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The Hellemistic Harbor of Phalasarna in Western Crete:
A Comparison with the Hellenistic Inner Harbor of
Straton’s Tower

Elpida Hadjidaki
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‘The Hellentstic Harbor at Straton’s Tower!

Few harbors from the Hellenistic period have survived o the present dav and been
studied by excavation. The Inner Harbor at Caecsarea is one example.! However, the
great harbor built there by Herod in the first century BJCLE., which aspired 10 rval
Piracus in size, was not the fist harbor on the site, and 1w s on the carlier
constructions that this chapter concentrates.

According o Josephus, Herod noticed a coastal settlement called Straton’s “Tower,
which had fallen into ruin but could benefit from his generosity.* More detail has emenged
from several decades of survey and excavation by Avi-Yonah,! Negev,” Hohlfelder,?

I There & a dispute regarding the chronology of the onginal comsmction of Siraon’s Tower, For the
opposing views, see A Rabsin, “In Search of Straton’s Tower™; I W, Roller, “Swrawn’s Tower: Somwe
Additional Thoughis™; J. A, Blakelv, “Soratigraphy amd the North Fonification Wall of Herod's
Caesarea™ T, W, Hillard, A Mid«lst ¢, BC, Do for the Walls of Straton’s Tower? all in Caeswre
Fapers, 7-48; and Raban, Site, 271-74.

2 For excavations at the inner hasin of Caesarea, see Raban, Sig, 131-37, and idem, “Schasios: The
Roval Harbour at Caesaren Manoma: A Short-bived Ghang,™ GV 202 (1992, 1124, For Herod's har-
bor, see |, . leson, “Herod and Vitnndus: Preliminary Thoughts on Harbour Engineering at Sehastos,
the Harlwoure of Chaesaren ."hl.'lril'illl:l.l_' in A Raban, ed,, -'fu':ﬁrmr-l:r&'an.l'ﬂ:g]', BAR lesr. Ser, 257 (Oksclord,
1985, 165-72; . P. Oleson, K. L. Hohlfclder, A. Raban, and R. L. Vann, “The Cacsarea Ancient
Harlsoner Excavation Ilﬁ'!ill'\'l_'l: 1"r|,"|i|||i.11.ur:. Faeled Hrpr:rl. o the 198001985 Seasons,” ?-'"f 1 (1,
281-303; and J. I leson and G Branton, “The Technology of King Herod's Harbouwr,™ in Coesarea
Papers, 49-67.

¥ Joscph. BF 1.408; A7 15.331.

' AL Avi-Yonah, “Caesarea.” in “Notes and News,” [EF 6 (1956, 260-61.

'.‘ M. Avi-Yonah amnd A, Negev, "Caesarea,” in “Notes and News,” FEF 13 (1963), 14648,

" R. L. Hohllelder, “Byzantine Coin Finds from the Sea: A Glimpse of Claesirea Mardtima's Laer
History.” in Rahan, ed., farborr Awhaenfsgy, 179-84; “The 1984 Explorations of the Ancient Harbors of
Caesaren Mannum,” HAMME, suppl. 25 (Philadelphic, 1937, 1218 “Procopiue S dedefrens 111, 18-20:
Caesarea Maritima and the Building of Harbours in Late Antiquity,” in L Malkin and K. Hohlfelder,
e, Medterranemm Citier: Hritorical Prespectrres (London, 1988), 54-62; sdem, = The First Three Decades of
Manne Explomtions,” in Caesaren Papers, 291-94; idem, “The Changing Fortunes of Caesarea’s Harbours
in the Roman Period,” ibid., 75-78.
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and Raban’ of the Center for Maritime Studies. R. L. Vann writes that “as a result
of the past few decades of hield-work, the early town begins 1o emerge as a coastal set-
lement focused around its two harbours,™

The southern harbor, called the Inner Harbor by the Caesarea Ancient Harbour
Excavation Project, was thought to be 40 m, wide and 100 m. long,” bt recently has
proved to be much larger, about 250 x 100 m. in size."" The carliest sherds found in
it date 0 the second century B.C.E. and the latest o the first cenmury CELY so it
must have h-l:]ungi:d to the Hellenistic settlement. The Imrl:rur 1s oval in shape and is
lined by an internal quay, with a mooring stone @ site!? (both the quay and mooring
stone belong o a later phase). Near the quay the harbor was .lrllﬁf_lr:liy deepened by
cutting into the bedrock sandstone (kurkar) o give the harbor a depth of at least 2 m.
The ancient sea level is identified by abrasion notches on the quay wall and by marine
[auna remains on its face,” Within the same area was found a freshwater basin that
|:rub;1||f}' dlates o the Hellenistic I:u'.fil:u'l.”

