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ANCIENT HARBORS AND UNDERWATER SURVEYS OF 
YALOVA COASTS – ALTINOVA DISTRICT*   

Dr. Serkan GÜNDÜZ  
Uludağ Üniversitesi 

Işıl AKALAN GÜNDÜZ 
University of Leicester 

Özet: “Yalova İli Kıyıları Antik Liman ve Sualtı Yüzey Araştırması” 
isimli projenin amacı, yaklaşık 105 kilometrelik kıyı şeridine sahip Yalova il 
sınırları içerisindeki antik liman ve arkeolojik sualtı kültür kalıntılarını tespit 
edip, belgelemek ve bölgenin sualtı arkeolojik potansiyelini tanıtmaktır. 
Araştırma alanı Yalova ilinin Marmara Denizi kıyıları ile sınırlandırılmıştır. 
Karamüsel sınırından başlayarak batıda Gemlik (Bursa) sınırında çalışmaların 
tamamlanması planlanmaktadır. Antik çağdan günümüze kadar Marmara Den-
izi’nin en hareketli noktalarından birisi konumunda olan Yalova ile Gebze 
arasındaki bölüm araştırmaların ilk ayağı olarak planlanmıştır. Özellikle ilk 
çalışmaların başlamasında bu alanın seçilmesindeki ana neden Yalova ili 
kıyılarında denizcilik faaliyetleri ile doğru orantılı olarak artan tersane gibi 
yapıların kıyı şeridini geriye dönüşü olmaksızın tahrip etmesidir. Yaklaşık 17 
kilometrelik bir kıyı şeridine sahip olan Altınova ilçesi sınırlarında araştırma-
larımız kıyıdan, denizden ve sualtından olmak üzere üç şekilde 
gerçekleştirilmiştir. Kıyıdan yapığımız araştırmalarımızda anakarada uzantıları 
görülen yapıların sualtında kalan kısımları incelenmiş, side scan sonar yardımı 
ile dip taraması yapılmış ve sualtından ise sonar kayıtlarında görülen anoma-
lilerin daha detaylı incelemeleri gerçekleştirilmiştir. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Helenopolis, Altınova, İskele, Bağlama Taşı, 
Evliya Çelebi, Fener 

 
Yalova Kıyıları Antik Liman ve Sualtı Yüzey Araştırmaları  

-Altınova- 
 
Abstract: The aim of the project, entitled as ‘'The Ancient Ports and 

Underwater Survey of Yalova Province'' is to detect and determine the ancient 
ports and underwater archaeological remains within the boundaries of Yalova 
Province with a coastline of about 105 kilometers and to introduce the cultural 

                                                                            
* “This research was supported by KUAP (F)-2018/16 project which was accepted by Ulu-
dağ University Scientific Research Projects Commission” 
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potential of the region to the public. The research area of the project covers the 
coast of the Marmara Sea of Yalova region. It starts in the east with Karamürsel 
provincial border and will be terminating in Gemlik (Bursa). The area between 
Yalova and Gebze, which is one of the most active regions of the Marmara Sea 
since the antiquity was planned as the first phase of the research. The main 
reason for selecting this area particularly in the first year of the research is the 
urgency because of the destruction of the shoreline due to shipyards, which is 
directly proportional to the maritime activities on the coasts of Yalova prov-
ince. Surveys in the borders of Altınova district, with a coastline of approxi-
mately 17 kilometers, have been carried out in three different ways; from the 
shore, on the boat, and under the water. During the research on the coast, we 
have investigated the cultural materials which are partially visible and extend 
out to the sea, our research on the sea is carried out with side-scan sonar, for 
ground survey and finally, the anomalies detected by the sonar were investi-
gated more in detail under the water. 

Keywords: Helenopolis, Altınova, Pier, Mooring Stone, Evliya Çelebi, 
Pharos 
 
 
1. Introduction: 
The first phase of our research aims to determine the ancient ports, and archae-

ological underwater remains on the coasts of the Altınova district. It started on 
31.08.2018 with the permission of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and the sup-
port of the Bursa Uludağ University and the Altınova Municipality1.  

