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V-14. A new model?

The Early Iron Age in the Levant is sometimes referred to as the ‘Dark Ages’, and
with good reason. This period, that started with the decline of the Egyptian Empire in
the second half of the Late Bronze Age and continued until the first Iron Age
kingdoms of Judah, Israel, Ammon and Moab made their appearance, is ‘dark’ in the
sense that few of the traditional historical sources (whether archaeological or textual)
really throw light on it. And often, it seems, the little light that is thrown is a will o’the
wisp, leading every scholar who follows it into a different direction. The less one
actually knows for certain the more room there is for speculation. This study is no
exception. Much of what has been said is hypothetical, but it aims to conform to the
scholarly axiom that I have always valued highest, that of Occam’s Razor: ”Entia non
sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem”. No more things should be presumed to
exist than are absolutely necessary. In modern scholarship that means that the best
explanation (or the best hypothesis) for any phenomenon is that which accommodates
all the available facts and at the same time requires the fewest assumptions. I have
tried to accumulate all the available data about the dark ages in my area of research in
the past chapters. In this chapter I shall present an explanation that, in my opinion, fits
all these data, without making any more assumptions about unknown phenomena than
is strictly necessary. 
The available data can be divided into material remains and what I would call
‘expected human behaviour’. What this means for the region under study has been
explained in the Introduction: behaviour that conforms to a tribal society, in which
social relations, economic pursuits and ideologies are governed by tribal ties. Both
categories of facts will be drawn on below.

The Late Bronze Age

It is often stated that textual (and pictorial) sources and archaeological remains cannot
simply be combined as sources in the search for historical events. Several reasons for
this are given: 

- textual sources reflect unique situations and events whereas archaeological
remains reflect patterns;
- texts are usually written either long after the events they mention actually
occurred, or they are tendentious, written with specific political, religious or
moral aims; they only reflect the situation of a certain, limited class or group of
people, who cannot be seen as representative of the society under scrutiny. 

However, both the archaeological remains and the texts or pictures are the
precipitation of a specific society. If the texts are tendentious and do not reflect
historical events truthfully there was a reason for that, and the reason lies in the
society that created them. The texts may represent a small group of people, but these
people were part of the society and influenced it. Therefore the texts as well as the
archaeological remains are different sides of one coin, different aspects of one society.
Our task is to reconcile them, and to reconstruct the society in which they both fit.

The Jordan Valley in the first half of the Late Bronze Age
Most literary sources about the Late Bronze Age are linked with Egypt, in one way or
another. The topographical list of Thutmose III, from around 1450, mentions the
names of several places conquered by the pharaoh. His conquest of Megiddo is of
course the most famous one, but several other place names on the list are of particular
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interest to our area of research, especially those of P-h-r (Pella) and K-n-n-r-t
(Kinnereth). Whether it means that Thutmose  III actually controlled the region east of
the Jordan we do not know. Excavations at Pella have shown a considerable Egyptian
influence in what remains of its buildings and culture. Another site, slightly south of
Pella, Abu Kharaz, was a flourishing settlement in Late Bronze I but no Egyptian
remains have been found here. Egypt’s influence seems to have been limited to Pella.
Deir 'Alla  was a sanctuary already in Late Bronze I, according to the excavator, but
only a very small part of the site dating to this period has been excavated; therefore no
conclusions about Egyptian presence or influence can be drawn. Three sites north of
Deir 'Alla (Kharabeh, Tell en-Nkheil and Abu Nijrah) and two sites to the south
(Arqadat and Kataret es-Samra) have also revealed pottery from this early period.
Kataret es-Samra was a burial site; the other sites have not been excavated so nothing
can be said about the nature of their occupation in the fifteenth century BC, but no
Egyptian remains have been found on any of them. Tell el-Hammeh, at the entrance to
the Zerqa valley, close to the foothills, was occupied during all of the Late Bronze
Age. The archaeological remains suggest that it was a temporary campsite (Chapter
9). The pottery that was found here, on the other hand, was fine and suggested
contacts with the cultured regions both on the Amman Plateau and the Jordan Valley.
In the century following the age of Thutmose III Egypt retained its hold on Pella, as
shown by the presence of two inscriptions in Egyptian temples, the Amarna texts, and
the archaeological evidence on the site itself.