There are also remains of defensive fortifications of the Hellenistic town,'® Two tow-
ers 12 m. m diameter have been found on land on the northem shore of the area,
with an associated wall and long quay nearby.'" Under water there is a round tower
13 m. in diameter.”” These towers probably were part of defenses that encircled the
Hellenistic town and possibly two harbors, forming a double Japny xiewotoc,' one on
the northern and one on the southem side.

The task of reconstructing the town of Straon’s Tower is made exuemely difficult
by the many subsequent phases of building, from Herod's day to modern umes. In
many details, however, the harbors and their lortfications bear striking resemblance
to those of the closed harbor at Phalasarma in western Crete (fig. 1), which was aban-

" A. Raban, “Cacsarca Martma, 1983-84," A4 14 (1985, 155-77; Raban, S idem, “Straton’s
Tower™ A Raban and R Steghie, “Casarca Mannma 19877 in “Nows and News,” l'.’:"_',i 34 (1O,
27378 Holum ct al., “Preliminary Repor,” 79111,

B R. L. Vann, “Man Made Feaures:  Straton’s Tower,” in Raban, Sit, 25-27; R. L. Vann, “Eary
Travelers and the First Archacologists,” in Caesaren Pgpers, 275-90, gives a summary of archacological
work to modem times, See also the chapler by R R, Sueglitz in this volume,

¥ Raben, “Sehastos,” 116,

A, Rabhan, personal communication,

"' Raban, “Schastos,” 117; Holum et. al., “Prelimimary Report,” B9,

' Raban, S, 133-34.

¥ Rabian, “Schasios,” 117; Holum ct al, “Preliminary Repor,” 89,

" Raban, S, 137; idem, “Sebastos,” 119,

15 See above, n. 1.

W Rahan, Sit, 26, 145449,

' Ihid., ™0

A Raban, “Straton's Tower,” 22 and 72, fig. 2. For dascussion of elosed harbors, see K, Lehmann.
Hartlehen, e Anfben Hafrnanlesen des Mettelmeeres (Leiprig, 1923), 653-74; important recent work i sum.
mariged by D |, Blackman, “Ancient Harbours in the Meditermanean,” fiA4 17 (1988, 14757,
183211,
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Figure 1. Map of westerm Crete with major ancient coastal towns. Map by ML Stonmlou

doned in the first century B.C.E. It was never reimhabited or overbuilt, down 1o the
present day, and thus provides a laboratory for studying Early Hellenistic harbor instal-
lations.

Phalasamna

Phalasarna'® lics on the far western coast of Crete, facing the western Mediterrancan,
The ancient city reached its peak in the fourth to third centuries B.C.E., and s Jyv
xietotog was mentioned by Skylax and by Dionysios Kalliphontos™ (fig. 2). A 90 m.
high rocky promontory dominates the sea, and has at us highest pomnt an acropohs
with at last two temples, public buildings, and cisterns. The bottom of the cape is pro-

" For the rescarch o daie, see E, Hadjidaki, “Preliminary Report of Excavations at the Harbor of
Fhialasarna in West Croete,” 474 92 (1988), 463-7% and F. Frost and F. Hadjdaks, “Excavanons ar the
Harbor of Phalasarma in Crete: The 1988 Season,” Hegperia 59 (1990), 513-27, For the ancient literary
sources reganding the town and s rediscovery i the mneteenth century, see Hadpdak, “Phalasarma,”
b6,

U Skyvlax, 47: K. Miller, Geagraphi Graeei Memores, vol. | [Paris, 1855), p. 42, Dhonysios Kalliphontos,
120; ibid., p. 242,
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tected by a 350 m. long stretch of double forufication walls wath three defensive bas-
ti.‘l'l”i"i IIJT .1f£'f.|' ill.l ['l]":‘ilnll‘.'ﬂl l]r !'i-'ll"d!ll{lnl' l“.i:lll'riill :rl'{'l”l ".I":I.Th!r' {lllill'ri!':‘i it'l An i.!'i"ll“l“'i.{'
style. Part of the town's fortifications formed in Antiquity the west side of the harbor,
which lay .lf{}rlF the southern foot of the acropaolis,

