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THE COINS FROM THE ‘THIRD MILE ESTATE’, ASHQELON

DONALD T. ARIEL

Fifty-eight coins were found during the
excavations at the ‘Third Mile Estate,’! all made
of bronze (see Israel and Erickson-Gini, this
volume); twelve were unidentifiable. Both the
chronological and the spatial distributions of 40
of the 46 identified coins (Nos. 6—45) conform
to the main settlement phase at the site, from the
Late Roman and Byzantine periods. Five coins
(Nos. 1-5) date to the Hellenistic period, of
which fragmentary evidence of occupation was
found at the site. Coin Nos. 3 and 4 were found
in Area F, which contained many Hellenistic
surface sherds. One coin (No. 46) is a solitary
Abbasid fals.

The earliest coin associated with the Roman
and Byzantine occupation at the site was
struck by Septimius Severus (with his wife
Julia Domna) at Aelia Capitolina (No. 6). The
imperial couple’s sons, Geta and Caracalla
are depicted on its reverse; the latter name is
inscribed on a milestone found at the site (see
Roll, this volume). Three pentanummia (Nos.
43-45)—the latest Byzantine coins from the
site—indicate that the estate was occupied at
least through the first half of the sixth century
CE; two coins (Nos. 43 and 44) are confidently
dated between 518 and 538 CE. Although
comprising a relatively large assemblage, the
40 Roman and Byzantine coins found at the site
are not sufficient for an analysis of occupational
gaps at the estate, especially since some of
these coins remained in circulation over a very
long time.

This assemblage, however, as well as the
earlier coins from the site, may shed light
on the relationship between the ‘Third Mile
Estate’ and the adjoining site of Ashgelon,
Hammama Conduit (Fabian, Nahshoni and

Ein Gedy 1995). The ten identified coins from
Hammama Conduit’> bear some similarities
with the ‘Third Mile Estate’ assemblage: They
include two Hellenistic bronze coins (IAA
Nos. 57310, 57312) and the Byzantine coins,
dating from the fourth through the first half of
the sixth centuries, include pentanummium-
type coins (IAA Nos. 57305, 57308), one of
which (IAA No. 57308) is an imitative issue,
as No. 45 may be. Two clearly unofficial
issues employing a variation of the chi-rho
symbol (IAA Nos. 57304, 57311)—coins
related to the pentanummia—were also found
at Hammama Conduit. The latter is a coin
with the chi-rho symbol overstruck on an
Alexandrine dodecanummium. Although these
resemblances cannot determine whether the
two sites are parts of one extended estate or
two adjacent estates, they clearly indicate the
close ties between them.

The large number of dodecanummium and
smaller denominations at both Hammama
Conduit and the ‘Third Mile Estate’ site
may indicate that Ashqelonians preferred
small bronzes for daily transactions,
taking a cue from nearby Byzantine Egypt.
Archaeological
Byzantine sites in Ashqelon have uncovered
what appear to be a disproportionate number
of small-denomination bronze coins, from
dodecanummium (e.g., Bijovsky 1999a:204,
No. 10; 1999b:109*, No. 1; 2004:120, No. 36;
Sokolov and Bijovsky 2007:102, Nos. 27, 28;
Hammama, IAA 57307) to single nummus
denominations (e.g., Bijovsky 1998:102, 104;
2004:120, Nos. 32-34). Particularly common is
the pentanummium type and its imitations (e.g.,
Bijovsky 1999b:109*, No. 2; 2004:120, Nos.

excavations at numerous
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25-31; Sokolov and Bijovsky 2007:102, Nos.
21-24,30-33).

This is not to say that Ashgelonians did
not conduct transactions in the larger follis
denomination; for example, a hoard of folles
was uncovered off the coast of Ashgelon (Galili
and Sharvit 1998:102). We are, however,
suggesting that Egyptian coin currency would
naturally have influenced the coast of southern
Israel to a point where the abovementioned
pentanummium imitations may have been locally
produced. Another locally made imitative coin
may be a lead follis excavated elsewhere in
Ashgelon (Bijovsky 1999c:124*, No. 14). Two
imitations of small Axumite bronzes (Bijovsky
1998:82;2004:117, No. B22; 119, No. 22; Hahn
1994-1999:117) serve as additional examples
of Egyptian monetary influences on Ashgelon
during the Byzantine period.

Since none of the coins from the Byzantine
phase of occupation at the ‘Third Mile Estate’
and the adjoining Hammama site date later than
the first half of the sixth century, it may suggest
that both sites were adversely affected by the
cyclical series of plagues that struck the region
beginning in mid-542 CE (Conrad 1986:146;
Ariel 2002:297-300). This interpretation is

not necessarily contradicted by the appearance
of coins from the second half of the sixth and
even the first half of the seventh centuries CE
in the numismatic finds from many recent
excavations in Ashgelon (as well as in the
hoard noted above). While large cities do not
generally go out of existence when plagues
strike (but see Allen 1979:12), the depletion
of population and economic downsizing often
affects satellite sites, such as the ‘Third Mile
Estate’ and the adjacent site of Hammama.
However, the proposal that the ‘Third Mile
Estate’ was affected by the ‘Justinianic Plague’
is by no means certain. In fact, the latest
Byzantine coins from the site (Nos. 42—45), as
well as the sole Abbasid coin (No. 46), were
found in one restricted context at the ‘Third
Mile Estate’, the frigidarium. This may imply
that with the exclusion of that spot, the estate
had ceased to function as such. On the other
hand, the suggestion that the ceramics date
throughout the sixth century and into the early
seventh century CE (see Israel and Erickson-
Gini, this volume) argues for the continued
occupation of the site despite the absence of
numismatic evidence for the second half of the
sixth century CE.
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NOTES

' The coins were cleaned in the IAA laboratories,
headed by Ella Altmark, and photographed by Sando
Mendrea. The Abbasid coin was kindly identified by
Ariel Berman.

2 Our thanks to Peter Fabian for his permission to
note the coins here.
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