During the Late Bronze Age the Egyptian Empire used and maintained control over
Palestine to conduct trade with the east and north. Canaan was a peripheral state, as
far as Egypt was concerned, a gateway to transfer goods to and from Egypt and the
Empires to the north. Therefore what was most important to Egypt was that these
trade routes were safe, and were maintained. After the campaign of Thutmose III all
of Canaan and part of Transjordan were nominally subjected to Egypt. The Canaanite
city-state structure does not seem to have been altered however. The city-states were
vassals, paying tribute, but they were governed by local families, as long as these
were loyal to Egypt. East of the Jordan Pella also was an Egyptian vassal city state,
the only known one east of the Jordan. Archaeological and survey evidence shows
that settled occupation was largely limited to the town itself. 
The overall diminishing site density towards the end of the Middle Bronze Age is
generally seen as a trend towards nomadisation of the population in that period. In the
Late Bronze Age there must have been a largely nomadic, at least partly pastoralist
population between the few fortified towns that existed, one of which was Pella. 
We can compare this situation to northern Jordan in the nineteenth century AD. In
those days Salt was the only inhabited town in the Belqa, governed by a coalition of
Bedouin tribes and it functioned as a regional market for the Bedouin and as a transit
market for goods to and from the other side of the Jordan. In the Jordan Valley itself
all settled population had ceased because of the attacks and exhortations from the
Bedouin tribes (Ch. 5). 
This would have been what a city-state looked like in the Late Bronze Age: ruled by a
local leading family, probably with territorial rights outside the town as well. They
were interacting with the tribes around them and trading with other city-states through
a system of tribal traders and middlemen from the trading towns. They were
nominally subjected to a remote government but in practice they were largely
independent. 
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Late Bronze Age Pella had become a staging post for the trade to the north and east.
Egyptian middlemen were stationed here and it functioned as a safeguard for the ford
of the Jordan between Pella and Beth Shean. River crossings were particularly
dangerous and vulnerable stages on any trade route. Beth Shean and Pella, on either
side of the Jordan, had Egyptian agents stationed in the town. So it seems likely that
the ford across the Jordan between Beth Shean and Pella was guarded by Egypt, but
once they had crossed the Jordan the traders were left to fend for themselves. From
Pella a trade route went a little way south, towards Deir 'Alla, where there was a
sanctuary, a tribal burial ground and some small sites, probably all belonging to a
local tribe. Next the route turned east into the Wadi Zerqa towards the Baq’ah Valley
and the Amman Plateau. The exact role of the Deir 'Alla sanctuary in this trade
network is difficult to assess, since so little has been excavated of its early strata. Its
involvement in the trade is likely. Tribal involvement also seems inevitable; Egyptian
involvement in this early stage is unlikely. 
The trip through the Wadi must have taken roughly two or three days (Chapter 12).
The Wadi was probably part of the territory of a local tribe, who may well have
demanded tribute, and served as guides for the traders when passing through the wadi.
In that case it is likely that both Deir 'Alla and Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir belonged to
that tribe. Another possibility is that this part of the trade was conducted by the
members of the tribe themselves. It seems inevitable that they played a role in the
trade. The archaeological remains at Tell el-Hammeh show that this site was used by
the traders on their way to the east.

