into the realm of impact physics in order to analyze it. Indeed, it was a
cosmic—“out of the heavens” (Gen 19:24)—event of
devastating proportions that, for a host of reasons,
precluded the re-occupation of the eastern Kikkar for
about seven centuries, until the beginning of the first
millennium BCE. The archaeological fact that the
abundantly-watered eastern Kikkar of the Jordan remained without cities and towns for so many hundreds
of years after this MB2 catastrophe is a powerful witness to the historical accuracy of Genesis 19.
While Clyde has made a negative of my adjustments to the chronology of Abraham based on the archaeology of Tall el-Hammam, sooner or later one
must come to grips with the fact that the biblical geography of Sodom and the Cities of the Kikkar is identical to the actual geography of the Kikkar and Tall elHammam. The archaeological and physical evidences
across the Kikkar attest to the existence of many cities
and towns, and the violence of an MB2 calamity.
There is no architectural occupation anywhere on the
eastern Kikkar during the Late Bronze Age. Billington
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formulaic ‘Cities of the Kikkar’ in the book of Genesis, then what are they?” While I applaud Clyde’s desire to attempt an answer to this question, the way he
has approached it is simply untenable. Indeed, he has
sacrificed the straightforward interpretation of biblical, geographical, archaeological, historical, geological and climatological data on the altar of chronological intractability. This is a gross error which has precluded the correct answer to my question. The true answer is simply this: Bronze Age Tall el-Hammam and
its neighbors constitute the geographical seed-bed
from which the biblical Sodom saga arose, which is
why everything about them corresponds precisely
with the Genesis text.
Each mistake in Clyde’s article is directly attributable to his unwillingness to flex on the patriarchal
chronology, making his approach to the subject a oneway street on which he is traveling in the wrong direction. The relationship between the Bible and archaeology should be one of dialogue in which each influences the other (our dialogical approach between
“text and ground” was the subject of a special session
at the Society of Biblical Literature meetings in both
London and San Francisco last year). In such a relationship, archaeology and its partner disciplines have
a legitimate place in the toolbox of biblical hermeneutics.
Dr. Billington’s geographical and historical errors
about the Kikkar, his archaeological errors related to
Jericho and Tall el-Hammam, his mistaken identity of
Tall el-Hammam as Heshbon, his ignoring of key archaeological data and its proper interpretation, all
arise from his defense of an early-in-the-extreme biblical chronology that is as mythical as the famed holy
grail. “Let it go, Indy; let it go!”

Boslough, M.B.E. “Riddle of the Desert Glass.” Lab News, published by Sandia National Laboratories, September 15,
2007.
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