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3. Roads in the northeastern approaches to the Holy Land in the early 1st millennium BCE. 

to reach them; accordingly, we may assume that in 
Biblical times roads usually evolved along ridges – 
in mountainous regions; along river valleys – in low 
hills areas; along the edges – of marshy plains; and 
as straight as possible – in flat lands (Beitzel 1992; 
Roll, forthcoming). 

As the central motto of this paper is that main 
roads connected between main cities, its chrono-

logical starting point should be the Early Bronze II, 
with the beginning of the large scale urbanization 
process in Canaan. According to the overview of 
Early Bronze urban settlements published recently 
by Getzov, Paz and Gophna (2001) in the north of 
the country, the more important among them were 
located in the Rift, along the western edge of the 
Upper Jordan Valley and the lakes. These were, 



7*B E T W E E N  D A M A S C U S  A N D  M E G I D D O

from north to south, Abel Bet-Ma‛achah, Hazor, 
Tel Kinrot; Tel Reqet, Bet Yerah, and Bet Shean. 
The chief urban center among them was clearly Bet 
Yerah, which was strongly fortified and covered 
an area of ca. 250 dunams. The massive Circles 
Building uncovered there, which seems to have 
served as a granary that could be approached by 
a layout of planned and paved streets, could have 
served not only as a local, but also as a regional cen-
ter for the storage and distribution of food (Mazar 
2001; Paz 2006). That points towards Bet Yerah as 
the chief center of power of Early Bronze north-
ern Canaan. As such, it was certainly connected 
with the other cities of the Rift by means of a main 
north-south route that extended along its western 
edge, from Abel Bet-Ma‛achah to Bet Shean and 
beyond, in both directions. Bet Yerah was also con-
nected with the Mediterranean Sea by the famous 
transversal road known in Ottoman times as "Darb 
el-Hawarneh", that is, "the route of the Hauran", 
which extended along the valleys of Biq‛at Yavneel, 
Tur‛an and Netufa to Tel Hanaton and then, along 
Nahal Evlayim to Tel Kisan (Saarisalo 1927: 22–
24, 29–54; 1962: 6–10; Oded 1971; Esse 1991: 17–
18). On the other hand, the fortified EB urban sites 
distributed along the well watered but much twist-
ed Nahal Zipori, and Tel Gath Hepher (Gal 1992: 
54–56), were probably interconnected by a parallel 
east-west route, but this one seem to have been of lo-
cal importance, because of the difficult nature of the 
terrain. East of Bet Yerah, the "Darb el Hawarneh" 
seems to have surrounded the Sea of Galilee by the 
south; and then ascended the Golan Heights across 
the well fortified EB complex of Lawiah, towards 
the Bashan and the Hauran (Kochavi 1993). Abel 
Bet-Ma‛achah, defined by some as the "northern 
gateway to ancient Israel" (Dever 1986), served 
as a crossroads for another important transversal 
ridge route, that extended from Tyre to the east (see 
above) and reached Damascus via the large site of 
Tel Dan. A third transversal route seems to have 
crossed the heart of the rough mountainous terrain 
of the Upper Galilee, from Hazor to Kabri. It prob-
ably ascended towards the upper table-lands along 
the spur of Maruth, and extended to the west via 
the EB fortified sites of Alma, Gush Halav, and Tel 
Rosh (Frankel et al. 2001: 100–101; see: Esse 1991: 
14–19). 