Moab and The Amman Plateau in the first half of the Late Bronze Age
Even though Redford’s suggestion of an itinerary through Moab and Ammon in the
Late Bronze Age I is unlikely, evidence of contact with Egypt has turned up on the
Amman Plateau. The material remains (including literary sources) show that there
were contacts between Egypt and the Jordan Valley and the Amman Plateau, but
material evidence for a trade route comparable to (or even following the route of) the
much later King’s Highway is completely missing. Egyptian scarabs and stone bowls,
dated to the eighteenth Dynasty and earlier have been found in the Amman Airport
building, even though the building itself has been dated to the thirteenth century. 
The Amman Plateau was a trade market, the other end of the trade route through the
Zerqa Valley. We have no written documents concerning this area in the fourteenth
century BC; however, archaeological remains suggest that Sahab is the most likely
town to have controlled the eastern end of the trade, in spite of its situation on the far
end of the Plateau. Sahab was already a walled town in the days of Thutmose III. A
seal impression of the great Pharaoh on a storage jar handle confirms that Egypt had
dealings with the town in this early period. Its large public buildings and fortifications
mark it as a central town. It controlled the Plateau, and it had trade relations with the
west and the north; the finds, mainly from the burial caves, demonstrate this. As in
nineteenth century AD Gaza and Hebron (Ch. 5, 6), its sheikhs controlled the
economy of the region and organised agriculture and horticulture on the plain,
providing both food and trade commodities. Middlemen may have lived in the town
controlling the trade. 
At the north-western entrance to the Baq’ah Valley, in Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir, a
building of a possibly cultic nature was found, dated to the Late Bronze Age IB. The
building’s architecture, as well as the pottery, showed northern influences, suggesting
the presence in the area of a northern population, perhaps traders and middlemen.
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Opposite the site a multiple burial cave dated to the Late Bronze I was found, filled
with fine local and imported pottery, as well as some eighteenth dynasty scarabs.
Safut may have played an important role as well, but unfortunately we still know very
little about this site in the Late Bronze Age. No evidence of settlement to the south of
the Amman Plateau has been found so far. Egyptian historical evidence for the
southern region, Moab and Edom, refers mostly to Šasu (Ch. 1). According to these
sources Šasu were groups with a  largely nomadic, pastoralist lifestyle who were also
involved in trade and occasional warfare. Some towns of the Šasu are mentioned,
most likely in the south of the region. What the nature of these towns was is unclear,
for none of them have been found so far. What is clear is that they gave the Egyptians
a lot of trouble, and engaged in conflict on several occasions. Together with the
complete lack of evidence for settlement on the plains of Moab, we can assume that
these plains were the territory of Šasu tribes. Although their main territory and camps
or towns were in Edom, according to some texts they are found west of the Dead Sea
as well, and near Dothan in the north there was a ‘well of the Šasu’. There was
nothing unusual in this: tribal movements in the nineteenth century AD show a similar
distribution of tribes and of sharing and changing of territories. Egypt kept control
over the region by taking princes from the leading families as hostages. On occasion
the pharaoh carried off large numbers of prisoners, taken from rebellious towns or
tribes (Chapter 1). 

