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The identification and delineation of ancient and modern techniques of water harvesting in the
Wadi al-Majarr, west of Tall Hisban, was undertaken in four phases. The initial phase was a
preliminary field assessment of the range of water harvesting features present in the Wadi al-
Majarr. The purpose of this phase was to gain familiarity with how both ancient and modern
water harvesting features, such as check-dams, terraces, and cisterns, are manifested in the al-
Majarr landscape. Phase Two of the project was the identification and delineation of likely water
harvesting features on aerial photos of Wadi al-Majarr This was accomplished by digitizing an
aerial photograph with an approximate scale of 1:25,000 for display in ArcView and AutoCAD
software. This software was used to draft the location: and extent of potential water harvesting
features onto the digital photo. Features were identified, where possible, to the type (terrace, field
wall, etc.) and apparent date (ancient or modern.) Phase Three consisted of the field verification
of the features identified on the aerial photography. During fieldwork the identified features were
located on the ground and their character and extent recorded. Standard MPP archaeological
survey forms were used to record the features. Information on location, type of feature, and
extent was recorded for all features on plots generated during Phase Two. Phase Four consisted
of the updating of features on the digital aerial photo and the production of a keyed feature map
of the Wadi al-Majarr project area.

Water Harvesting Features in the Wadi al-Majarr

Water Harvesting features located in the Wadi al-Majarr indicate a sophisticated understanding
of both soil and water management technologies by the local inhabitants for a period of several
thousand years. Terraces, check-dams, and field walls are strategically placed to capture runoff
and prevent soil loss in the steep sections of the wadi landscape. Near its head, terraces and
check- dams serve to slow the flow of runoff of wide expanses of the wadi bottom, creating large
relatively flat fields which could be easily cuitivated and dry farmed. Terraces represent a much
larger investment of time and effort and, particularly on the steeper slopes, were most likely used
for tree crops and grapes. This pattern of land use can still be seen in some sections of the wadi
today, with dry farmed wheat fields along the wadi floor and olive trees on the wadi slopes.



Check-dams

A common and important feature of the Wadi al-Majarr landscape is the check-dams. Eleven
check-dams were found in the approximately one kilometer section of the wadi that served as the
focus of this study. An additional eight check-dams were found in the two smaller, and steeper,
wadis that drain east into the main branch of the Wadi Al-Majarr. Check-dams serve to siow
runoff in the channel of the wadi and to impede the movement of soil down the wadi bottom.
This function, probably enhanced by intentional infilling behind the dams, has created large level
expanses which are currently uncultivated or are in use for the dry farming of wheat.

In all cases, except for those in the highest reaches of the wadi, the headward erosion of the main
wadi channel has breached all of the check-dams. Where they are exposed in section, several of
the check-dams show one or more periods of rebuilding. The precise timing and extent of this
rebuilding could not be determined from the exposures in the short time available for fieldwork.
The systematic testing of selected check-dams would significantly contribute to our
understanding of the construction, use and chronology of this critical water harvesting
technology. Indications of the possible use of check-dams to divert wadi flows on to adjacent
low-lying terraces could also be investigated. In many cases, even long after their initial
construction, the check-dams of Wadi al-Majarr continue to perform their intended function of
water and erosion control.

The check-dams in the two small drainages mentioned above, with the exception of those at the
wadi mouth, appear to have served more to slow the rate of runoff than to create cultivatable
areas. However, the willingness to cultivate small, seemingly unproductive areas of land, often
measuring only a few square meters, is a common feature of the Jordanian agricultural
landscape. This suggests that while the areas may be small their potential for cultivation was
unlikely to have been overlooked. Their primary function, however, was probably not the
creation of cultivable land, but was more likely to prevent the seasonal onrush of runoff from
these steep sided wadis that would certainly have damaged the larger fields and structures in the
main wadi bottom.

Terraces

‘The most prevalent forms of water harvesting feature in the Wadi al-Majarr are terraces.
Terraces are found throughout the wadi in both the gentle upper reaches and the lower steep
sided sections. Indeed, most of the agricultural-lands within the wadi consist of terrace surfaces.
Preliminary analysis of associated ceramics, condition and construction techniques indicate that
the majority of the terraces in the wadi probably date to the Byzantine Period. It is likely,
however, that these terraces simply represent an extension of earlier terrace systems, perhaps
extending as far back as the Early Bronze Age. Verification of this hypothesis, however, must
await further fieldwork and testing. Many, if not all, of the modern terraces are built on the
remnants of earlier terraces, Modern terraces seldom enclose new, previously uncultivated, land
but rather bring back into service areas that may have fallen out of use at sometime in the past,
probably during the Ottoman Period when the area was sparsely populated.