The sea level of the Marmara Sea reached its modern conditions, at around 
1500 years after the first traces of the Neolithic Period in the Marmara Region (Algan 
vd., 2011, 30; Özdoğan, 2007: 401; Özdoğan, 2018: 15). Before its transformation to 
sea, the Marmara Sea was a lake, and it was an essential resource for the surrounding 
civilizations (Düring 2011, 181; Özdoğan 2018; 9).  Especially in the 1st millennium 
BC, it also becomes a place of interaction and trade. It is widely excepted that mari-
time transport was the cheapest and most reliable method of transportation during the 
Antiquity (Casson 1992: 55; Landels 2000: 149). In the 8th century BC, the civiliza-
tions adjacent to the Aegean Sea reached the Marmara and the Black Sea with the 
help of the Straits and established new colonial cities (Drews 1976: 18). After this 
period, maritime activities continued to increase in the Marmara Sea. Yalova coasts 

                                                                            
1 We would like to thank Rectorate of Bursa Uludağ University, Mayor of Altınova Municipality Dr. 
Metin ORAL and Sabire Yazıcı Şentürk from Culture Department, head of the Archaeology Department 
of Bursa Uludağ University Prof. Dr. Mustafa ŞAHİN, Assistant Prof. Dr. Oktay Dumankaya. Moreo-
ver, thanks to Onur KAMİLOĞLU representative of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, who has work 
in harmony with the team. Special thanks to our survey team members; Semih Togan, Gurbet Kılınç 
(Bursa Uludağ University), Ümit Yıldırım and Ayşenur Pala ( Kahramanmaraş Sütçü İmam University). 
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of the Marmara Sea increased its important after Constantinople became the capital 
city. Especially after the Crusades its importance has increased (Mansel, 1936; 5).  
Today, when we look at the maritime traffic of the cities around the Marmara Sea, it 
is observed that the region where Yalova and Gebze are located has the most intense 
maritime traffic (fig 1)2.  

Altınova is located at a strategical location in the Marmara Sea. It is not only 
known for its busy maritime traffic but also with its shipyards. These shipyards are 
now occupying a large area at the coastline. The intensive shipyard buildings on the 
west coast of Hersek/Dilburnu could be observed very clearly from the satellite im-
ages of the years between 2002 – 2017 (Fig. 2-3).        

One of the most important reasons for this research’s first phase started from 
the borders of Altınova district is the mentioned shipyards. The eastern shores of 
Dilburnu have survived untouched due to the archaeological and military areas. 
There is no written information about whether any archaeological research has been 
carried out in the region before the construction activities on the west coast. For this 
reason, the history of the west coast is completely lost under modern constructions. 

It is important to note that the coastline at the west of the ancient city of 
Helenopolis is entirely occupied by the shipyards. Unfortunately, as there were no 
previous harbor or underwater researches carried out at the area, the past of the region 
will stay as a mystery. Before the construction of new shipyards in the region, ar-
chaeological surveys are crucial for preventing further irreversible damages. For this 
reason, the ancient coasts and underwater surveys were planned in Yalova. It is very 
vital to identify and document the cultural materials before the destruction of the 
shores increases. 

 
2. Research Area:  
The research area covers the shores of Yalova province on the Marmara Sea. 

The research borders are limited with Gemlik (Bursa) in the west and Karamürsel 
(Kocaeli) border in the east (Fig. 1). Approximately six years is required to complete 
the investigation of the coastline. 

Altinova district was chosen as the preliminary research area in our field mis-
sion. The region has a 17-kilometer coastline, and 4.5 kilometers of the coast is oc-
cupied by the shipyards. In 2018, surveys were carried out mainly in the western part 

                                                                            
2. When the maritime traffic of the Marmara Sea is observed, Bandırma, Bursa, Yalova, and Gebze on 
the Anatolian coast of Marmara Sea; Istanbul and Tekirdağ on the European shore, stand out. 
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of Hersek however, the Dilburnu and Kaytazdere military areas were excluded due 
to their military status. 