Inthpumﬁ and coins™ found ar Phalasarna show that the town was a strong mar-
ime state during the fourth century BUCE. Is wealth seems to have derived mainly
from piracy and mercenary service.? According to Strabo, the Cretans succeeded the
Tyrrhenians in piracy at the beginning of the third century BUCLE., and, wgether with
the Cilicians, they seem to have been the toughest and most able pirates of the
Mediterranean.”? Plutarch reports on their fast ships, which set out from ports that
possessed towers and ship sheds. Phalasarma’s harbor, as we shall see, was deal for
|1'|1';|ql.5' hideouts, as it was hidden behind steep cliffs that made it invisible from the
sea~’

This port 15 particularly remarkable for three reasons: (1) s monumental military
architecture and its harbor engineering were unusual in the Greek world; (2) it has not
been overbuilt since the Roman conquest of Crete in 67 B.C.E., thus its port and city
are intact; (3] because of violent tectonic movements in 68 CE, and 365 C.E., this
part of western Crete has been raised 6.6 m. above sea level,™ o that the entire port
15 now on land, and, like the old port of Straton’s Tower, (M} m. from the sea.

Excavations begun in 1986 and sill in progress have provided the following infor-
mation regarding the port’s construction. The port was built in a preexisung lagoon,
parts of which were deepened by cutting into the rock, and was connected o the sea
by an armhaally dug channel 50 m. long and 10 m. wide (hig. 2). Remains of the rock-

cut faces along the channel are still visible, and excavations have proved than it was at
least 2.0 m. deep, deep enough to allow passage of warships having a draft of 1.2 m.
This artificial channel is unique in the Greek world; nothing similar has been discov-
cred. All other closed harbors said by Skvlax to have existed in Greece dunng the
fourth cemury BLC.E. were created by closing off coves with moles and jetties. In addi-
tion, a second channel was dug to help with the desiliing of the area.

The harbor, which measured 100 x 75 m., was then encircled by cnormous curtain
walls, all connected to the cny’s fortifications by five round or square towers, thus fit-
ting perfectly the description of Skylax, who called it a “closed pon.”

Two ol the towers that have been excavated so far, although much smaller than
those at Straton’s Tower, have a fascinating architecture. A round wwer 9 m. wide 1s

AL Guardhies, Jrrum:ll'l.!l:fmﬂ Creteae, vol, 2 (Rome, 1939, 131-33,
] N. Svoronos, Numimetigue de la Crile ancerne (Pans, 1800}, 268-71.

“ F. Hadjicdaki, “The History of Cretan Piracy,” Fetichnfl for Dt Dyordjeach:  Schalar, Mentor, Patriot
Sonta Barbara, Calif, 19929, 51-61,

4 Strabo 10.4.9,

5 PMutarch Prper 24.1.

WP AL Pirgzoli, J. Ausscil-Badie, P. Giresse, E. Hadjidaki, and M. Amold, “Historical Environ-
mental Changes at Phalasama Harbor, West Creve,” freogrochaeslagy 7 (1992), 371-52,
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' PHALASARNA

Figure 2. Plan of Fhalasama lerbor. Plan by Ellie Cassse
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Figure 3. View of round tower with associated walls at the south side of Phalasarna harbor; compare
with Raban, Site, 361-62, figs. 1.2 and IL3. Drawing by Elhe Cassese

built upon careflully earved bedrock of ashlar blocks in an sodomic style, with the faces
of the stones polished smooth (fig. 3); each stone measures 1.2 x 0.7 x 0.4 m.,%" simi-
lar in size to the stones of the underwater tower at Straton’s Tower which measure
1.3 x 0.5 x 0.6 m.®™ The base of the tower has a carved maolding on the stone (xupd-
twov), which was common in Hellemstic mulitary architecture but s unusual for a har-
bor tower. The interior of the tower is butiressed by two cross walls, and s sections
filled with loose rubble. Hundreds of black glazed sherds and other pieces of pottery
from inside the tower fill date it to the end of the fourth century B.C.E.