In the second millennium BCE, Hazor became 
the largest city and the most important center of 
power in the southern Levant – defined in the Bible 
(Jos 11.11) as "the head of all those kingdoms" of 
northern Canaan (Maeir 2000; Ben Tor 2004). Its 
international trade connections reached not only 
Qatna and Aleppo in Syria, but also Mari in Upper 
Mesopotamia (Koppen 2007). Towards the south, 
its connections reached many of the other city-
states of Canaan, and Egypt. The outcome was a 
busy and lucrative international traffic, carried out 
along a route which, from the Middle Bronze Age 
II and on, evolved into the chief overland thorough-
fare of the Southern Levant (Aharoni 1979: 45–54; 
Beitzel 1991). This artery was labeled for a long 
time and by many scholars as "Via Maris", that is, 
"the Way of the Sea", without a real basis as dem-
onstrated by Meshel (1973). As mentioned above, 
this name should rather be applied to the northern 
transversal road, which extended from Damascus to 
Tyre. I prefer to adopt the term Trunk Road for the 
overland artery under discussion, judiciously sug-
gested by Baly (1957: 113). 

The Trunk Road departed from Damascus to-
wards the southwest, along the relatively gentle ter-
rain of el-Awajj, it crossed the S‛as‛a corridor that 
divides between the southeastern slopes of Mount 
Hermon and the basaltic rough ground of Wa‛arat 
ez-Zaqieh, and passed near by Quneitra towards 
the Rift (Schumacher 1888: 61–65 and the attached 
map). A series of Bronze and Iron Ages sites un-
covered during a more recent survey carried out by 
Hartal (1989: 139–140) along the southern bank of 
Nahal Gilbon (an eastern tributary of the central 
Upper Jordan) provide archaeological data for the 
actual alignment of the route during its descent to-
wards the Rift. The Trunk Road crossed the Upper 
Jordan at the Jacob's Daughters Bridge, and entered 
the city of Hazor. That city was indeed a main cross-
roads of northern Canaan, upon which converged 
several other important roads that came from the 
Beq‛a valley and Abel Bet-Ma‛achah in the north, 
from Tyre via Tibnin and Tel Kedesh in the north-
west, and from Kabri via Tel Rosh in the west (see 
above). From Hazor, the Trunk Road continued to 
the south, to Tel Reqet, and then ascended west-
wards, along the relatively gentle spur that mounts 
at the south of Biq‛at Arbel, to the Horns of Hattin. 
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At this commanding place, from which there is a 
clear view over the whole of Eastern Lower Galilee 
and the Sea of Galilee, a fortress was erected in the 
Late Bronze Age, with the probable aim to control 
and secure the international traffic (Gal 1992: 44–
47). From there, the thoroughfare continued south-
wards, across the central plateau of the Eastern 
Lower Galilee, turned to southwest and, after cross-
ing the corridor between Mount Tabor and Giv‛at 
Hamoreh, entered the Jezreel Valley. The crossing 
of the notoriously marshy grounds of that valley, 
towards Megiddo, was carried out along two con-
secutive low ridges that extend from northeast to 
southwest, over which spread today the settlements 
of Mizr‛a and Hayogev. The crossing of the Nahal 
Kishon, that flows westwards between the two 
ridges, was carried out at the natural ford known 
in the 19th century as "el-Jisr", most probably be-
cause in Roman times it was bridged (Hecker 1961: 
180; for a detailed map of the two low ridges, see: 
Baly 1957: fig. 32). Megiddo was definitely another 
main junction of northern Canaan (Halpern 2000; 
see also: Cline 2000). The strategic importance of 
Megiddo for the Egyptians was explicitly empha-
sized in the Annals carved on the walls of the tem-
ple of Thut-mose III at Karnak, which commemo-
rate the king's victory over the Canaanite alliance 
near the city. The statement in the Annals concern-
ing the conquest of the city, that followed, speaks 
for itself: "the capturing of Megiddo is the captur-
ing of a thousand towns" (ANET 237). The Trunk 
Road continued from Megiddo to southwest, and 
after crossing the country's central mountain range 
along the pass of Nahal Yiron, it attained the main 
Canaanite cities of the coastal plain and, ultimately, 
Egypt. Two other routes extended from Megiddo 
to the north: to Acco and the coast of Phoenicia, 
and to the towns of Shimron and Hanaton. The 
artery that extended from Megiddo to Bet Shean, 
and from there to the north and to the east, could 
also have served as alternative branches for the 
Trunk Road (Ilan 1981). On the other side of the 
Jordan, the northern segment of the "King's Road", 
which extended from Damascus to Ashtaroth and 
Heshbon and was labeled in the Bible as "the way 
of Bashan" (Num 21. 33; Deut 3.1; see: Aharoni 
1979: 54), could also have served as an alternative 
route for the international traffic. Several transver-