 
3. Research Method: 
The research was carried out with a boat owned by Altınova Municipality, and 

the sea bottom was scanned with Structure Scan Sonar. Also, our researches were 
carried out by diver archaeologists who were pulled by the boat when the underwater 
visibility was enough for investigating the sea bottom. Detailed investigations were 
performed with free diving and SCUBA diving methods in the areas where under-
water anomalies were detected.  

 
4. Determined cultural assets: 
4.1. Dilburnu Lighthouse Ruins: 
Cape of Hersek is the narrowest point of the Gemlik Gulf. This region is seen 

as Dilburnu (Tongue Cape) in the Ottoman maps (fig. 4). The lighthouse is situated 
entirely on land, and according to the records it is constructed by the French company 
“la société Collas et Michel” in 1863 (Thobie, 2004: 266).  On the north of the light-
house, there are remains on land and underwater indicating earlier structures (Fig. 3- 
4).   

During the researches in this area, the method of SCUBA diving and Sonar 
could not be used due to the maximum depth of water was around - 0.50 meters. 
Because of the shallow water, researches were carried out with the freediving 
method. Total Station was used to understand the dimensions of the structures and 
their positions (Fig. 5). Also, illustrations were carried out with the aid of Total Sta-
tion. 

As the result of the survey, a semi-circular shaped structure is partially visible 
from the land, a stone extension which is connected with this structure and rubble 
under the water in the western part of the structure was determined.  

 The first conspicuous building has a semi-circular form, and it has an exten-
sion in front of it — the entrance of this structure visible on the west side. The entire 
borders of the structure are not visible on land, but it is understood that it continues 
underground. The widest measurable points of this structure are approx. 5.20 m. 
while the measurable length is approx. 6.00 m (Fig. 6). The entrance width is 1.00 
meter. At the northernmost part of the structure, there is a bilamellated stone exten-
sion about 2 meters wide and around 9.00 meters long; it is approximately 0.5 meters 
below the water (Fig. 7). Khorasan mortar was used as a binding element between 
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the stones in this stone extension. The outer contours of the structure are made with 
roughly shaped rectangular stones, while the inner part is made up of small ones with 
rubble and mortar (Fig. 8). The width of the eastern and western walls are approx. 
1.80 meters.  

Moreover, the traces Khorasan mortars are seen at the various areas in the west 
of the semi-circular structure. It is understood from the distribution of the stones un-
der the water, at the west of the visible remains; there are other remains about 2 me-
ters wide and 9.5 meters long (Fig.9). Today, it not possible to comment on the nature 
of the remains in question. More detailed information is provided from the old photos 
of the area. In these photos, it is clear that there was another structure remain and it 
could be observed that Khorasan mortar was used as the binding element (Fig. 10).  

Besides, these photos show us the change of the coastline. It is clear that the 
transformation of the shoreline before and after the construction of Osmangazi 
Bridge.  As a result of the filling the coast and construction of the bridge, the area 
became a small bay which is sheltered from the currents and waves. Because of this 
standing water, the underwater remains were covered with moss and mussels. This 
situation makes it difficult to understand the submerged remains. 

According to the distribution of the remains in this area, this part of the 
Dilburnu did not have a single structure, all remains were connected with others, and 
this area was a complex of buildings with multiple structures. Both the location and 
the density of the finds indicate that the area in question fits to what Procopius and 
Evliya Çelebi described as the pier of Helenopolis/Hersek (Procopius, 2001:162; 
Çelebi 2008: 75; Seçkin 2018:537). 

 
4.2. The survey carried out at the set in front of the Hersek Lake  
Lake Hersek is a lagoon lake. It was formed by alluviums carried by Yalakdere 

river purring into the sea of Marmara. While the average depth of the lake is 0.50 - 
0.60 meters, the deepest place is 0.90 meters (DADİİ 2013: 10,12). In 05.11.2004 
with the decision (no.202) of the Bursa Cultural and Natural Heritage Protection 
Board, Hersek lagoon was declared as a 1st Grade Natural Site. As the lagoon is a 
natural park and the depth is very low (approx. 0.60 m), the coastal survey was car-
ried only by walking at North of the lagoon and near the coast of the ancient city of 
Helenopolis (Fig. 11). 

