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Retrospective Introduction

Sabra is located in a section of the wadi
of the same name which originates south of
Wadi Musa, runs from there in a south-
southwesterly direction to the ancient site and
reaches wadi ‘Arabah after many bends. At a
distance of only 6.5 km (as the crow flies)
from Petra, it cannot be reached by car, not
even by landrover. Therefore, little research
has been going on in the region since its
discovery by Léon de Laborde in 1828 who
took the name ‘“Sabra” from his Bedouin
guides (de Laborde 1836). In antiquity, Sabra
was a Hellenistic town close to an oasis with a
presumably perennial spring at the foot of
Jabal el-Jathum, which rises to a height of
1125m asl (Fig. 1).

The ruins extant on the right (northwest-
ern) wadi bank are the remains of an ““acro-
polis,” of dwellings at the slopes and of
several columned buildings on an artificial
platform below. At the foot of the acropolis
hill, the first excavation of Sabra was under-
taken in 1982 (Lindner 1982a: 67-72; 1986a:
151-154; 1989b: 500-505) together with F.
Zayadine.

The well-known theatre on the left
(southeastern) wadi bank was first described
by Léon de Laborde (1836: 195-197), and first
thoroughly examined and tentatively mea-
sured in 1980 (Lindner 1982c: 39-64). A catch
water regulation system and a rock conduit
from the basin behind a 17 m dam built 100 m
above the wadi bed were found and described
by a group from the ‘“Naturhistorische Gesell-
schaft Niirnberg” (NHG) (Lindner 1982b:
59-64). A caravan track between Sabra and
Wadi ‘Arabah which runs straight across the
foot of the acropolis hill was followed to an
ancient copper mine at Umm el-‘Amad in

1983 (Lindner 1986a: 170-188).

Most of these discoveries are due to
explorations of the Sabra region directed and
performed by various teams from NHG in
1969, 1976, 1978 and 1980 (Lindner 1976:
83-96; 1978: 81-96; 1980: 27-32). During the
following survey of 1983, southeast of Sabra
proper above an S-curve of Wadi Sabra,
several house ruins with Early Bronze Age
pottery were found (Lindner 1986a: 157). In
1987, during a southern Jordan survey of
NHG another Early Bronze site was disco-
vered by Dakhilallah Qublan about 150 m
above Sabra (Lindner 1989b: I, 90; II, 504).
Eventually, in 1988, E. Schreyer found
ancient quarries northwest of Sabra at the
slope of Jabal Mutheilya.'

Survey of Sabra 1990

The survey of 1990 was directed by the
author and J.P. Zeitler. With the generous
permission granted by Dr. Ghazi Bisheh,
then Director-General of the Department of
Antiquities of Jordan, the already known
sites were re-visited and re-evaluated, the
platform with the remains of the columned
buildings below the acropolis hill explored,
and the mountain ranges on both sides of
Wadi Sabra systematically investigated. Two
weeks in May were spent by the 10 members
of the team in Sabra (PI.1).

Within the area to be described, Wadi
Sabra runs roughly from the northeast to the
southwest. It is enclosed by the sandstone
mountain ranges of Jabal el-Jathum in the
southeast and of Jabal Mutheilya in the
northwest, both continuing the eastern ridge
which biforcates after leaving Jabal Mansa
(Mensah) Kennedy 1925: 19) as an impressive
landmark. Whereas Jabal el-Jathum rises

1. Of the various and changing groups I have to thank
several active members who contributed to the
scientific results: E. Gunsam, R. Gmelin, I. Just, A.

Schmid, E. Schreyer, I. Kiinne, G. and W. Miiller,
Mohammad Suleiman Salim, Awath Salama Eid and
K. Schmitt-Korte.

