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Until quite recently the Roman limes in Transjordan was one
of the least known frontiers of the Roman Empire. This is
apparent from a glance at the published proceedings of the
Congress of Roman Frontier Studies. In the first eleven meet-
ings of the congress held between 1949 and 1977, not a single
paper was presented that dealt specifically with the frontier
in Transjordan. Since the mid 1970s, however, several surveys
and excavations have greatly increased our knowledge. It is
now possible to reconstruct the history of the frontier in broad
outline from the Trajanic annexation of AD 106 to the Muslim
conquest in the early 7th century. Further, the Roman limes
in Transjordan may now be placed in the context of general
Roman policy along the eastern frontier of the Empire (FIG.
1).
Not all periods are equally well known, of course. Our
knowledge of specific periods and particular sectors of the
frontier varies considerably. Certain other fundamental ele-
ments of the frontier remain obscure or entirely unknown.
Yet, now that a full decade has passed since field work has
resumed, it seems appropriate to assess our progress. The pur-
pose of this paper is to present such an assessment of recent
research, to point out several major gaps in our knowledge
that should be addressed in the future, and to place the Arabian
frontier in the larger context of Roman frontier policy in the
East.

In 1971 G. W. Bowersock published a seminal article on
Roman Arabia.! In particular, Bowersock called for a reexami-
nation of the Roman frontier. In 1973, James A. Sauer pro-
vided a chronological tool for this research: a refined ceramic
typology from Tell Hesban.? This made possible closer dating
of sites through surface sherding. By the mid 1970s, the time
seemed ripe for a new survey of the Arabian frontier. This
survey was launched in 1976 by the author.? It covered only
about forty previously known sites and was far from exhaus-
tive, but it was comprehensive in the sense that sites from
the Syrian border to Aqaba were visited. It furnished new

! Bowersock (1971).
2Sauer (1973), 1-5.
3 Parker (1976); (1980).
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1. ‘Southeastern Frontier of the Roman Empire.’
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chronological evidence about these sites and served as a foun-
dation for subsequent research.

Several other archaeological surveys have added immensely
to our knowledge of the frontier. Surveys of northwestern
Saudi Arabia since the late 1960s have contributed valuable
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data on the Wadi Sirhan, the Hisma, and the northern Hejaz.*
Several scholars have conducted important regional surveys
in Transjordan since the completion of the author’s 1976 sur-
vey. D. L. Kennedy and David F. Graf have conducted surveys
of military sites in the northeastern and extreme southern sec-
tors of the frontier.> About this same time, surveys of northern
Edom (by Burton MacDonald) and central Moab (by J. Max-
well Miller) were launched. Though neither survey is specifi-
cally concerned with the Roman frontier, both have produced
important evidence about individual military sites and general
patterns of settlement on the frontier.

All these surveys produced much valuable data, but natur-
ally are no substitute for actual excavation. In 1977, Bert De
Vries began excavation of Umm el-Jimal in the northern sector.
Jimal has yielded evidence from two distinct forts: the ‘Bar-
racks’ and a previously unrecognized castellum in the eastern
part of the town.” In 1979, Ghazi Bisheh began excavation
of Qasr el-Hallabat.? In 1980, the author launched the Limes
Arabicus Project, a regional investigation of the frontier east
of the Dead Sea. The project includes excavation of the legion-
ary fortress at el-Lejjun, soundings of several smaller forts,
and parallel surveys of the frontier zone itself and the desert
fringe just east of the frontier.” Finally, in 1981, important
excavations of Udruh and Khirbet es-Samra were initiated.!?
All these excavations, of course, have allowed some conclu-
sions drawn from the various surveys to be tested.

Apart from all this, useful historical studies on the province
have appeared recently. These include learned works by David
Graf, Henry MacAdam, Maurice Sartre, Irfan Shahid, and
Michael Speidel.!! Many fruits of this research are presented
by Bowersock himself in his recent monograph on Roman
Arabia.!? 1 personally have profited from all these scholars
in a recently published monograph devoted to the history of
the frontier.'® Judging from the strides of the last decade, the
future of research on the frontier looks promising indeed.

