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A CARGO OF LEAD INGOTS FROM AN ELEVENTH—THIRTEENTH-
CENTURIES CE SHIPWRECK OFF THE ASHQELON COAST

EHUD GALILI AND BARUCH ROSEN
(Pp. 132-137)

In 1997, fifty-seven lead ingots, weighing 23—
105 kg, associated with several iron artifacts,
were discovered on the seabed, 100-150 m west
of Tel Ashgelon (map ref. NIG 156750/619350,
OIG 106750/119350; Fig. 1). The ingots were
concentrated in a long narrow strip extending
along a north—south axis (c. 7 x 18 m; Plan 1;
Fig. 2); most were found scattered over an area
of 4 x 8 m, and thirty of them were retrieved
from the water. Nine of the ingots that were
pulled out of the sea are intact, elliptical in
shape, and weighing between 66.5 and 97.7 kg
(Figs. 3, 4; Table 1). The average weight of an
intact ingot is c. 80 kg and their total weight
was c. 4 tons. Radiocarbon dating of wood that
was trapped in one of the ingots (No. 3; Fig. 5),
apparently at the time it was cast, provided a
calibrated date of 1004-1226 CE (uncalibrated
date 940+125 years).

The finds are indicative of the nature of the
shipping and commerce that took place along
the coast of Ashgelon and of the importation of
lead to the region during a period about which
there is much written evidence. Among the
many documents that were found in the Cairo
Geniza are bills of lading for goods that were
transported by sea, including lead. The Geniza
documents show that lead was transported
in large sacks from Sicily to Egypt, and that
the shipping units weighed c¢. 160 kg. This is
an extremely heavy cargo that one person is
incapable of carrying alone; hence the difficulty
there was in loading it onto the vessel.

The finds from Ashgelon provide direct and
rare evidence that specifically concerns lead
shipments, how they were marked, the weight

units they consisted of and the shape of the
ingots, and in general provides information
about the lead commerce along the coast of
Israel in the eleventh-thirteenth centuries CE.
The lead was imported in large quantities for
commercial and industrial purposes, as well as
for fortifications and military purposes.

The heaviest unit that was salvaged from
the sea at Ashgelon weighed 109 kg, c. 55%
of a complete ingot. It seems that two kinds
of ingots, of different weights, were produced
and traded: one weighing c. 80 kg (nine whole
ingots of this kind were discovered) and the
other weighing 160-200 kg. Assuming that the
standard shipping unit that is mentioned in the
Geniza did indeed weigh c. 160 kg, then it was
composed of two or more units similar to those
that were discovered in Ashgelon. It seems
that in the absence of a harbor or anchorage in
Ashgelon, the vessel that transported the lead
ingots had anchored a considerable distance
offshore, encountered distress (due to a storm
or during a battle) and sank.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map.

Plan 1. Lead ingots and iron objects on the
seabed.

Fig. 2. Tel Ashgelon and the location of the site.
Fig. 3. The ingots that were retrieved from the
seabed.

Fig. 4. A representative sampling of the ingots.
Fig. 5. Ingot No. 3, which contains charred
wood (marked with an arrow).
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