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INTRODUCTION

In addition to extensive Bronze Age remains,
the ancient centre of Hili has a dense
concentration of sites dating to the Iron Age
(1100-300 BCE). Settlements and irrigation
systems, particularly ancient aflaj, dating to this
period have been excavated since the 1970s.
They reveal a vibrant and flourishing ancient
society. Since 2011, these sites have formed
part of the UNESCO World Heritage Site: The
Cultural Sites of Al Ain. The World Heritage Site
is characterised by a unique combination of
natural and man-made elements and consists
of four major assemblages with 17 components:
Jebel Hafit, with its Early Bronze Age tombs; the
Bronze and Iron Age remains of Hili; Iron Age
features on the outcrop of Bidaa Bint Saud; and
the six oases of the city - Al Ain, Qattara, Jimi,
Hili, Mutaredh and Muwaiji. Together, they are
an exceptional testimony to the development
of prehistoric cultures in the region and the
management of water in a desert environment.



LOCATION &
ENVIRONMENT

Hili is one of the oases of Al Ain, a narrow fertile
alluvial plain bordered on the west by the sands
of the Empty Quarter and on the east by the
Al Hajar mountains. These mountains contain
a wealth of mineral resources, including copper,
which was important to human settlement
in Al Ain. The mountains were the key to the
previous settlement in this alluvial plain, by
providing run-off during rainstorms and also
by storing water, accessed by wells and aflaj.
The southern limit of this cultural landscape
is marked by the distinctive mass of the Jebel
Hafit formation. The mountain rises more than
1,000 metres above the surrounding plain and
was an important landmark on ancient land
routes connecting Al Ain with the rest of Arabia,
the Arabian Gulf and the Indian Ocean.

Throughout Al Ain, there is archaeological
evidence for Neolithic (c. 8,000-4,000 BCE)
occupation, and thereafter major periods of
activity took place in the Bronze Age - marked
first by the Hafit tombs (c. 3,000-2,500 BCE)
and later by the tombs and towers of the Umm
an-Nar period (c. 2,500-2,000 BCE). In the
Iron Age (c. 1,100-300 BCE), there was a major
expansion of settlement in the area, apparently
based on both falaj agriculture and the copper
industry. Another period of intense activity took
place in the Early Islamic period (c. 800-1,000
CE) for which there is increasing archaeological
evidence of settlement, agriculture and a
revival of the copper industry.



THE IRON AGE
OF HILI

Three thousand years ago, two crucially
important innovations transformed life in the
United Arab Emirates: the domestication of
the dromedary camel and the introduction of
falaj irrigation. A falaj is an ingenious way of
tapping underground water, through horizontal
tunnels and by transporting water through the
force of gravity. The technology arose in the
United Arab Emirates because people had for
millennia learned how to access water under
the ground. This was vital as there was never
enough rainfall to support agriculture. Around
1,000 BCE, it seems that traditional methods of
accessing water, such as wells, became more
difficult. The falaj system was a brilliant solution
to this problem. It permitted people to move
water from underground to agricultural fields
and was an invention that transformed life in
the United Arab Emirates.

Schematic section of a falaj system



The impact of aflaj is visible throughout the
archaeological remains at Hili. An Iron Age
falaj, called Hili 15, was excavated outside
the northern wall of the Hili Archaeological
Garden. It extends around 500 metres inside
the protected area of Hili Archaeological Park.
Several areas were excavated at the site and
led to the discovery of open channels, a shari’a
(water access point), cut-and-cover trenches
and at least one shaft hole. We do not know the
full length of this falaj but it must have tapped
water from the north-east foothills of the

nearby mountain ridge, five kilometres away
from where it was irrigated. Artefacts found
within the falaj date to the Iron Age Il period
(1,000-600 BCE), confirming the date in which
the falaj was used. At the time of its discovery,
this meant that Hili 15 was the earliest known
falaj in the world. More recent discoveries in
other parts of the United Arab Emirates have
confirmed that the system became widespread
at this time.

The appearance of this falaj system coincides

Channels of the Iron Age falaj, Hili 15



with the emergence of numerous Iron Age
buildings in and around Hili. Some of these
buildings seem to be directly connected to
the Hili 15 falaj. Hili 14, for example, comprises
a single squarish building with thick exterior
walls supported by buttresses. After its
discovery in the 1980s, the site was left
unexcavated but was cleaned so that a plan
could be finalised. The building is square (58
x 58 m) in shape and is clearly not a domestic
structure. A small sounding inside the building
revealed a room with several large storage

jars. Recent excavations by the Department of
Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi archaeologists
at Hili 14 have revealed that the site is more
complicated than originally thought and may
contain a complex defensive system. These
excavations also revealed a very well preserved
free-standing mudbrick house in the middle of
the building. Continued excavations at the site
will reveal more information on this still poorly-
understood settlement.

Plan of Hili 14 surface remains



Other settlements served by this falaj are
located nearby. One such site is Hili 17. Three
houses have been excavated that occupy the
main part of this settlement. All three date
between 1,000 and 700 BCE. House 1seems to
have been the nucleus of the settlement and
was likely the oldest. This house was originally
rectangular in shape, consisting of four rooms.

Incredibly, a staircase that led to the roof was
preserved. The excavations revealed large Iron
Age storage jars in some rooms. These were
too big to be moved, and thus the rooms must
have served some function as a permanent
storage area. Other rooms were used for living
and eating.