What has been obtained from all this research? A substantial
and growing source of new evidence is the corpus of inscrip-
tions from Roman Arabia. Numerous newly discovered mile-
stone inscriptions provide evidence cf the evolution of the
provincial road system. The original corpus collected long ago
by P. Thomsen has been supplemented by many additional

4Parr (1969); (1977); (1978); Parr, Harding and Dayton (1969); (1971); Ingraham
(1981).

5 Kennedy (1980a); (1982); Graf (1979).

®MacDonald (1981); (1982); (1984a); (1984b); MacDonald, Rollefson and Roller
(1982); Miller (1979).

"De Vries (1979); (1981); (1982); forthcoming.
$ Bisheh (1980); (1982).
9 Parker (1981); (1982); (1983); (1985); (1986b).

19For Samra, cf. Desreumaux and Humbert (1981); (1982a); (1982b). For Udruh, cf.
Killick (1983a); (1983b).

" Graf (1978); MacAdam (1979); Sartre (1982); Shahid (1984a), (1984b); Speidel
(1977).

12 Bowersock (1983).
13 Parker (1986a).
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milestones in recent intervening vyears.!"* Unfortunately,
military building inscriptions are still confined largely to the
northern part of the province.

Some progress has also been made in developing a typology
of Roman fortifications, especially since we now have access
to two important new studies on this topic.!® The extant plan
and architectural details of existing forts of the frontier may
suggest the approximate date of the structure and the size
and nature of its garrison, particularly since several such forts
have now been excavated. The chief problem is that most
extant forts seem to date to the Severan era or later. Securely
attested forts of the 2nd century are still relatively few.

Analysis of surface pottery from individual forts can shed
some light on the history of these sites. Such pottery may
now be compared with pottery from coin-controlled stratified
contexts from numerous sites. But this evidence must be used
cautiously and always in association with other evidence. The
strengths and weaknesses of dating sites on the basis of surface
ceramic evidence are well known.

Most important is the program of systematic excavation
of military sites since 1977. The recovery of their architectural
and occupational history and of stratified, coin-controlled
sequences of pottery is most important. It lends additional
support to the dating of unexcavated sites based on surface
architecture and pottery. The major limitations on this evi-
dence are that excavation of these sites has been confined to
relatively limited areas and that these results have appeared
thus far only in preliminary form.

We have much less evidence about the Arab tribes. This
is hardly surprising. The traces left by nomadic tribes are neces-
sarily scant. An enormous number of pre-Islamic Semitic graf-
fiti from the region have now been published. These graffiti
are laconic and difficult to date, but provide some evidence
about the nomadic tribes. We still lack a monograph that syn-
thesizes the huge corpus of Safaitic and Thamudic texts. These
inscriptions have now been supplemented by physical evidence
of a truly unique nature. In 1978 construction of the new
Amman airport near Zizia revealed a large cemetery used in
the 2nd and 3rd centuries, apparently by Thamudic tribes.
The subsequent salvage excavation yielded a precious cultural
assemblage of osteological and artifactual remains that has
already been published in preliminary form.!® The excavators
note the relatively large number of injuries sustained by the
population and suggest that this may reflect service as Roman
military federates. While this is entirely possible, one may note
that such injuries could have also occurred in inter-tribal war-
fare, which the Safaitic and Thamudic texts suggest was a
regular feature of nomadic life.

It is also important to note the still considerable gaps in
our evidence. The lack of sufficient systematic excavation,

14 Thomsen (1917), 1-103; Mittmann (1964); (1970); (1982); Isaac (1978); Isaac and
Roll (1982); Kennedy (1982); Kennedy and MacAdam (1985); Parker (1986c¢).

3 Johnson (1983) and Lander (1984).
16 Jbrahim and Gordon (1983).



which began only a few years ago, is certainly the biggest
problem in reconstructing the history of the frontier. As a
result, little is known about the equipment, logistics, officers,
internal organization of units, or religion of the Roman army.
The relationship between the army and the civilian world in
Arabia is also obscure. Further, there are practically no
detailed accounts extant of Roman military campaigns on the
Arabian frontier after the annexation of 106 Ap. Therefore,
knowledge of tactics and strategy is based primarily on analysis
of the physical evidence, comparative material from other
frontiers, and general conjecture. We are even more in the
dark about the Arab tribes. Major questions remain about
their political organization, patterns of seasonal migration,
military capabilities, and the nature of their relationship with
sedentary populations.

