THE 1987 WADI EL-YABIS SURVEY

by

Jonathan Mabry and Gaetano Palumbo
with a contribution by Ian Kuijt

A preliminary season of archaeologic-
al survey in Wadi el-Yabis, northern Jor-
dan, was conducted during August 1987 as
part of a multi-phase, joint University of
Arizona — Universita’ di Roma project.
The field team included Sarah Collins, Ian
Kuijt, Jonathan Mabry, and Gaetano
Palumbo. Eighteen sites known from
previous surveys were visited, and twenty-
six new sites were found in sample trans-
ects. At thirteen of the eighteen previously
known sites, additional periods of occupa-
tion were identified. The new sites that
were found ranged in date from the Epi-
paleolithic to Ayyubid/Mamluk periods.

The Survey Area (Fig. 1)

Wadi el-Yabis flows westward from
almost 1200 metres above sea level into the
northern Jordan Valley, where it joins the
southward flowing Jordan River 300
meters below sea level. There are numer-
ous springs in all parts of the wadi basin,
and Wadi el-Yabis itself flows all year.
Although the rainy season usually starts in
October and lasts until May, the majority
of rain falls between December and
March. The highest amount of annual
rainfall in Jordan, over 600 millimeters, is
recorded near the headwaters of Wadi
el-Yabis. That part of the Jordan Valley
into which it flows receives less than half
this amount. With an average annual
temperature of around 24 degrees Celsius,
the lowlands of Wadi el-Yabis are warmer
than the highlands, where the tempera-
tures annually average no more than 22
degrees Celsius.

Three major vegetational zones occur
in the survey area, corresponding roughly
to elevation. A mixed forest of pine, oak,
and pistachio is prevalent in the Cre-
taceous limestone mountains, where terra
rossa and rendzina soils are common. In
the foothills, the predominantly pine forest

— 275 —

gives way to open scrub oak forest, and
colluvial soils predominate. On the upper
terrace of the Jordan Valley (the “Ghor”),
formed largely from post-Pleistocene de-
position by tributary wadis such as el-
Yabis, acacia, grasses, and weedy species
prevail in the absence of cultivation. Cyp-
ress, tamarisk, oleander, reeds and other
aquatic plants grow along the immediate
courses of Wadi el-Yabis and the Jordan
River in its active floodplain (the “Zor”),
30-60 meters below the valley floor. Be-
tween the lower and upper terraces of the
Jordan Valley lie the heavily-eroded marl
“Qatara” hills.

Methodology

The survey area includes the entire
natural basin of the Wadi el-Yabis drain-
age system, and that part of the Jordan
Valley through which it flows. The bound-
aries of the survey area are adjusted to fit
the one kilometer intervals of the Univer-
sal Transverse Mercator Grid, thus incor-
porating 186 square kilometres. As de-
scribed above, the upper reaches of the
Wadi el-Yabis basin have a dense forest
cover, and surface visibility is poor. The
period of maximum visibility of archaeolo-
gical sites in the less densely forested,
dry-farming foothills zone is during
November and December, after fields have
been plowed. The Jordan Valley is current-
ly under intensive irrigation agriculture,
and periods of adequate surface visibility
are limited by a multiple annual crop
schedule. The survey area has therefore
been stratified according to major
environmental-land use zones, in order
that sample transects may be surveyed in
each zone for comparison of site density
and visibility.

Each sample transect was surveyed on
foot with spacing between team members
averaging 10-20 meters. Sites were defined
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Fig. 1. The Wadi el-Yabis Survey Area.
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on the basis of: 1) high surface artifact
density, relative to a fairly consistent
“background noise” of isolated artifacts; 2)
visible exposures of buried cultural de-
posits; or 3) the presence of pre-modern
architectural features. The occupational
periods of sites were inferred from
temporally-diagnostic artifacts and
architectural features. The procedures of
artifact collection varied according to their
relative surface density. Generally, total
collections were made from sparse scatters,
and selective collections were made from
dense assemblages. At several sites with
dense lithic scatters, total collections were
made in 100 square meter grids located in
the center of each site. When practical,
visible architectural features were mea-
sured and sketched. Each site was photo-
graphed and located on aerial photographs
and topographic maps at a scale of
1:25,000. Site locations in Table 1 are
expressed in terms of the widely used
Palestine Grid Coordinate System, to with-
in at least 100 meters of absolute accuracy.

Previous Investigations

No intensive, systematic archaeologic-
al survey has been conducted previously in
the Wadi el-Yabis basin, though the area
has been visited by explorers and scholars
repeatedly over the last one hundred years.
Nineteenth century travelers’ accounts de-
scribed the landscape and visible ruins of
the Wadi el-Yabis region (Robinson 1852:
316-26; Merrill 1883: 185-90). During the
first half of this century, scholars of the
historical geography, toponomy, and
architecture of the Biblical and Classical
periods visited and wrote about this area
(Steurnagel 1925:108, 1926:11-12;
McCown 1930:23-26; Abel 1938:352; Au-
gustinovi¢ and Bagatti 1952:276-299). Dur-
ing the 1940s, the archaeologist Nelson
Glueck was the first to collect ceramic and
lithic artifacts to identify periods of
occupation at ancient “tell” sites in Wadi
el-Yabis (1951:259-88). Mittman (1970)
visited and surface collected most of the
prominent sites in the area during the
1960s. The northern Jordan Valley through
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which Wadi el-Yabis flows has been sur-
veyed several times in the last 40 years
(Glueck 1951:210-31; Mellaart 1962; de
Contenson 1964; Ibrahim, Sauer, and Yas-
sine 1976).