sal arteries departed from it to the west, including 
the "Darb el-Hawarneh", which passed by Sorag, 
surrounded the Sea of Galilee by the south and 
extended westwards along its traditional route de-
scribed above, to Acco (Kochavi 1998). 

In the Late Bronze Age Canaan became the pas-
sage ground for a long series of military campaigns, 
carried out by the more active rulers of the New 
Kingdom of Egypt towards the southern Levant 
(Hasel 1998: 91–193; Rainey and Notley 2006: 
61–103). The main line of advance, communication 
and supply of the Egyptian army was provided by 
the Trunk Road, which also became the chief con-
necting artery of Egypt with the other powers of 
the Fertile Crescent. Among the transversal routes 
of northern Canaan, two arteries continued to serve 
the international traffic. These were: 

a) The Darb el-Hawarneh (see above), used 
mainly by tradesmen and caravans and much less 
by the armies of the great Near Eastern powers 
(Frankel 1983: 217–218; Gal 1992; 8–9); 

b) The route that connected Hazor with Acco, 
which probably extended along the fault that di-
vides between the Upper and Lower Galilee; this 
route departed westwards from the Trunk Road near 
the modern junction of Ami‛ad, crossed the Nahal 
‛Amud at the relatively gentle ford of ash- Shuna, 
and extended further on along the valley of Bet 
Hakerem, where a series of LB sites were identified 
by Saarisalo (1962: 13–14). 

With the advent of the Iron Age the whole of 
Canaan underwent fundamental changes. Its Central 
Mountain region, the Galilee included, emerged as 
the heart of the Land that became Israel, a devel-
opment which had a great impact on the country's 
communication network. In the 10th century BCE, 
Jerusalem became the royal capital of the United 
Kingdom, that is, its religious center and political 
core of power. There was now a royal central gov-
ernment there, which had to maintain political and 
military control all over the land, and to promote its 
economic and commercial activity. It also had the 
concern, and the means, to create and maintain con-
necting arteries of traffic between the main cities, 
in the frame of a centralized road network focused 
upon Jerusalem (Dorsey 1991: 117–142; Fischer, 
Isaac and Roll: 1996: 324–326; Roll, forthcoming). 
That road activity seem to have been carried out also 
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in the northern regions of the United Kingdom, as 
we may learn from the Solomonic building projects 
undertaken in two of its main urban centers: Hazor 
and Megiddo (1 Kgs 9. 15; 2 Chr 8. 5). One can 
hardly doubt that the Trunk Road, which connected 
between the two cities, was also taken care of on 
that occasion. A tangible case for that is the partly 
excavated fortification complex, which enclosed 
the 60 dunams lower town at the Horns of Hattin. 
The origins of the fortifications of that command-
ing site go back to the 10th century BCE (Gal 1992: 
44–47), which seem to reflect royal care for other 
strongholds in the north of the kingdom, as well as 
for the thoroughfares that connected between them. 
That seems to be also the case with three transversal 
routes that intersected the Trunk Road: 

a) The "Darb el-Hawarneh" (see above), which 
departed from Acco, crossed the Lower Galilee 
via the tells Mador, Hanaton and Adami, surround-
ed  the Sea of Galilee by the south and ended at 
Ashtaroth in the Bashan (Kochavi 1998); 

b) The route that crossed the Upper Galilee from 
Hazor to Achziv, the central segment of which was 
guarded by the impressive Iron Age fortress of Har 
Addir (Frankel et al. 2001: 104–105).

c) The Tyre-Damascus road that crossed the 
mountain region of the southern Lebanon (see 
above), descended towards Abel Bet-Ma‛achah and 
Dan, and surrounded Mount Hermon by the south 
(Hartal 1989: 140). Two more arteries seem to have 
been used in that period: one that extended from 
Acco to Bethsaida via Beina and Beersheba (N), 
and another that stretched from Tyre to Hazor via 
Qana, Tibnin and Kedesh.