Perhaps most important, it is difficult to judge the success
of the frontier system except in general terms. The literary
sources sometimes refer to particularly serious nomadic incur-
sions, but there was no reason to mention the provincial
defenses when these functioned effectively. The best measure
of the relative success of the frontier system is the epigraphic
and archaeological evidence, especially patterns of civilian set-
tlement and the general level of regional prosperity. Here is
where the numerous regional surveys, once fully published,
will provide vital information.

Let us now turn to each major period of the frontier’s history
and evaluate the state of our knowledge.

The most problematic era remains the 2nd century and the
initial Roman system of defense. Paradoxically, this is the best
attested period for most other Roman frontiers. Yet, for the
Arabian frontier we have no building inscriptions, virtually
no literary evidence, and not even an auxiliary diploma to
identify the individual units of the provincial garrison.

Nevertheless, we do have some evidence. Construction of
the great trunk road, the via nova Traiana, was completed
between 111 and 114. Because Roman roads were designed
primarily to accommodate military traffic, Trajan’s road must
be viewed above all as a military highway. It seems no accident
that most known Roman forts are located either directly adjac-
ent to or just east of the road. The excavator of the fortress
at Udruh argues for a Trajanic foundation, perhaps associated
with the construction of the road.'” As is well known, Trajan’s
road followed a long established Nabataean route. Surface
pottery collected at many sites suggests a continuous occupa-
tion from the 1st to 2nd centuries and beyond. Therefore one
might assume that Roman garrisons replaced Nabataean
troops in many of these posts. On the other hand, there is
no convincing evidence that these occupations were military
in nature. We simply need more evidence to understand the
nature of the frontier in the 2nd century.!®

The initial provincial boundaries are fairly well defined. The

7 Killick (1983a), 125.
8 For a detailed analysis, cf. Parker (1986a), 125-129.
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new province definitely included the northwestern Hejaz,!®
although this sparsely populated region lay beyond the forti-
fied frontier zone. Control of the Hejaz tribes was maintained
by a Thamudic tribal confederacy under Roman supervision.2
An effort was also made to protect the caravan traffic by the
posting of garrisons along the route from Meda’in Salih.2!

Recent discoveries have provided a much clearer picture
of the Severan era (193-235), particularly for the northern
sector between Amman and the Syrian border (F1G. 2). Several
new military building inscriptions, abundant milestone
inscriptions, and some literary evidence can be brought to
bear. Excavation of the one certifiable Severan fort investigated
to date, however, has been disappointing. Bisheh’s work at
Qasr el-Hallabat has revealed a thorough cleanout and recon-
struction of the interior of the castellum in the Umayyad per-
iod.??

The evidence points to a considerable Severan military build-
up in the northern sector, concentrated around Azraq and
the northwestern outlet of the Wadi Sirhan. Several new forts
were built or expanded, such as Hallabat and Qasr el- Uwei-
nid. Whether direct Roman control extended down the wadi
in this period is still unclear. The concentration of fort con-
struction suggests that nomadic pressure was being exerted
through the Wadi Sirhan, but, in the absence of literary evi-
dence, the nature and extent of this pressure cannot yet be
ascertained. But Severan construction was not confined to the
north. Milestone inscriptions indicate repair of this entire
length of the via nova Traiana and several branch roads (F1Gs
3-4).3

Severan policy in Transjordan may be compared to other
frontiers. The Euphrates, which marked the boundary between
Rome and Parthia, had always been an unsatisfactory frontier
from a strategic point of view.* The great western bend of
the Euphrates left Parthian forces a short distance from
Antioch and the heart of Syria. Septimius Severus conquered
northwestern Mesopotamia and extended the imperial frontier
to the Khabur River and the Jebel Sinjar. This greatly improved
the Roman strategic situation.?’ In Africa the imperial frontier
advanced deep into the Sahara by new forts built at oases
in Tripolitania, Numidia, and Mauretania.26

May one compare Severan policy in Arabia, with its empha-
sis on protecting the key Azraq oasis and other sites well east
of the Trajanic road, with the general Severan policy of aggres-
sive expansionism, particularly in Africa? This comparison
has been advanced recently by D. L. Kennedy.?” There are

Y Fora full discussion, now see Bowersock (1983), 96-97.