The world according to the Amarna Letters
The Amarna letters form the most fascinating, as well as the most informative literary
corpus for the Late Bronze Age in Canaan. They consist of accounts of political
intrigue, played out between the heads of the Canaanite city states, and pleas for help
against these conspirators as well as against the Habiru. Unfortunately only one side
of the correspondence has been found, the letters that were sent to the Egyptian court.
Without the other half it is impossible to say whether these desperate pleas depict the
first signs of decline of the Egyptian empire, as stated by some, or whether it was
more or less the normal state of affairs in a city-state society, as others claim. The
letters attest political strife and conspiracy among factions who fought each other over
land and power. The Habiru, who play an important role in the Amarna
correspondence, are described as warrior bands, roaming the land without a clear
territorial base of their own (although they seem to be the natural allies of the Amurru
in the north). Farmers as well as city populations are easily tempted to join them.
Their wicked deeds and superior strength are used eloquently in the pleas for help to
the pharaoh. Occasionally however, Habiru are also described as mercenaries or
messengers. The letters from and about Shechem and Pella and probably Gezer make
clear that these city-states, although they were formally subjected to the Empire,
frequently conspired against it. Habiru played an important role in these conspiracies. 
The material remains dating from this period do not show any signs of decline or
political unrest of the kind that is suggested by the letters. Pottery from Shiloh shows
that the site was deserted in the first half of the fourteenth century. But nowhere can
major destruction layers be assigned to this period, nowhere major changes in
economy or settlement patterns. The Shechem pass was surrounded and possibly
guarded by several small sites, besides Shechem itself. In Pella a public building
dating to this period has been found with an Egyptian architectural plan. That there
were Egyptians living in Pella is shown by the anthropoid sarcophagi that have been
found, and perhaps also by the amount of pig bones that were discovered. Abu
Kharaz, to the south of Pella, was settled in this period and life at Deir 'Alla seems to
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have continued uninterrupted. On the Amman Plateau Sahab was still settled and, it
seems, thriving. A public building with much Aegean pottery is dated to this period. 
The letters throw an intriguing light on the divided loyalties of the vassal city states.
The country was populated with a mixed society of settled townsmen, villagers and
wandering nomads; they all, however, had their place in a system where loyalties
were pledged according to tribal ties. Townsmen and nomads could be part of the
same tribe; they could be allied to another town, another tribal group. The easiest way
for Egypt to control this tangle of loyalties was to ensure the loyalty of the leading
families, by keeping members of these families hostage.
Pella was certainly an unruly vassal, for it was accused of delaying a trade caravan
and hiding a rebel. Pella was linked to Shechem through their ruling families, and the
ruling family of Shechem were notorious supporters of the Habiru. The letters suggest
that Gezer was also involved in controversial practices, and the ruler of Jerusalem has
been accused of being as bad as Lab’ayu, the ruler of Shechem.
In fact, the Habiru mentioned in the Amarna Letters may not have been so different
from the warrior tribes that roamed the northern Belqa in the early nineteenth century
AD. They were paid by the government to protect the Hajj pilgrims, which did not
stop them to demand protection money from the villages, to rob and plunder harvests,
and occasionally fight (and beat) the Turkish army (Chapter 6). 

The Jordan Valley in the thirteenth century
Two stelae were found in Beth Shean, both of them dated to the rule of Seti I, about
half a century after the time of the Amarna letters. Both stelae speak of rebellion and
unrest in the region. The first stele describes a local war or skirmish between the
Habiru from the north, and ‘Asiatics’ from the east, with the Jordan valley as their
battlefield. Skirmishes between opposing tribes or confederations, resulting in raiding
expeditions, sometimes over long distances, may well have been as common in the
Late Bronze Age as they were in the nineteenth century AD. The Beni Sakhr were
known to come down south to rob the Howeitat occasionally, and even at the end of
the 19th century, in Bell’s days, rumours of these large scale and long distance raids
were common. 
The second stele describes a conspiracy between Pella and Hamath against Beth
Shean, showing not only that Egypt had lost control over its easternmost city-state,
but also that the people of Pella were raiding west of the Jordan. It is significant that
no expedition is sent to Pella. Egypt had lost its only hold on the east side of the
Jordan, which obviously threatened its trade with the Amman Plateau, but apparently
the area was considered a dead loss and best left alone. Archaeological evidence from
Pella shows that towards the end of the fourteenth century BC some changes took
place in the town: the ‘Egyptian’ building went out of use, and in the public building
opposite it flimsy walls and pits were made, suggesting a radical change in function.
At the same time, elsewhere on the tell, close to the large Migdol Temple, a massive
new public building was constructed.
Around this time a heavy wall, possibly a town wall, was built on Abu Kharaz, and at
the same time, perhaps a little later, the temple area of Abu Kharaz was suddenly
abandoned. Both facts seem to point to a change in political layout in the region in the
second half of the Late Bronze Age. The Egyptian agents were thrown out of Pella
and the leading families took over again. They regained control over their own region,
and even organised occasional raids on the other side of the Jordan. Pella was not only
lost to the trade route, it must have become an actual danger to it.
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Egypt, forced to change the trade route, found another fording point across the Jordan,
further to the south and closer to the Wadi Zerqa (and further away from Pella), and
built Tell es-Sa'idiyeh as a fortress to protect this new crossing. The cemetery of
Sa’idiyeh reveals Egyptianised burials, starting at the beginning of the thirteenth
century, and continuing into the Early Iron Age. Buildings on the tell dating from the
same period show Egyptian building techniques. The same kind of biconical jar that
was found in Beth Shean, and in the Baq’ah burial caves was found here as well.
By moving their crossing point of the Jordan southwards and building the fortress at
Sa’idiyeh the Egyptians changed the outlook of the East Jordan Valley between
Sa’idiyeh and the Zerqa. It became a central area in the trade route, a gateway to the
east and to the west. The archaeological finds, both in the Deir 'Alla temple and at
Sa’idiyeh show that Egypt was in control of this gateway.  At the same time, the
presence of an Egyptian fortress may have increased feelings of safety. Besides
protecting the new crossing of the Jordan, it must have served to keep the Pella bands
to the north in check (which may well have come down to the same thing). It may be
significant that during the thirteenth century an increase in settlements can be seen in
the region (Chapter 11). 