Archaeologists from The Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi, excavating the site of Hili 14



Aerial view of House 1at Hili 17



3D cutaway reconstruction of House 1at Hili 17

Over time, other houses (2 and 3) were
constructed alongside House 1. These were
smaller but contained a mix of living and
storage rooms. All three houses shared a
common building technology - the walls were
made of thin and flat mudbricks measuring 50
x 40 cm with a thickness of 6 cm. The standard
width of the walls is 55 cm but thinner walls

can be found, particularly in the added walls
and partitions. The bricks bear deep finger
impressions, which is a typical feature of the
era. The function of these impressions was to
allow better binding to the mortar. Originally,
both interior and exterior walls were covered
with thick layers of clay plaster.



The inhabitants of Hili 17 very likely had access
to the nearby falaj and were probably growing
crops such as dates and cereals. However, they
also engaged in industrial activity. To the west
of House 1there are several features which may
represent the remnants of kilns. In this area,
several wasters - pots that have misfired in the
kiln - were found. The type of pottery produced

at Hili 17 was widespread across Hili and was
exported around the United Arab Emirates
during the Iron Age. It included a wide range of
bowls and jars that are typical of the repertoire
of Iron Age ceramics. The domestication of the
dromedary camel meant that goods like these
ceramics could be transported efficiently around
the region.

Typical Iron Age bowls from Hili 17. This type of pottery was exported widely across the United Arab Emirates



HILI 2:
A TYPICAL IRON
AGE VILLAGE

Geophysical and archaeological investigations
have shown that the area around Hili 17
contained many other remains dating to
the Iron Age. However, because of concerns
about preservation and conservation, these
sites remain unexcavated. The site of Hili 2,
however, located across the Al Ain - Dubai
road provides a more complete picture of what
a small settlement of this period would have
looked like.

Fifteen houses were excavated at Hili 2 in
the 1970s and 1980s. Some of these were

incredibly well preserved with walls visible
up to ceiling height. The houses were built
of mudbricks with thick walls, some covered
in multiple layers of plaster. In one house,
the holes - which most probably held the
wooden beams to support the ceiling are still
preserved. In another house, steps that led to
the roof or to a second floor were revealed.
Large storage jars were found in many of the
rooms, indicating a prosperous community
which most likely had access to the
nearby falaj.

Aerial view of Hili 2



View of the interior of a mudbrick house at Hili 2

Typical Iron Age storage jars from Hili 2 and 17



In preparation for the opening of the site to the
public, further archaeological investigations
were carried out by the Department of
Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi in 2018
and 2019. These excavations revealed a
more complex settlement history than was
previously understood. Careful examination
of collapsed walls revealed important details
about construction technology. As at Hili 17,
people used their fingers to create grooves that
would hold the mortar in place. Of particular
importance was the discovery of numerous
large tannours, or cooking ovens. These were
made from clay and contained burnt stones
that were used to cook large joints of meat.
The tannours are so large that an entire small
sheep or goat could have been easily cooked
within them.

The tannours are not located inside the houses
but rather in common spaces between them.
Because of their location and their size it is likely
that they had a communal function. One could
imagine, but we can’t be sure, that these ovens
were used for special occasions when a feast

was prepared. This sense of community was
important to Iron Age communities throughout
the United Arab Emirates. At other sites in and
around Al Ain, archaeologists have found large
columned rooms which likely functioned as
communal spaces where people would meet to
discuss issues affecting their community. These
3,000 year old buildings operated in a similar
fashion to the more recent majlis.

Hili 2 provides a unique example of social life
in the Iron Age. The houses were clustered
together in a single community but each
individual house would have contained a family,
probably an extended family. We don’t know if
each family had their own plot of land or grew
crops as a community. There was, however,
a clear sense of identity. They used the same
pottery, built their houses in a common style
and likely thought of themselves as part of the
same village or town. Hili 2, however, was only
one component of this community. Excavations
in other areas in Al Ain have revealed similar
Iron Age villages. One such site, Rumailah,
revealed a series of houses dating to the same

Mudbricks with finger impressions from Hili 2. These impressions were important for binding mortar to the brick



period as Hili 2. Just to the north of Al Ain, at
Bidaa Bint Saud, another Iron Age house and
falaj have been excavated. We don’t know the
ancient name for Al Ain at this time, and we
don’t even know if the inhabitants thought of
themselves as belonging to a single town or
different villages. We do know, however, that
the invention of falaj technology established
the economic basis for rapid expansion of
settlement and economic growth. Although
there were to be subsequent periods of decline,
possibly for environmental reasons, the Iron
Age established a system of agriculture and
settlement that was to sustain Al Ain into the
present day.

HOW TO GET THERE

You can visit Hili Garden in Al Ain, which
contains the Hili Grand Tomb, Tombs E and
N, Hili 1 and Hili 10. It is a 90-minute drive
from Abu Dhabi and a one-hour drive from
Dubai. It is open daily from 4:00 pm to
11:00 pm. While in Al Ain, you can visit many
other archaeological and historical sites,
including Qasr Al Muwaiji, Al Qattara Arts

Centre, Al Qattara Heritage Souq, Al Ain Palace
Museum, Al Jahili Fort and Al Ain oases.
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Iron Age clay oven at Hili 2
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