20Sartre (1982),27-29; Bowersock (1983), 97.

! The evidence is summarized by Sartre (1982), 30-34.

22 Bisheh (1980), (1982).

23 For a detailed treatment of this evidence, cf. Parker (1986a), 129-131.
24 Cf. Luttwak (1976), 107-111, 150.

2 Oates (1968), 73-80.

2 Birley (1972),216-219; Fentress (1979), 114—117.

¥ Kennedy (1982), 190.
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. ‘The northern sector of the Arabian frontier.’
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many differences in detail, of course, too numerous to outline
here. But there seems to be a common element throughout:
the determination to conduct a more forward defense against
the perceived threats of nomadic tribes.

The mid 3rd century was a critical turning point in the
evolution of many imperial frontiers.?® In the East, Parthia
was supplanted by the Sassanid Empire, a much more formid-
able threat to Rome. Serious Sassanid invasions of the East
were followed by the rebellion and eventual destruction of
Palmyra, formerly a Roman bulwark that protected the Syrian
frontier south of the Euphrates. The impact of all this on the
Arabian frontier is problematical. A contingent of the Arabian

28 To cite a few examples: the development of the Saxon Shore in Britain and the abandon-
ments of Dacia on the Danube, the Agri Decumates in Germany, and much of Mauretania

in Africa.
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army was defeated in Mesopotamia in 259,% although there
is no concrete evidence that Persian armies reached Trans-
jordan. The rebellious armies of Palmyra did invade Arabia,
but it is difficult to assess damage to the frontier defenses.?

Of much greater importance is the nature of relations
between Rome and the Arab tribes in this period. There were
major tribal migrations, such as the movement of the Tanakh
from the northeastern Arabian peninsula into the Hauran.
Werner Caskel has argued for the ‘bedouinization’ of the Arab
tribes in this period. Caskel suggested that the now impover-
ished nomadic tribes were tempted towards increased raiding
by the very weakness of the Empire during the mid 3rd century

2 Speidel (1977), 722.
30parker (1986a), 132.



3. ‘The central sector of the Arabian frontier.’
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4. ‘The southern sector of the Arabian frontier.’
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crisis.’! We must also consider the impact of a major technolo-
gical innovation: the north Arabian camel saddle. Richard
Bulliet suggests that this substantially improved the military
capability of the desert tribes. The implications of this techno-
logy were so profound, according to Bulliet, that control of
the north Arabian Desert by the commercial Arabs of Petra
and Palmyra was replaced in the 3rd century by anarchy
among the nomadic tribes.’? It must be admitted, however,
that we have little physical evidence thus far from Transjordan
that relates to this period. We can point to no series of mid
3rd century destruction layers at several sites, for example,
that could suggest serious nomadic raids. On the other hand,
excavation of such sites has barely begun. And further, it is
well known that the Arab tribes rarely assaulted fortified
strongholds. Lacking the capability to conduct siege-warfare,
they preferred plundering caravans, farms, and unfortified vil-
lages.

Increased nomadic pressures probably account for a Saracen

31 Caskel (1954), 36-46.
32 Bulliet (1975), 90-105.
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campaign led by Diocletian in 290. Although no details of
this operation survive, the presence of the emperor himself
suggests a major operation and not simply a police action.33
A key question remains the political career of Imru’ al-Qays,
the Lakhmid buried at Nemara in southern Syria who claimed
to be ‘king of all the Arabs’, Although it now seems certain
that he was a Roman client by the time of his death in 328,
his earlier relations with Rome are less clear,’* The possibility
remains that he could have led an anti-Roman tribal coalition
in the late 3rd or early 4th century.