Following the division of the United Kingdom 
and the creation of the Kingdom of Israel, its north-
ern road network continued to function, apparently 
with no major changes. Apart from the international 
traffic, the main roads of the region, and especially 
the Trunk Road and its various branches, served a 
long series of military confrontations between the 
armies of the Kingdoms of Israel and of Aram-
Damascus (Lipinski 2000: 367–407). 

With the conquest of Samaria by the Assyrians 
and, later on, of Jerusalem by the Babylonians, the 
Land of Israel turned into a minor province, and 
in the same time, into a major land-bridge for a 
number of successive world Empires (Rainey and 

Notley 2006: 225–296). That process culminated 
under the Persian Empire, when the international 
traffic became fully centered upon the Trunk Road, 
while all the other roads were of local importance 
only. For the northeastern approaches to the Holy 
Land, the result was that this traffic flowed entirely 
across the region, to destinations located far away in 
the southwest (Egypt) and northeast (Mesopotamia 
and Iran), and not to destinations in the region it-
self. The traditional urban centers of Biblical times, 
mentioned above, suffered destruction or abandon-
ment, and vanished. On the more important sites 
among them, imperial strongholds were erected – 
at Hazor by the Assyrians and at Megiddo by the 
Persians – to enforce state control over the region, 
and to secure traffic along the Trunk Road (Graf 
1993; Roll and Tal 2008).

III. Roman Period (Map 4) 
It is generally agreed that the Romans were the 
greatest road-builders of all times, until the modern 
era. That came because they considered a well or-
ganized road network fit to serve an efficient traffic 
system as basic elements for proper imperial rule 
and administration. Consequently, they invested 
much effort in the form of conceit, planning, labor 
and technological skill in road building (Chevallier 
1997; Grewe 2004). Usually, the conceiving of an 
imperial artery of traffic implied military and ad-
ministrative considerations of the highest level, 
evaluated by the emperor and his advisers, by a 
chief military commander and his staff, or by a high 
ranking provincial governor (Pekary 1968: 37–89; 
Laurence 1999: 39–57). To align and trace such a 
road, some of the best available surveying meth-
ods and tools were used by professional surveyors 
(Davies 1998; Lewis 2001: 217–245). To build it, a 
large amount of labor force was employed: to deep-
en the roadway and fill it back with a solid roadbed; 
to pave the surface with flat slabs well fitted one to 
another to provide a smooth surface for traffic; to 
lay curbstones along the pavement's sides to protect 
it from disintegration. When necessary, massive 
embankments were erected, high retaining walls 
were built and difficult rocky terrain was leveled. 
Bridges and viaducts were regularly erected across 
watercourses and, when there was no alternative, 
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tunnels were cut into vertical and otherwise impass-
able cliffs (Quilici and Quilici Gigli 1992; 1994; 
O'Connor 1993; Grewe 1998). Inscribed milestones 
were added at fixed intervals of one Roman mile 
(close to 1500 meters) indicating the name and ti-
tles of the emperor under whose rule the road was 
constructed or repaired. They also indicated the dis-

tance to and the name of the official destination of 
the road (caput viae) which, normally, was a main 
city or a chief military camp (Kolb 2004). In general 
such a road, which should rather be termed a high-
way, received the legal status of a via publica. That 
means an official line of communication, which 
came to respond to the traffic needs of the armed 

4. Roads in the northeastern approaches to the Holy Land in Roman times. 
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