— 193 —



ADAJ XXXVI (1992)

Fig. 1. Sketch map of Sabra and surroundings (E. Schreyer).
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steeply from the wadi bed, on the northwest-
ern bank foothills and playa fillings make the
ascent easier in the beginning. Then, howev-
er, the ascent becomes steeper, but less steep
than on the other side, and because of small
gullies and gorges, easier to manage.

The Jabal Mutheilya Region

Climbing up the eastern mountainside,
abundant ferrous sandstone with thick black
crusts and bullet-shaped concretions was
seen, but only one small piece of haematite.
Surprisingly, fresh charcoal was lying on the
ground. Either whole trees or branches of
juniper are being burned for charcoal, as
observed to the north of Sabra the next day,
or one has to think of conflagration by
lightning as seen by the author on the ascent
to Jabal en-Nmeir at Petra a few years ago.
The firewood supply is a main problem of the
region. In fact, even in the most remote and
almost inaccessible places, all juniper trees
are either felled or deprived of their thicker
branches. The uneven cuttings show how
hard and dense the slowly growing wood is,
and of course, how little suited the Bedouins’
saws and axes are. Obviously, not only the
grazing of far too many goats and sheep, but
also wood cutting is destroying the land,
Wood gathering expeditions of Bdul families
from Petra were noted in Sabra a few years
ago.” Woodcutting, hunting and herding
prompted people of all ages to create, use and
improve trails and tracks up into the moun-
tainside.

There were still other reasons. After a
passage through yellowish and ferrous sand-
stone on a pathway with ancient-looking
substructures, an intermontane plain of about
300 x 30m was reached. The place, now filled
with sand and rubble from three converging
gorges, had once been used for agriculture.
Three massive successive walls of 8-14m
length were built at some time to slow down
the winterly torrents as well as to retain water
and soil for planting crops. The boulders and
ashlars were chosen from a special hard grey
sandstone material, which together with the
construction technique resembles very much

the big dam in the opposite Jabal el-Jathum
massif.

A few rock shelters on the way up
showed signs of recent occupation, probably
by herdsmen or wood-gatherers who seek
shelter in bad weather. Still farther up, the
wadi — now more a gorge — is stepped up in
widening natural terraces. In one spot,
however, a basin of 6 X 4.5m has been
artificially enlarged and closed with a wall still
standing 1 m high.

At 1030 m (asl), through a small defile,
an Artemisia Sieberi (Artemisia herba alba)
plateau which slightly dips towards the north-
east is reached. The site very much resembles
Umm el-Biyara, but no traces of occupation
at any time were found. After four more
similar plateaus, all of them exposed and
sloping towards the north and Jabal Harun
with the fertile plain south of it, indications of
ancient and recent agricultural use increase.
At the back of the Jabal Mutheilya massif (at
around 1020 m asl) all wadis and gorges are
extensively barred successive walls. Several
smaller ones were repaired lately. The larger
ones are apparently unmodified since antiqui-
ty (P1,II,1). In a wide flat gorge, juniper trees
are grown to respectable sizes within the built
walls where water and soil were preserved.

While circling the massif towards the east
in order to find a descent into Wadi Batahi
and from there to Sabra, one could easily
understand how important it was at any time
to have pathways as shortcuts across the
mountain to the arable fields and to pastures
between Jabal Mutheilya and Jabal Harun.
No wonder that all over the surveyed slopes
facing north, flint implements and scatters of
coarse pottery were seen.

Farther down the wadi, the slopes of
Jabal Mutheilya surprised us with an unex-
pected amount of haematite together with
unworked flint which is to be found already in
the debris fillings of the wadi. The haematite
pieces vary between hand-size and lens-size.
They peter out after two thirds of the ascent.
There is no flint above the foothills. A rather
thin scattering of Nabataean-Roman pottery

2. “.... the Bedouin as any herdsman the born and
forsworn enemy of the forest....” Gradmann 1934:

174 in an account on the Palestinian geography and
flora which is still true today.
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is spread all over the way up. Indications of
regular traffic across the mountain are several
substructed pathways up to the top of the
ridge.