Moab and the Amman Plateau in the thirteenth century
The thirteenth century BC is the era of Ramses II. A number of topographical lists
from his reign, summing up place names in Canaan, testify to the interest of the
Egyptian empire in the region. Two of these lists mention the capture of towns in
Moab, the first time the name of this region appears, but the identification of the place
names is doubtful. Those mentioned in the Ramses II inscriptions are unidentified
(with the possible exception of Dibon)and there is no way to identify the region more
closely, or even to know whether it lay north or south of the W. Mujib. 
The several campaigns conducted by Ramses II and his son Merneptah may point to
unrest in the region. They may also have been part of the standard Egyptian pharaonic
propaganda. The reasons for Egypt’s sudden interest in Moab are equally unclear: it
may mean that the traditional route through western Canaan became more dangerous
and difficult and the empire was looking for a new route to go to the north. It may also
mean that Egypt was looking for new grain stores, either because of an increase in the
Egyptian presence west of the Jordan or as a trade commodity. And in both cases one
possibility does not exclude the other. Obvious is that the Egyptians were making
their peace with the Moabite tribes and trying to integrate them in a power structure
on the plains of Moab. A stele found in Balu'a, depicting a local ruler who is being
given a sceptre by two Egyptian gods, dates from the same period. The ruler is often
identified as a Šasu chieftain. Miller’s Kerak Plateau survey shows an increase in the
number of sites in the region south of the Wadi Mujib in the thirteenth century,
coinciding with Egypt’s increased interest. The results of Miller’s survey have been
doubted, and should be treated with care. However, it is not impossible that some
pottery traditions from the end of the Late Bronze Age found their way to the Kerak
Plateau, seeing that the Egyptian Empire also seems to have had an interest in the
region in the thirteenth century. North of the Wadi Mujib some new settlements may
have been founded, such as Ara'ir and possibly Lehun. Some pottery from the
transitional period has been found on Jalul, Ara'ir, Lehun and Medeinet el-
Mu'arradjeh. There are, however, no indications of the nature of this early occupation.
Perhaps we can see this in the same light as the land laws devised by the Ottoman
government in 1858. They were meant both to increase control over the region and to
increase their income from a land that had great potential but had never been



TRIBES AND TERRITORIES IN TRANSITION

218

exploited to the full. This effort could only become a success because the tribes
themselves were involved in, and were stimulated to profit from, the increased control
of the region. This may well be the significance of the Balu'a stele: an implication of
the integration of the Šasu tribes in an increased control over Moab. They may have
cooperated because they profited from the new situation: as protectors and providers
of the trade route, and with the possibility of gathering taxes at strategic points such as
the Wadi Mujib. Another possibility is that this stele symbolised the protection rights
of a certain Šasu tribe, for example to ‘protection’ of the crossing of the Wadi Mujib.
Certain is that it marked the beginning of increased settlement in the region,
characterised by small but often fortified farmsteads; this suggested that the region
was still far from safe. 