The best evidence for a major Arab threat in the late 3rd
century is the dramatic Roman military buildup that began
in this period. The limes as reorganized by Diocletian (284—
305) is now well illuminated by recent research. A major
strengthening of the frontier ¢. 300, suggested by earlier sur-
veys,” may today be regarded as proven.* The essential ingre-
dients of the buildup were provincial reorganization, repair
of the regional road system, construction of new and refurbish-
ing of old fortifications, and the introduction of new military
formations. ¢. 295 Diocletian partitioned the province of Ara-
bia. The region south of the Wadi el-Hasa was combined with
the Negev and Sinai and joined to the province of Palaestina.
The region north of the Hasa remained known as Arabia.
A dux with considerable military forces was assigned to each.”
Milestones document extensive repair of the road system. New
military forts are attested epigraphically at such sites as Deir
el-Kahf in the north and Qasr Bshir in the central sector. Recent
excavations have suggested that other forts were also built
in this period, such as the newly discovered castella at Umm
el-Jimal and Khirbet es-Samra, the legionary fortress of el-
Lejjun (F1G. 5), and the fort at Khirbet el-Fityan. Many of
the forts are so-called guadriburgia (‘four-towered forts’), rela-
tively small (c. 40-60 m square) structures protected by outset
rectangular corner towers (FIG. 6). The forts were manned
by new kinds of units. The legions were reduced in size to
only 20-40 per cent of their Principate strength. The auxiliary
units were also smaller, perhaps with only 120160 men in
each. There is also a clear preponderance of cavalry over
infantry. In the Notitia, which reflects the Diocletianic reorga-
nization, 18 of 30 units (60 per cent) in Palestine and 14 of
21 units (67 per cent) in Arabia are cavalry. A complex system
of watchtowers maintained observation over nomadic routes
of transhumance and possible avenues of infiltration (F1G. 7).
Some towers were reused Iron Age or Nabataean structures;
others were entirely new foundations. Signals transmitted from
these posts could warn the larger garrisons of impending hos-
tile movements.

Substantial evidence of Tetrarchic activity is attested in the

33 Latin Panegyrics 11.5.4; 7.1. Also cf. Ensslin (1942), 27; Barnes (1982), 51; Parker
(1986a), 136.

34 For recent discussions cf. Sartre (1982), 132-140; Bowersock (1983), 138—147: Shahid
(1984b), 31-47.

33 Parker (1976); (1980).
3¢ For a detailed discussion, cf. Parker (1986a), 135-143.
37 Notitia Dignitatum Or. 34, 37.
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5. ‘Plan of the legionary fortress of el-Lejjun, base of legio 1v Martia,
constructed ¢. AD 300. The interior arrangements of this plan reflect

some reconstruction in the late 4th and Sth centuries.’
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7. ‘Plan and elevation of Qasr Aba Rukba, a watchtower
constructed during the Diocletianic buildup.’
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northern sector, with renewed attention to the Wadi Sirhan
(F1G. 8). A defense-in-depth based on a zone some 50-70 km
in depth protected the Hauran and the region of the Decapolis.
An important Latin inscription originally found near Azraq
by Aurel Stein and recently published by Kennedy attests
detachments from six different legions.*® The text, though frag-
mentary, seems to refer to stations along the Wadi Sirhan
as far as Jawf. Speidel, who is publishing a slightly different
reading of the text, sees it as evidence of a road that linked
Jawf to the Strata Diocletiana.’® If this interpretation stands,
the text represents the first concrete evidence for Roman mili-
tary control of the entire wadi and an extension of military
power well beyond the established military frontier.

In the central sector of the frontier east of the Dead Sea,
there is evidence of construction of a new chain of forts east
of the via nova Traiana (F1G. 9). The new foundations included
the legionary fortress of el-Lejjun (for legio 1v Martia), the
castella of Khirbet ez-Zona, Qasr eth-Thuraiya, Qasr Bshir,

38 Kennedy (1982), 179-183; for an expanded reading, cf. Kennedy and MacAdam
(1985), 100-104.

39 Speidel unpublished. I am grateful to Professor Speidel for showing this paper to
me in advance of publication.
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Khirbet el-Fityan, and a number of watchtowers. Special atten-
tion was devoted to areas that could serve as routes of infil-
tration, such as the upper Wadi Mujib catchment, which were
guarded by thick clusters of fortified posts (FiG. 10). This
created a defense-in-depth with a shallow zone extending from
Trajan’s road 20-30 kms eastwards to the edge of the desert.*0

The southern sector is more problematical due to the lack
of much excavation and the complete absence of building
inscriptions (FIG. 11). But nearly all the forts of this sector
have produced pottery of the 4th and 5th centuries, suggesting
continued occupation from earlier periods. Milestone inscrip-
tions document continued maintenance of the road system.
A major problem remains the identity of the garrison of the
Udruh fortress, which appears to be almost a twin of Lejjan.
I have suggested elsewhere, expanding upon an idea originally
proposed by Speidel, that Udruh may have been designed for
legio v1 Ferrata, transferred from northern Palestine.#! Only
south of Ras en-Nagb, in the northern Hisma, is there no
evidence of an extension of the Roman frontier to the east.

