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INTRODUCTION 

 
The Hanish Islands are situated in the southern Red Sea, extending approximately between 

125 and 175 km to the north of the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait (see Figures 1 & 2). 
 

 
Figure 1: Position of the Hanish Islands in the Southern Red Sea. 

(From Google Hearth; data SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO, Image Lands at, Copernicus) 
 

The archipelago is part of the State of Yemen and lies about 40 km from the African coast 
and about 30 km from the coast of Asia. 

From a geological point of view, the islands are of volcanic origin and, since they rise on the 
Asian continental shelf, form part of Asia.  
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Figure 2:  The Hanish Islands and the Haycock Islands at Present Sea Level. 

(From Google Hearth; data SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO, Image Lands at, Copernicus) 
 

The highest elevation, rising to 624 metres above sea level, is found on the main island of 
Jabal Zuqar, in comparison, a height of 407 metres is found on Hanish al-Kabir, the second largest 
island (Krupp et al. 2006). Several small islands lie around them. On clear days the two highest 
points are visible from a considerable distance. 

The archipelago is practically uninhabited, apart from some military personnel and non-
resident fishermen. Around 70 species of fish have been documented in the area, and intense 
underwater activity is carried out to gather sea cucumbers. 

In modern times “there is no surface freshwater, and the dew-dependent vegetation is 
extremely scarce” (Krupp et al. 2006). Rainfall is very rare, in contrast with the more humid cycles 
in the Pleistocene (Parker, 2010; Nicholson, 2020). Despite this hostile environment, there are 
records of the Mountain Gazelle, Gazella Gazella, in Hanish al-Kabir (Masseti et al. 2015). 

This area of the southern Red Sea has received considerable attention from scholars as a 
possible southern expansion route from Africa, first by the earliest Hominins and later by Homo 
Sapiens, the Anatomically Modern Human (AMH) (e.g. Lambeck et al. 2011; Bailey et al. 2017; 
Momber et al. 2019). It is known that during the Pleistocene a series of markedly different climatic 
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phases took place (e.g. Parker, 2010) and the sea levels during certain phases were much lower 
than they are now. 

During the Palaeolithic, land corridors were formed several times, which provided 
opportunities for human dispersal out of the African continent (Lambeck et al. 2011).These 
corridors may have been additional to the northern corridor, the most widely accepted pathway 
that led towards the Nile Delta and then east along the Mediterranean coast and the Sinai region. 

This northern route is not under discussion; instead, this article focuses on the second route 
which, as already mentioned, occurred at various successive intervals following the glacial cycles of 
the Palaeolithic. 

Furthermore, in more recent eras, the southern Red Sea was sailed by numerous naval, 
military and trade expeditions and that resulted in the exchange of contacts between the two 
continents. 
 

 
Figure 3:  The Red Dashed Arrow Represents the Hypothesis of a Northern Corridor towards the East from Africa 

in the Palaeolithic. The Green Arrow Represents the Hypothesis of a Southern Corridor. 
(From Google Hearth; data SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO, Image Lands at, Copernicus) 

 
A clear example of this is the Neolithic trade of obsidian. Many types of obsidian found 

uncovered in Yemen originated from volcanoes in East Africa (Francaviglia, 1990; Francaviglia & 
Ferretti, 2016; Khalidi et al. 2010; Khalidi et al. 2013). Durable enough to survive intact for 
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millennia, obsidian provides valuable archaeological evidence. However, those who traded this 
precious stone, particularly prized in the Neolithic, did so in exchange for other commodities of 
which there may be no trace today. Furthermore, the same boats probably also carried other 
commodities in both directions. These themes will be further developed later in the paper. 

This work aims to highlight the position of the Hanish Islands at a crossroads of 
communications from prehistoric times to the Egyptian Dynastic era. It does not claim that the 
southern Red Sea was the main dispersal route of AMH out of Africa, partly because of recent 
discoveries that necessarily call for a general revision of the geography of Homo sapiens in this 
continent. Human remains at Jebel Irhoud in Morocco date from 300 ky BP, 300 thousand years 
before present (Hublin et al. 2017). It is therefore likely that Homo sapiens was present throughout 
the continent much earlier than previously hypothesized, and other dispersal routes must therefore 
be reconsidered. 
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THE EARLY EXPANSION OF MODERN HUMANS 

 
Homo Sapiens, the Anatomically Modern Human, is documented at the sites of Omo Kibish, 

dated to ca. 195 ky BP (McDougall et al. 2005), and Herto, dated to ca. 160 ky BP (White et al. 2003). 
Both of these sites are located in central-western Africa, in present-day Ethiopia (Figure 2). The 
theory of an early expansion of AMH eastwards and of a southern corridor suggests crossing of the 
Bab el Mandeb Strait when this was made favourable by low sea levels, as mentioned above. During 
the millennia following the colonisation of Arabia, the route may have extended towards the Strait 
of Hormuz, also crossed during periods of suitable conditions, and onwards to India.  