All of these previous surveys have
focused almost exclusively upon large,
“urban” sites with long occupational histo-
ries (“tells””), overlooking less prominent,
single occupation, nonurban sites. The
large number of small, one-period sites
found in our first sample transects indicate
that a large number of less obtrusive sites
were missed by previous extensive surveys.
This high density of non-tell sites is similar
to patterns found in recent surveys of
neighbouring wadis (Banning and Fawcett
1983; Banning 1985, forthcoming; Greene
1986; Villiers and Petocz, forthcoming).
Intensive surface surveys still identify only
a portion of the total archaeological record
in this region. Many prehistoric and early
historic sites in the Wadi el-Yabis basin are
buried under colluvial and alluvial sedi-
ments, visible only in eroded slope and
wadi bank exposures. Rapid recent econo-
mic development has also destroyed or
paved over many antiquity sites, and pro-
jects such as the planned dam at the mouth
of Wadi el-Yabis will impact a large
number of sites in the near future.

PREHISTORIC SITES
Preliminary Lithics Analysis
by Ian Kuijt and Jonathan Mabry

To-date, no sites pre-dating the
Neolithic have been found on the floor of
the Jordan Valley near Wadi el-Yabis. A
Late Pleistocene lake that covered the
entire Jordan Rift did not recede to expose
a dry valley floor until about 16,000 B.C.
(Begin et al 1974), and since then, many of
the first camps and settlements in the
valley have been buried under meters of
alluvium from side wadis. The oldest stone
artifacts found in the Wadi el-Yabis area
are flint flakes and chopping tools
cemented in Middle Pleistocene con-
glomerate bedrock forming the valley
escarpment east of Tell Abu Habil North
and South (Huckriede 1966). A recent
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survey of the eastern margin of the Jordan
Valley yielded an Acheulean handaxe
eroded from. conglomerate formations
south of Wadi el-Yabis (Mujahed
Mubheisen, personal communication). In
the Jordan Valley, the earliest cultural
remains found in the survey area to-date
are Pre-Pottery Neolithic flint tools buried
in the upper alluvial fan of Wadi el-Yabis,
discovered during the excavation of a
cistern (Kirkbride 1956).

Ibrahim et al (1976) and others have
collected flint tools from above the village
of Merazzeh in the Jordan Valley, two
kilometers north of Wadi el-Yabis (site
14). These have been dated alternately to
the Neolithic (Kafafi 1982:129-30) and to
the Upper Paleolithic (Mujahed Muheisen,
personal communication). Our systematic
surface collection of this site failed to yield
any temporally-diagnostic tool forms, but
determined that the lithic assemblage is the
result of quarrying and initial reduction of
flint nodules from exposed conglomerate
bedrock. The following preliminary analy-
sis focuses on three sites collected during
the 1987 field season: Jabal el-Mustah, a
late Epipaleolithic site, and two Chalco-
lithic sites — Tell Abu Habil North, and
Subeirra.

Site 24. Jabal el-Mustah (Fig. 2).

This site, the earliest yet found in the
Wadi el-Yabis hills, is located within a ca.
100 x 75 meter sediment-filled depression
in limestone bedrock, on a ridge top
immediately north of the middle course of
Wadi el-Yabis. Cisterns and bedrock mor-
tars were found carved into limestone
nearby. A total collection of artifacts with-
in a 100 square meter grid was sup-
plemented by a selective collection from
the remainder of the site. Of the approx-
imately 220 flint artifacts collected, 81 are
blades, cores, or retouched tools. Domi-
nating the assemblage are side and end-
scrapers (1-6), blades, single (7, 9) and
bipolar cores (8), and burins (10, 11). A
fragment of a pestle ground from siliceous
limestone was also found (12). Absent
from this assemblage are bifaces, projectile
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points, and microliths, though it is unlikely
that any micro-fraction of tools and debit-
age would be visible on the surface. De-
spite the absence of typical microliths, the
recovered assemblage resembles those
from excavated Natufian deposits, dating
between approximately 10,000-8500 B.C.
(Brian Byrd, personal communication).

Site 18. Tell Abu Habil (North) (Fig. 3).

This small, low mound, approximately
1/10 of a hectare in area and rising two
meters above the surrounding fields, lies
200 meters north of the larger Tell Abu
Habil South, overlooking the Zor one
kilometer to the west. A 100 square meter
collection grid was located on the west
slope of the mound, 10 meters from
Mellaart’s and de Contenson’s 1953 probe
trenches on the summit (1960:31-49;
Leonard, forthcoming). This total collec-
tion sample was supplemented by a selec-
tive collection of artifacts from the rest of
the site. All of the categories of flint tools
found are thought to typify ‘“Ghassulian”
(Chalcolithic) assemblages: unifacial (13)
and bifacial chisels (14), blades backed by
steep retouch (15-17; 15 and 17 showing
“sickle sheen” and burin blows), tabular
flint fan scrapers (18), end scrapers (19),
and ground basalt bowls (20, 21), hoes
(22), and beads (23).

The “Ghassulian chisel” (Brézillon
1971:196) was first described as a tool type
by Neuville (1934:4) in his analysis of the
stone tools from the late Sth-early 4th
millennium B.C. site of Tuleilat el-Ghassul
in the southern Jordan Valley. These
chisels usually have a trapezoidal cross-
section due to removal of one or two flakes
along the central, long-axis ridge, to thin or
sharpen the working edge. Polish is fre-
quently found on this edge and on the high
points along one third of the length of the
tool. The chisels from Tell Abu Habil
North show all of these characteristics.
Hennessy’s (1977:10) discovery at Ghassul
of a flint knapping area with 13 partially
finished chisels suggets that specialists pro-
duced these tools in centralized work-
shops. Rosen (1983) has argued that tabu-