40parker (1982); (1983); (1985); (1986b).
41 Cf. Parker (1986a), 141-142.
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8. “The northern sector of the Arabian frontier in the 4th century.’
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9. ‘The central sector of the Arabian frontier in the 4th century.’
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10. ‘The limes zone in the vicinity of el-Lejjin that monitored the
upper Wadi Mijib. Note the clusters of the watchtowers near the
eastern approaches.’
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11. “The southern sector of the Arabian frontier (Limes Palaestinae)
in the 4th century.’
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The limes here consisted of only a single line of forts along
the Trajanic road. The southern terminus of the via nova
Traiana was now held by legio x Fretensis at Aila. The southern
sector was backed up by a secondary line of defense in southern
Palestine.*?

Close parallels are apparent between the Diocletianic reor-
ganization of the Arabian frontier and the Strata Diocletiana
in Syria. Both frontiers were designed as a defense-in-depth.
Construction of the latter was necessitated by the collapse
of Palmyra and by the enhanced threat from the Sassanids
and the Arab tribes. The Strata Diocletiana extended from
Azraq north to the Euphrates. Second class units (alae and
cohortes) garrisoned castella erected at intervals along the
strata, which basically follows the 100 mm annual rainfall line
along the edge of the desert. Stationed behind the strata were
mobile units of equites in towns and other strategic points,
forming a broad fortified zone up to 70 km in depth.** This
system is closely paralleled in Transjordan, although the depth
of the zone was not so great south of Amman.

There is clear evidence for the deterioration of the frontier
defenses by the 6th century. The most striking evidence for
the decline of the fortified frontier in Transjordan is the wide-
spread abandonment of forts. This conclusion, suggested origi-
nally by the relative scarcity of Late Byzantine pottery at most
forts surveyed in 1976, has since been confirmed by excavation
of several forts. Lejjun was abandoned following an earth-
quake in 551, and Qasr Bshir, Khirbet el-Fityan, and Rujm
Beni Yasser were abandoned before 500. This corresponds
with the statements of Procopius that Justinian disbanded the
bulk of the regular Roman frontier forces and handed over
primary defensive responsibility to Arab federates under the
Ghassanids.** Only in the north is there evidence of continued
military activity, with the reconstruction of Hallabat in 529
and the continued occupation of most forts in the 6th and
early 7th centuries. But even some of these may not have con-
tained military garrisons, as suggested by the excavation of
the Barracks and castellum at Umm el-Jimal.#5 A similar pat-
tern of abandonment has been advanced for the Syrian fron-
ticp. 6

Justinian’s decision to abandon the fortified frontier in favor
of the Ghassanid phylarchy was not necessarily poor policy.
In fact, the Ghassanids proved to be loyal and generally effi-
cient allies.*” But the successors of Justinian fatally weakened
the Ghassanids without any corresponding revitalization of
the old frontier defenses. This disastrous policy contributed
significantly to the success of the Muslim invasion in the 7th
century.

2 Gichon (1967), 186-191; (1980), 844, 852.

*3 Poidebard (1934), 27-94; Berchem (1952), 10-17.

* Procopius, Secret History 24.12—14; Persian War 1.17.45-48.
* Parker (1986), 149-155, with full references.

46 Liebeschuetz (1977).

#7Kawar (Shahid) (1955); (1957), who shows how effective the Ghassanids were despite
Procopius’ bias against them.
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To summarize, the last ten years have witnessed a remark-
able advance in our understanding of the Roman frontier in
Transjordan. We have made considerable progress in under-
standing the development of the Roman road system, the typo-
logy of Roman fortifications, the Roman army units that
garrisoned the frontier, and the Saracen Arab tribes that acted
both as allies and enemies of Rome. Many years of work lie
ahed before knowledge of the Arabian frontier approaches
that of other Roman frontiers. But at least we are now well
underway.
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