Concrete evidence of Anatomically Modern Humans dating from 50 ky BP (O’ Connell et al. 
2018) is found at the end of the route in Australia, reached after crossing a considerable stretch of 
sea from the Island of Timor. Oppenheimer called this pathway “the great arc of dispersal of 
modern humans” (2009), shown here in schematic form in Figure 3. In subsequent work 
Oppenheimer supports the hypothesis of the southern corridor (2012) and concludes by stating 
that: “The genetic, climatic and archaeological evidence logically suggests a single southern exit of 
AMH from Africa, probably during early OIS 4”, in other words, shortly after 70 ky BP. 

Nowadays, the idea of a single dispersal out of Africa is no longer valid, and feasible timings 
of dispersal events are thought to be earlier than previously hypothesized (e.g. Bae et al. 2017).  

If further confirmed, the presence of AMH in Madjedbebe, north Australia, would date to 65 
ky BP (Clarkson et al. 2017; O’ Connell et al. 2018), while other dates along “the great arc” would 
confirm a very early expansion of Homo Sapiens.  

SiteFAY-NE1 at Jebel Faya in the United Arab Emirates (Figure 3) is one of the examples: the 
“C” assemblage, dated by OSL, dates from 125 ky BP, while the lithic finds have similarities with 
those of East Africa (Armitage et al. 2011). 

Others are found at the site of Dhaba in northern India, occupied in ca. 80 ky BP (Clarkson et 
al. 2020), and at the settlement of Jwalapuram (Figure 3) in southern India, antecedent to 74 ky BP 
(Petraglia et al. 2007; Haslam et al. 2012). “The stone tool evidence is most consistent with 
contemporaneous Homo sapiens technologies in Africa and to the east of South Asia” (Haslam, 
2012).  

Besides, the presence of AMH 73-63 ky BP has been confirmed at the Sumatran Pleistocene 
cave of Lida Ajer (Westaway et al. 2017). 

Zone B of Hanish Islands and Bab el Mandeb in Figure 3 indicates the possible access route 
between Africa and Asia via the southern Red Sea.  
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Figure 4: The “great arc” of Dispersal, and Diagram of the Sites Cited in the Text;  

In Parenthesis are the Dates at which the Presence of AMH is Documented. 
(From Google Hearth; data SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA, GEBCO, Image Lands at, Copernicus) 

 
B: Bab-el-Mandeb and Hanish Islands   
D: Dhaba, India (80 ky)     
F: Jebel Faya, United Arab Emirates (125 ky)    
J: Jwalpuram, India (75 ky) L: Lida Ajer, Sumatra (73-63 ky) 
T: Island of Timor M: Madjedbebe, Australia (65 ky) 
 

The current sea level in the Hanish Islands area is lower than it is in both the sea to the 
north and the Gulf of Aden to the south.  

Considering that vertical tectonic movements here have not significantly altered the 
situation, Lambeck was able to publish his analysis of the effects of lowering the sea level during the 
Palaeolithic (Lambeck et al. 2011). 

Even with a decrease in sea level of only 50 metres, the channel widths between Africa and 
Asia immediately to the south of Hanish al Kabir (zone A in Fig. 4) are less than 5 km during the 
periods indicated in Table 1 below.  
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Table 1: Periods when Channel Widths between Africa and  
Asia to the South of Hanish al-Kabir Were Less than 5 Km (Following Lambeck et al. 2011 fig. 24 A-B) 

 
It is clear that favourable conditions for a possible crossing were present in many 

successive periods, and that these distances of less than 5 km did not require technically developed 
watercraft. Besides, the bathymetry of the area also leads to the following three considerations:   

 The crossing was probably easier when made by passing from one island to another to the 
south of Hanish al-Kabir (zone A in Figure 4) rather than to Bab-el-Mandeb 