Egyptian interest in the region of Moab coincided with an increase in settlement and
an increased presence of people from the north on the Plains of Amman. New sites
were founded besides the already existing towns of Sahab and Safut. In 'Umeiri, on
the border of Moab and the Amman Plateau settlement started again in this period on
a grand scale. An impressive building was found on the top, and on one of the slopes
the excavators found evidence for ‘extra-urban activities involving heavy burning’.
During the course of the thirteenth century the site developed into a fortified village
with a casemate wall, and a specialised economy. 'Umeiri may have functioned as a
gateway town for the southern region. No evidence of Egyptian presence was found in
'Umeiri, it was a local development, but it strongly suggests an intensification of
contacts between the Plain of Amman and Moab. These contacts must necessarily
have involved the tribes of Moab.
Further north the Amman Airport building was built as a large cultic centre, possibly a
crematorium. The architecture shows northern influences, and there is a possibility
that the human remains belonged to Indo-Europeans. Most of the imported pottery
was Mycenaean, and the local pottery seems to have had links with the Jordan
Valley.. The Amman Airport building has been dated to the thirteenth century.
Several other buildings have been found in the region, with a different function, but a
similar northern architecture. Although not with complete certainty, they are usually
dated to this period. The cultic building at Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir, which had a
similar architecture, was deserted around this time, suggesting a shift to the east of
this northern group. 
Sahab, the main centre on the eastern edge of the Plateau was not affected by the new
situation, suggesting that there were no serious changes in the power balance in the
region. Apparently the northern group or groups formed an integrated part of the
mixed society of the Plateau, especially since the Amman Airport building was
situated only 10 km from Sahab, and Mabrak (another building with a northern
architecture) stood even closer to Sahab. It is evident that both groups, the Canaanite
tribes that governed the region, and the northern group that controlled (part of) the
trade, cooperated closely. 
The burial caves opposite Khirbet Umm ed-Dananir continued to be used. A number
of caves in the area contained thirteenth century material. Most conspicuous was a
certain type of decorated open bowl, possibly connected with Syria, which occurred
together with a specific type of biconical jar. The same combination was found in the
northern cemetery at Beth Shean, and the biconical jar was also found in Baq’ah Cave
3 and in the cemetery at Sa’idiyeh, confirming that there was a network of (trade)
relations between the region west of the Jordan and the Amman Plateau. One of the
burial caves in Sahab contained double-pithos burials like those found in Sa’idiyeh.
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The Early Iron Age 

The twelfth century in Moab and on the Amman Plateau
The beginning of the twelfth century saw a sudden increase in settlements (mostly
fortified) in Moab. Some of these sites have been excavated. Medeinet el-Mu'arradjeh
may have been a fortified village, practising animal herding and possibly agriculture.
There was settlement at Balu'a, since a pit has been found with transitional pottery in
it, but whether it was fortified or not is unknown. Lehun, north of the W. Mujib was a
fortified village. Some Early Iron Age sherds have been found in Dhiban. In Madaba
a multiple burial cave was found dated to the Early Iron Age. Hesban was settled in
this period and possibly fortified. This increase in the number of fortified settlements
suggests that the economic balance of the region had been disturbed. The cause for
this may be found in the area to the north of Moab, the Amman Plateau.
Archaeological remains show that around the turn of the century turmoil had broken
out on the Amman Plateau. 'Umeiri was suddenly and violently destroyed at the
beginning of the twelfth century, by a surprise attack from outside. The Amman
Airport building underwent a change in function and was deserted shortly afterwards.
Sahab expanded beyond its walls but was also destroyed soon afterwards and rebuilt
on a smaller scale. Safut continued to exist but became less prosperous.
The infrastructure that supported the market function of the area had collapsed. Why
this happened is not known, but it is likely that it was a result (at least in part) of the
collapse of the trade with the north. As a result the economic balance and population
balance in the region was turned upside down; traditional resources disappeared and
in the struggle to survive old tribal loyalties were remembered and revived. Old
territorial claims may have become vital again. 
Different groups reacted differently to the situation. The sudden expansion of Sahab
suggests that many people fled towards the town. Others returned to farming and
pastoralism on a subsistence base and established numerous small settlements, while
others left the area. Some of them may have moved south into Moab, as suggested by
the sudden increase in settlements there. If they disrupted territorial rights in the
course of their migration, the sudden destruction of 'Umeiri (which seems to have
been the work of a southern tribal group) may well have been a reaction. 

