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Budding Archaeologists Dig into the Past at Bryn Mawr’s New Desert Outpost in Arabia 

Some of the most surprising and intriguing discoveries in archaeology in the last decade have emerged from the sand of the Arabian Peninsula. At Muweilah, a site in the United Arab Emirates once thought too arid to have sustained any prehistoric human habitation beyond a campsite for nomads, Associate Professor of Classical and Near Eastern Archaeology Peter Magee has uncovered the remains of a permanent settlement occupied by a complex society nearly 3,000 years ago. Now, as the director of a new archaeology field school, Magee is leading a new kind of nomad to the Emirate of Sharjah.

The contemporary short-term residents are students who embark on an intensive four-week course in the methods of field archaeology during Bryn Mawr's winter break. Open to Bryn Mawr, Haverford and Swarthmore students, the field school offers a structured curriculum in practical skills, taught by experts in the various techniques employed in excavation and analysis of archaeological evidence.

At its inaugural session this winter, 10 students — six Bryn Mawr undergraduates, two Haverford undergraduates and two Bryn Mawr graduate students — participated in the field school. Its faculty included Magee; Associate Professor of Geology Donald Barber, who is an expert in Geographic Information Systems and coastal geomorphology; and technical specialists from Germany and Australia. The Dean's Office's internship fund provided financial assistance to students who needed help covering the costs of the program.

Bryn Mawr students have accompanied archaeology faculty to excavation sites since the College's early days, but the new program represents the College's first organized training program in field skills offered for academic credit, says Professor and Chair of Classical and Near Eastern Archaeology Jim Wright.

"Students who assist in excavations invariably acquire skills," Magee explains, "but haphazardly, on the basis of what is called for at a given moment. A field school offers a programmatic approach, so that students can learn one, two or perhaps three skills in depth. Some written work was involved. On Friday, our one day off, we did field excursions into the mountains and sometimes into the cities to see museums. We also had lectures on Friday mornings so that the students knew why we were doing what we were doing and how much progress had been made."

Allison Siegenthaler '07 had participated in three excavations before attending the field school this winter. "We weren't just told 'dig here. Now dig there,' Siegenthaler says. "We were more than free labor; the project was much more focused on pedagogy than a regular excavation is. We talked about the reasons for using the techniques we were learning; we had lectures and took museum trips."

The students were involved in survey and excavation of three late prehistoric sites: Muweilah, Tell Abraq and Hamriya. Magee directs the Muweilah project and co-directs the excavations at Tell Abraq and Hamriya with Professor Hans-Peter Uerpmann of the University of Tübingen. All three projects are run in collaboration with the Sharjah Directorate of Antiquities.

The three excavations provide experience of different types of sites, Magee says.

"Muweilah is an open-area settlement excavation — where we open up large areas to expose the relationship between architecture and artifacts.

"Hamriya is more of a nomadic site, where remnants of occupation remain on the surface.

"Tell Abraq is a deep mound site where there were thousands of years of occupation layered on top of each other."

The students learned how to excavate; how to use total stations, an electronic optical instrument used in surveying; how to use ground-penetrating radar; and how to record stratigraphy and describe archaeological deposits. They lived in an inland village in the emirate and took a few weekend trips to the cosmopolitan port city of Dubai, where, says Magee, "there is plenty of entertainment."

The students responded enthusiastically to a demanding schedule, according to Magee. "It was long and arduous work for them (sometimes 12 hours a day in the field with sand storms and alternating cold and hot weather) but they all excelled. I've taken close to 80 students on field projects in the UAE and Pakistan in the last 12 years and I've never had a more hard-working and interested group!"

Victoria Jones '08 recommends the field school wholeheartedly. "It was a lot of work, but it was the kind of work that isn't really work because you're so excited to be doing it …it was totally worth it."

Siegenthaler's excitement was evident as she described the work she did at Hamriya:

"At the nomadic site, which was occupied from the Neolithic to the Iron Age, there were piles of shells where people had harvested shellfish. We surveyed the whole area. We counted the mounds and picked up samples to see what they were eating and in what frequency different foods occurred. We found hearths, which can provide samples for carbon dating." When the carbon dating is complete, the students will regroup with Magee at the College and discuss the results.