 During the periods indicated, it is probable that the Hanish Islands were connected to the 
coast of Yemen, forming part of the mainland 

 The central Red Sea has always been connected to the Gulf of Aden, and there is no evidence 
to suggest that a land bridge formed between Africa and Asia during the period considered 
in the table 

 
There is no firm evidence of crossings from the Eritrean coast to Yemen occurring in any of the 

periods indicated in Table 1.  
“But we know from the evidence of early human expansion into Australia and New Guinea that 

sea crossings involving some form of watercraft were being conducted regularly at least 50,000 
years ago and to Flores Island at 0.8 million years. There is no reason to deny that possibility in 
other parts of the world” (Bailey et al. 2017).  

Therefore, AMH would have reached the nearby coast of the Arabian Peninsula at several 
different times and settled there before expanding further north and eastwards. The territory 

From About (Ky) To About (Ky) 

362 338 

300 295 

279 242 

232 228 

189 131 

110 110 

96 94 

86 86 

68 61 

55 55 

43 35 

32 12 
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around the Hanish Islands, periodically an integral part of the Arabian coast, could, therefore, have 
been occupied by Palaeolithic settlements.  

The climatic environment of the Arabian Peninsula during the Pleistocene underwent long 
humid phases which were favourable to human sustenance, both in terms of water resources and 
the availability of food (Parker, 2010; Nicholson, 2020). This factor made the success of the 
expansion eastwards more likely.  

 

 
Figure 5: Exposed Lands when Sea Level was -50 m. (Yellow Colour);  

Lands above Present Sea Level (Brown Colour) 
Bathymetry of the Southern Red Sea, following the Admiralty chart 00143, 2017 (Scheme by the Author) 

 
Currently existing islands:                                        
1- Jabal Zuqar                        
2- Hanish as Saghir 
3- Hanish al Kabir                   
4- Jazirat Suyul Hanish                                                     
5- Haycock Islands 
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Nowadays, much of the southern Arabian Peninsula is considered a difficult barrier to cross 
due to its arid climate and vast areas of barren desert. Nevertheless, research has shown that 
freshwater lakes existed in southern Arabia during several phases of the Palaeolithic, “ca. 80 ka 
(MIS 5a), ca. 100 ka (MIS 5c), and ca. 125 ka (MIS 5e), making this region suitable for occupation by 
AMH” (Rosembergh et al. 2011). 

Today’s largest desert on Earth is the Rub' al-Khali, “the Empty Quarter” between southern 
Saudi Arabia, Oman and Yemen, covering an area of around 640,000 Km2 and characterised by 
extreme climatic conditions. However, research has shown that there were palaeo lakes here in the 
Pleistocene, and remains of freshwater fish and shells have been found (Matter et al. 2015). 
Therefore, during the humid phases, the environment could have provided conditions that were 
favourable to human settlement and expansion eastwards from Africa. 

From initial observations there would seem to be no correspondence between the phases 
during which the Red Sea crossing was more comfortable (Table 1) and the periods of more humid 
climate indicated above.  

However, since both categories of data can be considered to be somewhat approximate, it is 
feasible to conjecture that phases may have existed in which both the sea level and environmental 
conditions were indeed favourable at the same time (Lambeck, 2011). 

Alternatively, one might conjecture that, in the presence of ideal climatic conditions, 
humans were capable of crossing the channel of approximately 30 km via the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait 
or via the Hanish Islands as early as the Pleistocene. This debate regarding several suggested 
crossings in these and other seas has been going on for decades: adequate watercraft would have 
been necessary to cover such a distance, especially when carrying women and children to an area of 
future settlement. 

In addition to the previously-cited arrival of the first hominins in Flores, a subject of wide 
discussion, the author has followed the lengthy debate on a similar theme regarding the 
Mediterranean island of Crete (e.g. Kopaka et al. 2009; Runnels et al. 2014; Leppard et al. 2017; 
Strasser, 2018). Crete is the largest of the Greek islands and has been isolated from the mainland 
for the last 5 million years. 

Simultaneously, solid evidence indicates hominins’ arrival during the Palaeolithic, implying 
the crossing of a wide stretch of sea. How this was possible, and what kinds of watercraft were 
used, is not known. 

Similarly, the question of when, how, and by what means the crossing of the Strait of 
Gibraltar was made has not yet been entirely solved (e.g. Bednarik, 1999); could this be another 
route “out of Africa”? 