A water tank 4 m., long and 2 m. deep was added 1o the wower’s outer side by three
additional walls adjacent 10 it.” The walls of the tank are coated with hydraulic
cement and finished with an outer coating of black color. It has a mosaic {loor made
from colored sea pebbles, and a depression for gathening silt that is covered with lead
sheathing,

There is also a square tower smaller in size, 6.3 m. wide, whose interior 15 com-
pletely filled by solid, medium-size crude stones™ (fig. 4). The isodomic blocks of this

Y7 Hadjidaki, “Phalasarna,” 463-74; Hadjidaki and Frost, “Phalasama 1988, 515, fig. 2.
8 Raban, Sik, 90.

** Frost and Hadjidaki, “Phalasarna 1988, 516-17, pl. 79 a-c.

W Thid., 317-24, pl. 8O, fig. 4.
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Figure 4. View of square tower with rectangular gateway at nonth side of Phalasama harbor. Drowing
by Ellie Cassese

tower are connected o one another with metal clamps. One ol the clamps has been
found, and consists ol an iron rod bhen o it a Z-shaped socket, with molien lead then
poured around to fill the socket and prevem rusting and swelling of the tron. The exte-
riar faces of the blocks were decorated with gepreeven (dralied margins), and all mea-
sure LLIH x (.63 x (.43 m.

Again, as in the case of the round wwer, there is a kupdtiov low around the base,
Much of the tower's masonry, however, was robbed i the second century B.C.E. 10
construct a gateway, It adjoins the square tower, and its rectangular shape is 5 m, long
and 3 m. wide. On its southern face there is a doorway | m. wide, and on its west
side a stairway has been panly excavated that probably joins with the nearby north-
west tower, on which excavaton has just begun.

From the western side of this complex a broad double wall 50 m. long extends o
meet the fortifications that line the base of the acropelis. Where the wall meets these
delenses, there is an enormous polvgonal structure that has been only pantly excavat-
cd (ig. 3. It consists of a long retaiming wall of rectangular blocks 1.8 m. high, which
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curves at its northern end, and continues west again for a wtal penmeter of 20 m,
Around its northern perimeter there is a paved road made of smooth cohbles thar are
resting on a sublaver of crumbled sandstone. This is most likely part of the main road
that connected the port with the main town, This road is very similar w0 the long
avenue at the ancient town of Olynthus,*! and may have been the sacred road to the
temple.

Adjoined to the south side of this wall is a large room 6 m. long and 2 m. wide,
Iingide the room were Found Bour sancdstone basins carved e the .'ill:-l[!,‘ ol h.'ﬂ,:n_.' Frailis,
Their interior contained a carved step, and at the bottom there is a depression that
was once lined with lead. In one of them the lead remains intact. They rested on a
arclully constructed Moor paved with large rectangular blocks. The baths were hlled
with large chunks of unbaked clay and tailings from the processing of metallic ore, It

1D, M. Robinson, Evwmations at Ofmbes: Demestic and Public Arekitectire, vol. 12 (Oxford, 1946,
170-78, pls. 14147,
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15 presumed that this was a small indusinal zone of the Late Hellenistic perniod, that
the baths were used for washing clay and metal, and that the long wall was probably
part of an enclosure that sull awaits excavauon,

Also discovered were the first 10 m. of the harbor’s north quay between the par-
uallv excavated NE tower and the N twower (hg. 6). It consisted of thick imestone
blocks arranged in a header and stretcher line, called by the ancients Aifug évaiiag
gopundov kat mapd pixoz. ™ The headers are 1.12 m. long, 0.6 m. wide, and 0.4 m.
high, and bear traces of sea erosion. The measurements of these blocks are nearly iden-
tical 1o those of the Hellenistic quay by the seashore at Straton’s Tower.™ One of the
blocks bears a hole with rope marks inside, and obviously was used as a mooring stone.
The quay is 0.8 m. high from base 1o wp, and was hall submerged. This leaves only
(L4 m. draft, and only 0.4 m. extension above the water, too little for triremes. Small
cralt were probably ted w this quay, from which they could bring supplies and per-
sonnel out to ships at the center of the harbor, where the water was deep.