The aim of the research in this area was to understand the connection of 
Helenopolis with the lagoon and to investigate whether there are any harbor struc-
tures. As a result of the survey, a stone block used as a mooring stone was found at 



Serkan GÜNDÜZ – Işıl AKALAN GÜNDÜZ 

862 

the coast of the lagoon. However, it was not in situ3 (Fig. 12). The stone was located 
very close to the coast, at a bushy area.  Due to the heavy vegetation, it was not 
possible to understand if the stone was a part of a structure nearby or it was moved 
from elsewhere. Due to the hole in the stone, it is thought that the stone was used as 
a mooring stone in its second use. Because of the heavy vegetation, it was not possi-
ble to investigate the coastline between Helenopolis and Hersek Lagoon.   

 In addition to the survey inside the Hersek Lagoon, another step of our re-
search was held in the entrance of the lagoon. There is a modern concrete set built in 
front of the lagoon in a north-south direction which is visible from the land (Fig. 13). 
As far as it can be seen, the reinforced concrete structure does not entirely cover the 
mouth of the lagoon; especially the southern end is covered with intense sand filling. 
In the northern part of the concrete set, another set was observed which could be 
partially followed under the water, but all of it couldn’t be seen due to sand filling 
(Fig. 14). This second set was formed by limestones placed in a raw. There are any 
binding elements such as mortar or clamps were used between the stones (Fig. 15). 
The entire length of this stone wall could not be understood. However, the visible 
part of the wall is at about 50 meters. Then it seems to continue under the sand. 

 
5. Result:  
The archaeological underwater survey initiated on 31.08.2018 were terminated 

on 12.09.2018. The researches in 2018 provided information about the geographical 
condition of the area. In the western part of Dilburnu, there are shipyards constructed 
by filling the sea (Fig. 3). Therefore, it is impossible to carry research in this area. 
The semi-circular structure and the pier in front of it, which is detected in the most 
extreme point of the Dilburnu, is highly likely to be the pier mentioned by Procopius 
and Evliya Çelebi. The research at the Marmara coast of the Hersek Lagoon provided 
information about the underwater. There is a sandy area with the depth reaches up to 
28 meters in one kilometer from the coast. Then the depth reaches up to 65 meters. 
Our research program has been carried out in 1,10 km from the coast due to security 
and sporty diving limits due to the healthy use of our equipment. During scan sonar 
and divings, some sherds had been found in front of Hersek lagoon in the Marmara 
Sea.  These sherds were carried out with the waves from somewhere else. 2018 sur-
veys provide information about the difficulty of work in this area as well as urgency 
and the need for such an archaeological survey. In 2019 our survey will be started 
with the military area and continued in the Çiftlikköy region. 

                                                                            
3 Coordinate: 35T 712374.95 D, 4510957.83 m K (UTM) 
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Fig. 1: The Number of Daily Expeditions 
of The Important Ports Around The Sea 
Marmara  

Fig. 2: 2002 Satellite Image 
 

 
 

Fig. 3: 2017 Satellite Image Fig. 4: 

 

  
Fig. 5: Depth in the Dilburnu area Fig. 6: Plan of Pier and Semi-Circu-

lar Shaped Structure 
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Fig. 7: Extension Part Under The Water Fig. 8: Semi-Circular Shaped Struc-
ture 

 

 

Fig. 9: Hersek Dilburnu Remains Fig. 10:  Rubble Stones with Mortar  

  
Fig. 11: Coast of Helenopolis Fig. 12: Mooring Stone from Hele-

nopolis 
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Fig. 13: Modern Concrete Set Fig. 14: Second Set in Front of Mod-
ern Concrete Set 

 

 

Fig. 15:  Detail of Second Set in Front of 
Modern Concrete Set 

 

 