Space constraints prevent us from continuing this debate here, but it is a subject of great 
interest for the history of navigation and humanity itself. 
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PREHISTORIC YEMEN 

 
As already stated, in geological terms, the Hanish Islands are found on the Asiatic platform 

and, during periods of low levels of the Red Sea, it was joined to the mainland of present-day 
Yemen.  

This country provides ancient evidence of human presence at numerous Acheulean sites in 
various areas (e.g. Amirkhanov, 1994; Whalen and Schatte, 2007; Amirkhanov, 2018). In the region 
facing the Gulf of Aden, around 600 km east-north-east of the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait, the Al Guza 
cave has been declared the most ancient site on the Arabian Peninsula (Amirkhanov, 2008; 
Amirkhanov et al. 2019).  The deepest layer (N) is confirmed to precede the Brunhes-Matuyama 
boundary, ca. 800 ky BP, and may be correlated to the beginning of Olduvai, therefore dating to ca. 
1.8 My BP. 

The coastal plain region bordering the Red Sea is known as Tihamah. It is a strip of land 
lying between the highlands to the east and the shoreline to the west and is, therefore, the closest 
land area to the Hanish Islands. Here too there are numerous traces from prehistoric times. 

The Wadi Surdud lies between the hills that link the Tihamah coastal plain and the 
highlands, approximately 150 km north-east of the Hanish Islands. Here, site Shi’Bat Diya 1 (SD1) 
falls into the Middle Pleistocene (Delagnes et al. 2012; Sitzia et al. 2012; Amirkhanov et al. 2019), 
dated to 55 ky BP.  The substantial collection of finds includes 5488 artefacts of over 2 cm in size, 
and 97 faunal fragments including remains of bovidae, equidae and suidae (Delagnas et al. 2012).  

The dating indicated refers to a period of total aridity, one which was, in theory, 
unfavourable to settlements in this new land (Rosembergh, 2011). Nevertheless, AMH had found a 
means of settling in these foothills for a considerable period of time. 

“Even during arid periods, the region provided sustainable sources of freshwater and 
attractive habitats. It may have functioned as a core region where populations retreated to during 
harsher periods” (Delagnes et al. 2012). 

During research carried out in 1990 in the southern Tihamah region, an American-Yemeni 
team identified numerous sites, the oldest of which were Acheulean of the Middle Pleistocene 
(Whalen and Pease, 1991).  

The characteristics of the artefacts found covered a vast time span, representing the Lower, 
Middle, and Upper Palaeolithic. 

There are numerous sites in the Tihamah region covering subsequent periods. Khalidi 
(2018) cites 160 of them relating to the Early to Middle Holocene and from the Neolithic to the Iron 
Age. 

One such site is at Ash Shumah (Tosi, 1985; Cattani & Bökönyi, 2002), dated to the 7th 

millennium BC. Found here is a shell midden typical of prehistoric coastal areas, made up of 
Terebralia Palustris, a mollusc widely found in mangrove environments and a remarkable source of 
food for humans because of its considerable size (Houbrick, 1991). Other animal remains found 
here include numerous examples of wild ass (Equus Africanus). A similar shell mound at Al-
Madaniyah has been dated to the fifth millennium BC (Tosi, 1985; Cattani and Bökönyi, 2002). 
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The aim of this article, however, is not to describe the entire archaeological history of 
Yemen, but instead to underline the vast time span covered by the well-attested presence of the 
Homo genus in the region. 

For geographical reasons, it is also useful to mention here the site of Al-Midamman. Situated 
near the coast opposite the Hanish Islands, it was identified by the Canadian Archaeological Mission 
of the Royal Ontario Museum in 1997 (Keall, 1998). The settlement is dated to as early as the 10th 
millennium cal. BP, when the environment was favourable to the development of mangroves and 
the gathering of Terebralia Palustris; remains of these gastropods have been placed between 9270-
6990 cal. BP (Khalidi et al.2018). The site also revealed a wealth of pottery and lithic remains, 
including obsidian. In addition, the excavation brought to light two megaliths of great interest 
dating from between the fifth and fourth millennium BP. 

Obsidian plays a significant role in understanding the relationships between the Tihamah 
region and the Horn of Africa. 140 obsidian artefacts unearthed at Al-Midamman were analysed 
using Laser Ablation Inductively Coupled Plasma Mass Spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS). The material 
from 95% of the samples was revealed to be of African provenance (Ethiopia and Eritrea), while 
only 5% of the samples originated from Yafa’ in the Yemen Highlands (Khalidi et al. 2018).  