The twelfth century in the Jordan Valley
The trade between the East Jordan Valley and the Amman Plateau was conducted by
local, Canaanite traders who were related, by kinship or otherwise, to tribes on both
ends of the Zerqa route. This kind of trade was well known in the nineteenth century
between Salt, Nablus and Jerusalem, and between Kerak and Hebron (Ch. 5). It was
conducted by tribal traders, either within their own territories, or by arrangement
(khawa)  when they passed through the territories of  neighbouring tribes.
When the infrastructure on the Amman Plateau collapsed some of the groups who had
been involved in this trade, moved out, looking for a new place to live. They knew the
Deir 'Alla region and they had good relations with the population. Therefore it can
safely be assumed that, when the social structure of the Amman Plateau collapsed,
and groups of people started to move out, part of the population came towards the
Deir 'Alla region taking their families with them. Trade between the Jordan Valley
and the Amman Plateau came to an end as well, but the infrastructure of the region
still functioned, as the archaeological evidence shows. This did not last long,
however.  
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The newcomers from the Amman Plateau settled in the Valley, most of them along
the Zerqa, where numerous new settlements have been found. Here they may have
earlier pitched their temporary camps, and they considered it part of their territory.
These people were not simply nomads or pastoralists, but they came from a highly
developed society on the Plateau. There must have been both farmers and craftsmen
among them who brought their specific skills and culture with them. This can be
demonstrated by the sudden changes in pottery in Deir 'Alla, with clear influences
from the Plateau (Ch. 8), and possibly also by the introduction of bronze working on
Deir 'Alla in the same period. On Sa’idiyeh the double pithos burials may have been
brought by these people from the Plain. 
However, the Deir 'Alla region was already densely settled and this sudden surge of
people must have put considerable strain on the existing society. At the same time the
trade with the east had collapsed, depriving it of a major source of income. The
Egyptian Empire lost interest in the region and left. The fortress at Sa’idiyeh was
abandoned, and the temple at Deir 'Alla, destroyed by a sequence of earthquakes, was
left to the elements. 
This new influx of people may be compared to the sudden influx of Palestinians in the
Jordan Valley in the twentieth century AD. The sudden disturbance of the balance in
population and territory led to tension and conflict in the area. This struggle and the
ensuing restructuring of society have been described in Chapter 6. The fortress and
subsequently the tower on Deir 'Alla may have played a role in this struggle.
To the north destruction and conflagration destroyed the town of Pella. It is possible
that some groups from the Amman Plateau or from the Deir 'Alla  region moved up
north and became involved in a struggle over territory in this region. Struggles over
territory are hard to detect archaeologically, but it is clear, both from the
archaeological record and the ethnographic parallels that they did occur. 
What had happened on the Amman Plateau now repeated itself in the Jordan Valley.
Some groups left the area; a number of new sites were founded that continued into the
Iron Age, other sites were deserted. These were mostly sites that had been settled
from the beginning of the Late Bronze Age (Kharabeh, Tell en-Nkheil, Abu Nijrah
and Arqadat). The burial site of Kataret es-Samra went out of use at the same time.
The sanctuary at Deir 'Alla was left and a sequence of fortifications built on the site.
These were the ‘old’ sites, those that belonged to the tribe or tribes that had lived in
the Valley from the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. They must have lost the
struggle for territory, and left the area, perhaps together with some of the other tribes
that had recently arrived. But where did they go? 
Some may have moved up north, and become involved in a struggle for territory
around Pella. But it seems that some may well have crossed the Jordan to the west.