Eventually, Siegenthaler's group opened up a small trench on the slope of Tell Abraq, unearthing pottery sherds, fragments of ostrich eggs and other evidence of intercultural contact. "We found a lot on the last day — you always find a lot on the last day." The most exciting find for Siegenthaler was the rear half of a clay animal figurine. "It looks a lot like the camel figurines Peter is finding at Muweilah," she says.

Magee plans to make the field school an annual venture. It is open to archaeology majors and those doing the geoarchaeology concentration. For more information, contact Magee at x5385 or by e-mail: pmagee@brynmawr.edu.  

Pulitzer Prize-Winning Playwright Paula Vogel to Read

Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Paula Vogel will give a reading at Bryn Mawr College on Thursday, March 1, at 7:30 p.m., in Thomas Great Hall. 

Free and open to the public, Vogel's appearance is part of the College's yearlong Creative Writing Program Reading Series, which features award-winning poets, fiction and nonfiction writers and playwrights. For further information, contact the Office for the Arts at 610-526-5210. 

Vogel has no fear of controversial subjects. Her plays have dealt with AIDS, pornography, prostitution, pedophilia and gay and lesbian relationships. Controversy, however, has been no obstruction to critical praise. 

Her play How I Learned to Drive was awarded the 1998 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. She has won two Obies and the 2004 Award for Literature from the American Academy of Arts and Letters. Vogel is Professor of Creative Writing at Brown University, where she directs the M.F.A. Playwriting program, and she has taught widely in this country and abroad. 

Vogel's latest play is A Civil War Christmas, a family musical set on Christmas Eve in the final days of the U.S. Civil War. 

Her other plays include The Long Christmas Ride Home, The Mineola Twins, The Baltimore Waltz, Hot 'n' Throbbing, Desdemona, And Baby Makes Seven and The Oldest Profession. 

Bryn Mawr Mourns Loss of Barbara Auchincloss Thacher '40

Barbara Auchincloss Thacher '40, a former president of the Alumnae Association, chair of the board of trustees and recipient of the College's highest honor, the M. Carey Thomas Award, died early this month. Her loss is deeply mourned by her large family and by generations of Bryn Mawr scholars, administrators and alumnae whom she inspired and sustained.

"Barbara was an ideal exemplar of the intelligent, capable, committed volunteer who keeps the nonprofit sector in this country afloat," says Mary Patterson McPherson, during whose presidency Thacher chaired the board of trustees. "She was a thoughtful, effective leader who undertook more or less a full-time career in education without compensation. She could not have been more gracious or more generous to the College."

Thacher was the first woman and first Bryn Mawr alumna to chair the College's board. By the time of her appointment to the post in 1980, she had already served the College as a volunteer in a variety of important roles for many years. She had sat on the College's board since 1969, chaired the presidential search committee that hired Harris Wofford, who would later become a U.S. Senator, and led a record-breaking fundraising campaign, among other achievements.

In 1985, the College honored Thacher with the M. Carey Thomas Award, a rarely bestowed laurel whose recipients include luminaries such as Jane Addams, Eleanor Roosevelt, Marianne Moore, Georgia O'Keeffe, Hannah Arendt, Katharine Hepburn and Martha Graham. In 1992, Columbia Teachers College awarded her the Cleveland E. Dodge Medal for Distinguished Contribution to Education.

After her graduation from Bryn Mawr in 1940, Thacher worked as a journalist, serving as an editorial researcher at Newsweek, and later writing and editing for the New York Times Magazine and Week in Review. While raising her family, she wrote book reviews for the Herald Tribune and, for several years, created the Christmas Children's Book List for Harper's magazine.

Many years later, she put her journalistic skills to work for the College when she interviewed Katharine Hepburn '28 for the Alumnae Bulletin in 1992. "I've rarely seen a writer so well-prepared and attentive to detail," says Bulletin editor Jan Trembley.