Around a prominent hillock and through
a narrow “siq”’, a wide barren plain is reached
in a northwesterly direction. A trail leads to
ad Daman whose mountains are visible as
well as the track coming from Sabra (Lindner
1986a: 175). In front of a rock shelter, stone
implements were collected. At about 850 m
as1, two ancient quarries already seen in 1988
were investigated. In one of them the top of a
hill was cleanly cut off. The debris left after
the work still form a heap on one side. The
quarrying was done from above. Nearby, a
big flat block of sandstone with the masons’
cuts in the upper surface was noted (Pl. II, 2).

On the way down, a wall of black stones,
especially gathered and brought to the site for
their durability, was built across the upper
part of a gully leading down to Sabra. Of
other barriers only traces are left. Still farther
down, one transverses playa fillings of almost
pure sand where winterly torrents have cut
narrow and high “sigs.” Farther south, the
fillings partly consist of rubble with unworked
flint and haematite pieces. Ascending there
through steep gorges and gullies, plenty of
ferrous sandstone was noted, but towards the
west the haematite peters out again. Many
old juniper trees, one of them with the
respectable circumference of 2.55m were seen
but absolutely no young ones. A few pistachio
trees grow at least in inaccessible cracks and
slots.

At 850 m asl, a flight of hollowed-out
steps in a steep rock wall (PLIII,1) situated
350 m (as the crow flies) from the theatre
leads to a quarry of yellowish sandstone.
After about 8X3X3 m of stone were removed
the quarrying was stopped. The rock-wall
shows the stone masons’ alternating strikes in
a herring-bone pattern (P1. III, 2). The same
traces may be observed at the rock wall
around the theatre of Sabra, in many places in
and around Petra, and even in recent sand-
stone quarries in Europe.

Fifty metres higher up and 200 m towards
the west (as the crow flies), a plateau may be
reached only from above. Two more quarries
in the same yellowish sandstone show the
equal technique of removing the material
from an upper level and leaving one or two
rock walls with the herring-bone pattern.’

On the barren rock in front of the
quarries, many Nabataean (-Roman) pottery
sherds were collected. Considering the slop-
ing mountainside where the rain washes down
everything movable, a vast amount of sherds
must have existed in antiquity (Figs. 2, 3).
Unless ropes were used, the quarried ashlars
had to be transported first up the mountain-
side through a narrow gorge before they
could be taken to Sabra. With so much, in
fact nothing else but sandstone right around
the ancient site, the material from the quar-
ries of Jabal Mutheilya was obviously espe-
cially useful for certain purposes of building
or decorating (PL.IV,1).

In the northeastern part of Jabal
Mutheilya, foothills rise directly out of the
sand of Wadi Sabra. Grave shafts of 1 X 2 m
are sunk in different depths into rounded and
smoothed rocks in an inaccurate N-S direc-
tion (PL. IV, 2). Ten shafts of the necropolis
were counted, but there might be a few more
in hidden. corners or in the sand of the wadi.
All of the graves had been robbed, some of
them not too long ago. The covering stones
taken out by the robbers were found carefully
laid around the shaft openings, and some
sand thrown out during the pilfering was not
entirely washed away.

An artificially enlarged cave-like rock
shelter not far from the necropolis overlooks
the valley towards the northeast. Lately, it
was half-closed with a concrete wall. A tin
drum inside collects water dripping from the
ceiling. In front of the shelter an artifact far
more ancient was found in 1987. It was half of
a carefully made grinding plate of granite.
Large dung layers had been thrown out of the
cave — an indication of recent use which had
been observed by the author several years
ago.

3. Thanks are due to architect G. Stolz, Niirnberg, who introduced me to the methods of sandstone quarrying.
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Fig. 2. Pottery from the quarries at the Jabal Mutheilya massif.
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Fig. 3. Pottery from the quarries at the Jabal Mutheilya massif.
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