It is, therefore, possible to affirm that studies of obsidian provide the earliest tangible 
evidence of regular navigation between the Horn of Africa and the Tihamah region: “The 
introduction of African obsidian on the shores of the Tihamah goes back to sometime in the sixth 
millennium BC and its presence is confirmed until the second to first millennia BC” (Khalidi, 2009).  

Those supplying obsidian on the African shores must certainly have received other 
commodities from Asia in return; other goods sought after in Asia probably travelled with the 
obsidian. However, by its very nature, the black volcanic glass has survived millennia to provide us 
with the evidence we have today.  
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THE AGE OF THE PHARAOHS 

 
The history of Dynastic Egypt contains several references to naval expeditions on the Red 

Sea, heading for Punt’s mythical destination (Phillips, 1997). Perhaps the most well-known of these 
is the one organised by Queen Hatshepsut of the Eighteenth Dynasty in around 1470 BC; the reliefs 
in her temple at Deir el-Bahari immortalise the event. 

However, the pharaoh Sahure commanded a naval expedition to the Land of Punt as early as 
the Fifth Dynasty, in the mid-third millennium BC, as testified by his Pyramid Causeway at Abusir 
(El-Awadi, 2009). The goods the expedition returned with included native people and exotic items 
like baboons and precious myrrh. 
Many other expeditions have been documented, the last one reported in the Harris Papyrus I 
(papyrus British Museum EA9999) regarding the reign of Ramses III, XX Dynasty (Breasted, 1906). 
Nobody has conclusively established where the Land of Punt actually was, although it is certainly 
reasonable to think that it was a land to the south, on the Red Sea, or perhaps even beyond the Bab-
el-Mandeb. It is hypothesized here, considering the wide time span of the expeditions – covering 
about a millennium – that the development of naval and geographical knowledge during this time 
may have resulted in the reaching of increasingly far-off destinations. It is likely that the name Punt 
was attributed to various different places reached progressively in the far south of the Red Sea and 
maybe even beyond. 

These places would certainly have included the Tihamah region. Concrete evidence has 
been uncovered from the Egyptian port of Mersa/Wadi Gawasis from where many of the 
expeditions departed (Bard and Fattovich, 2015); among other African finds, the latter scholars list 
“Malayba ware from the Aden region of southern Yemen, and Sabir ware from the Yemeni 
Tihamah”.   

It is likely that the captain of an expedition reaching the southern Red Sea would have seen 
the Hanish Islands and the Tihamah and that he would have looked for opportunities for new 
commodities or for shelter when this was needed. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 
For millennia the Hanish Islands represented a crossroad in the history of human 

communications. This affirmation does not represent any proof of concrete evidence left here by 
history. The article aims to highlight why a large scale campaign of archaeological research is highly 
desirable in this area and the surrounding sea. 

We are well aware of the great technical, financial and political difficulties that hinder such 
a project. However, recognition of these difficulties should not alter the acknowledgement that such 
a project needs to be carried out. 

A well-known example from the Mediterranean is worth citing in order to better illustrate 
the significance of this article: on the island of Pantelleria, in the middle of the Sicilian Channel, no 
evidence was known of human presence during the Neolithic and preceding eras. In 2004 an 
underwater expedition, which was not searching for artefacts from this remote era, identified some 
more recent amphorae in the bay of Cala Tramontana and reported the site. Subsequent 
underwater archaeological expeditions, began in 2011, brought to light an extraordinary 
assemblage of lithic remains at a depth of between 18 and 21 metres (Abelli, 2012; Abelli et al. 
2014). Taking into consideration the palaeo-sea levels, the site was dated 9.6 – 7.7 ky BP, and it was 
proven that, from at least these times, the island was frequented by mariners who reached it by 
navigating stretches of sea of several tens of kilometres. In fact, during the Last Glacial Maximum 
and subsequent millennia up to the present day, Pantelleria has never been connected to other 
landmasses (Prampolini et al. 2017). A rise of 25 metres in the sea level had hidden an important 
archaeological heritage, as well as the true history of the Sicilian Channel and pre-Neolithic 
navigation. 

Of course, nobody can guarantee the repetition of such an event, but further research in and 
around the Hanish Islands, including underwater surveys in particular, would seem to be highly 
opportune. 
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