"She knew Kate [Hepburn] well and used to visit her often," says McPherson, "and she sometimes took me along, as she did on many fundraising trips when I was a fledgling administrator. She was fearless: she was so committed to the College and so certain of the worthiness of her cause that she would approach anyone. I learned the art of fundraising from Barbara Thacher."

Harris Wofford, too remembers her extraordinary commitment to Bryn Mawr.

"Barbara chaired the search committee that recruited me to the presidency of Bryn Mawr in 1969," he says. "At the time, I was the president of The College at Old Westbury, State University of New York. It was a turbulent year, and on the day she called, students had taken over the administration building. The Revolutionary Students' Committee answered the phone and gave her my home number.

"My wife answered the phone, and when Barbara explained why she was calling, she said, 'Mrs. Thacher, if my husband takes another job, I hope it will be running a country grocery, not any college.' Barbara said, 'Mrs. Wofford, Bryn Mawr is not any college.'

"She was a remarkably energetic and creative person, and she was clearly a leader on the board long before she was its president," Wofford says.

Thacher was also a veteran of the boards of several other nonprofit enterprises, including the Leake and Watts Children's Home, whose board she chaired; the New York City Board of Higher Education, of which she was the vice-chair, appointed by Mayor John Lindsey; the Public Social Policy Committee of the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies; the New York Public Broadcasting station WNET-13; Sheltering Arms Children's Service; Istanbul Women's College; the Parents' League of New York; and Columbia University Teachers College, from which she earned a master's degree in history in 1965. She was an elder of the Riverdale Presbyterian Church, Bronx, N.Y., from 1958 to 1961.

An enthusiastic tennis player, Thacher was captain of the Bryn Mawr team as an undergraduate and remained a formidable opponent on the court until well into her 70s, her children report.

She was predeceased by her husband Thomas D. Thacher. She is survived by six children: Bryn Mawr alumnae Barbara Thacher Plimpton '64 and Elizabeth Thacher Hawn '68, Thomas D. Thacher II, Hugh A. Thacher, Peter A.Thacher, and Andrew Thacher; and seven grandchildren. A memorial service will be held at 4:30 p.m. on May 5 at the First Presbyterian Church of New Canaan, Conn. In lieu of flowers, contributions may be sent to Bryn Mawr College, Helfarian, 101 North Merion Avenue, Bryn Mawr, PA 19010-2899.

Presidential Search Committee Begins to Form 

Bryn Mawr College Trustee Arlene Gibson '65, who has been chosen by the board to chair the search committee for the successor to President Nancy J. Vickers, has announced the plans for constituting the committee this spring.

In a letter to the College community, Gibson outlined the composition of the committee:

· Seven trustees, including Gibson, Board Chair Sally Hoover Zeckhauser '64, and five other members of the board 

· Four faculty members, to be selected by the faculty through a process laid out in the College's plan of governance 

· One member of the staff, nominated by the Staff Association 

· One undergraduate, nominated by the Self Government Association 

· One graduate student, to be nominated jointly by the student associations of the two graduate schools 

· One member of the Haverford College Board of Managers

The board has retained Shelley Storbeck, A.M. '82, as a consultant to the committee. Storbeck, an expert in the field of higher education with the executive-search firm Edward W. Kelly and Partners, is a veteran of presidential searches for numerous highly selective liberal-arts institutions, including Bates, Colgate, Middlebury, Pomona, Smith and Vassar Colleges.

As the search committee forms, Gibson is planning a series of discussions with the College's various constituencies to inform the committee's search.

"We need to identify the qualities and characteristics we are seeking in a leader and to match those with the mission and priorities of the College," Gibson says. "I am particularly eager to hear the thoughts of Bryn Mawr students, faculty members and staff, and I invite you to e-mail your ideas to me ajgibson@brynmawr.edu. Furthermore, we invite you to nominate persons whom you believe the committee should consider for leadership of our very unique alma mater by e-mailing us at BrynMawr.Pres@ewkp.com."

For updates on the search, consult www.brynmawr.edu/prezsearch. 