The western highlands in the twelfth century
The end of the thirteenth century has provided us with the first ever mention of
‘Israel’ on a stele from Merneptah: “Israel is laid waste, his seed is not.....”
Merneptah had defeated a number of lands and towns, as well as a group of people
named ‘Israel’. It has often been pointed out that this text tells us very little in fact
about ‘Israel’, except that Israel was a group of people; it was not a town or a region.
However, because it opposed Egyptian overlordship it must have been a militant
group, and we can assume that it was powerful, at least powerful enough for
Merneptah to mention its defeat in his victory stele. The confrontation must have
occurred somewhere during Merneptah’s reign or in that of his father Ramses II, at
the end of the thirteenth century. 
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Merneptah’s Israel has often been identified as a Šasu tribe. It is generally assumed
that this Israel was based in the northern hill country, in the region known as Ephraim
and Manasseh. This assumption is largely based on the fact that settlement in the
Early Iron Age began in this region and that the oldest sanctuaries, Ebal and Shechem,
were based here. 
The period immediately following the account of Merneptah’s defeat of Israel, the
beginning of the twelfth century, sees a settlement surge all over the region. This
consisted of small, unfortified settlements spread through the northern hill country.
Pottery consisted of a limited group of functional types which show a continuation
from Late Bronze Age types, although sometimes with modifications. This earliest
settlement is often associated with Merneptah’s ‘Israel’. But is it? Are these peaceful
settlers the same as the aggressive group that was ‘laid waste’ by Merneptah? 

The nineteenth century AD settlement history of the Belqa and Ajlun mountains
shows that when the Beni Sakhr and other powerful tribes ruled the area, settlement
was sparse. The final defeat of the power of the Beni Sakhr by the Ottoman
government resulted in a power vacuum which was soon followed by a surge of small
settlements and small-scale agriculture (Chapter 5). Merneptah’s Israel seems more
compatible with an aggressive, menacing tribe or confederation of tribes like the
nineteenth century Beni Sakhr than with a group of peaceful settlers. It had been
terrorizing the hill country, preventing settlement and generally presenting a menace
to the Empire. So after Israel had been ‘laid waste’, it left a power vacuum in the hill
country, in which there was now space, physically as well as in terms of power
balance, for settlement. 
In the East Jordan Valley, the region opposite the region of Ephraim and Manasseh,
the territorial struggles had caused several groups to move out. Some of these had
come from the Amman Plateau but others had lived in the East Jordan Valley since
the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. It is possible that some of them went north or
south but the settlement pattern in the western highlands strongly suggests that many
of them went westwards, and settled in the western highlands. 
The discussion about the Mount Ebal site is still continuing (Ch. 3). If it was indeed a
tribal sanctuary that was abandoned and rebuilt around the beginning of the twelfth
century, as the excavator thinks, the first phase may well have belonged to
Merneptah’s Israel. It was left when Israel was defeated, and when new groups settled
in the region, they ritually cleaned the place with sacrifices and built their own tribal
sanctuary. The pottery from Mount Ebal is similar to that found east of the Jordan.
Israel, although defeated and weakened, probably stayed in the area, and eventually
regained (part of) its strength.  It may have entered into a contact with the newly
arrived tribes, and eventually even given its name to a new coalition.

In the meantime, the territorial struggles in the East Jordan Valley resulted in a new
status quo, possibly with a coalition between the remaining tribes. None of the new
settlements from the Early Iron Age seem to have been fortified.

A picture has been painted here of a society of over three thousand years old which
seems to have acted to a large extent along the same lines and with the same motives
as the bedouin tribes of the nineteenth century AD. Both the archaeological remains
and the textual sources confirm this picture. Of course there are differences, in
religion, in the weapons used in warfare, in means of transport, and probably in many
other things that we do not know about. But the main attitude and reactions of these
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people towards their land and territory, towards the fluctuations of climate and
economy, prosperity or decline, their dealings with outside powers and with other
tribes have not changed significantly in those three millennia.
The reason for this seems clear. It has proved the best way to survive in this particular
part of the world. These are the social rules and mores  that have stood the test of
time, not merely for three thousand years, but possibly for much, much longer. The
same conclusion was expressed, not without a certain tone of wonder, by Burckhardt
in 1830: 

“....it offers to our contemplation, the rare example of a nation which,
notwithstanding its perpetual state of warfare, without and within, and the frequent
attempts made for its subjugation, has preserved for a long succession of ages its
primitive laws in all their vigour, the observance of which has been enforced merely
by the national spirit and uncorrupted manners of its rude but patriotic members”
(Burckhardt 1830, 216).