Finally, at the back of the military port, there is an inner basin, 50 x 25 m., lined
with finely crafied walls** (fig. 7). Thus far only one wall has been excavated, 1o a
length of 12 m. It is constructed sodomically, and has a height of 1.2 m. and a widih
of 0.L55 m. The top surfaces of the wall bear marks from erosion, and 0.3 m. below its
surface the ancient water line 1s visible. Although nght next to the sea, this basin con-
tained only fresh or brackish water, and had only occasional contact with the sea, |
am sure this mstallation was used for the harbor, but | stll cannot guess its function,
However, it is striking that a similar basin of brackish water was located adjacent 1o
the inner basin at Straton’s Tower. ™

The harbor at Phalasarna seems to have been destroyed by the Romans under
the general Metellus Creticus during the war against the Mediterranean pirates in
(- [:i‘ B.C.E The port fell into disuse, was abandoned, and quickly silied up. In
66 C.E. and 365 L.L. two major carthquakes lifted this part of western Crete 6.6 m.
above sea level,® while tsunami waves buried whatever was not already hidden by
silt. Long abandoned by its citizens, and hidden beneath the earth 100-200 m,
from the coast, the harbor of Phalasama survived relatvely intact to the present
dlay.

12 Inseripiiones Coraccar 2737, 1668, 15,

1 Raban, S, 143-49,

" Frost and Hadjidaki, “Phalisama 1988" 524, pl. 82h.

5 Raban, Sit, 133-37; Holum et al., “Preliminary Repon,™ 89,

* Hadjidaki, “Phakvama,” 476; Hadjidaki and Frost, “Phalasama 1988, 525; F. Frost, “The Last
Dravs of Phalasarma,™ Aweterd flictory Balletine 3 (1989, 15-17,

* For the tectonic displacemwent, see Hadjidaki, “Phalasarna,”™ 466, and Pirazzoli e al., “Environs
mental Changes,”™
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Figure 6. Cuay with headers and stretchers, Photograph by C. Agourides

Coomaclistons

There are a number of sinking similanties between the Hellemisue harbors of
Phalasarna and the alleged harbor of Straton’s Tower: (1) both © ers carved out of
sandstone in preexisting lagoons near the sea; (20 both had a depth of 2 m. or more;
3) both were built next to freshwater sources; and (4) both were surrounded by walls
aned towers,

Thus both Phalasarma and Straton's T'ower illustrate harbor tvpes that were invent-
ed in the Classical period. Each is a Japfy xheratog, since it is surrounded by the city
willls, In addition, one must consider the Phoemoan tradinon of bwlding armbicial
basins, The earliest of these at Motya dates w the sixth century B.CLE.,™ but it is too

W ). 8. Whinaker, Muaye, @ Phommician Cology in Sieily [Londdon, 1921), 185-93; | du Pl Tayloer,
“Maotya, a Phoenician Trading Senlement in Sicily,” Areharalogy 17 (1904, 911005 13, ], Isserlin, “New
Light o the ‘Cothon,™ Antiguaty 45 (1971), 17886 idem, “The Cothon at Maotva: Phoenician Harhor
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Figure 7. Side view of long retaining wall in the inner basin of Phalasarma, Drawing by Ellie Cassese

small 1o be a harbor, while the most famous, called KoBwv, at Carthage dates to
BT - . . i L

200 B.C.E.*™ Earlier construction at Carthage is an excavated channel 15-20 m. wide

that dates to 400-350 B.C.E.% Thus the evolution of harbor desion seems 1o have

Works,” Archarelogy 27 (1974), |88-9%4; 1). Harden, The Mhoeminans (London, 19632, 32, 37, 126, 130-31.
B H. Hurs, “Excavations at Carthage 1974; First Interim Repor,” Antignares Jowmal 353 (1975,
P1-40; 56 (1976), 1T77-97; 57 (1977), 232-62; 59 (1979, 19-49; H. Hurst and L. Swager, “A Metropolitan
Landscape: The Late Punic Pont of Carthage.” 1A 9 (1978), 331-16.
W Hurst, “Carthage™ (1979), 20-22; Hurst and Stager, “Metwopolitan Landscape,” 338-3%; also L.
Swager, “Excavanions at Carthage 1975, the Punic Project: First Inerim Repor,” ALASOR 43 (1976), 169.
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been a joint Phoenician and Greek tradition, although the earliest examples of artifi-
clally excavated, enclosed, and forified harbors found 1o date, as ar Phalasarna and
Straton's Tower, are Greek.

I suggest that the harbor engineers of the Mediterranean had evolved a Tairly stan-
dard harbor design, which could provide sale anchorage and port facilites lor hun-
dreds of years without siling or damage. It is ironic that Herod, in constructing an
immense artificial harbor upon the older one, overstepped the engineening knowledge
of his time. Within two hundred years, the new harbor was breached and began 1o
fall into disuse.
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