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NaHAL ‘OMER: A VILLAGE FROM THE EARLY ISLAMIC PERIOD IN THE ‘ARAVA

JupiTH BEN-MICHAEL, YI1GAL ISRAEL AND DOV NAHLIELI

The site of Nahal ‘Omer—a small village from the Early Islamic period—Iies among chalk hills in the northern
part of the ‘Omer spur, on the eastern bank of Nahal ‘Omer (map ref. 216824/494885), approximately 2 km
northeast of Mo’a (Moyat ‘Awad). This location lies at a crossroads between the ‘Arava road and the route
climbing up from ‘En Saharonim to the Negev Highlands (the Spice Road; Fig. 1).

The site was first surveyed by F. Frank in 1932. In October 1972, it was surveyed for a second time by Z.
Meshel, and in 1981, during the Negev Emergency Survey, the site was surveyed by D. Nahlieli and Y. Israel,
who also directed excavations at the site in 1983, 1988, and 1991. In the survey, evidence of irrigated farmland
was recorded near the streambed of Nahal ‘Omer and in nearby wadis to the west and northwest of the village. The
plots were watered using aqueducts that channeled water from springs near Mo’a (Fig. 2). A cemetery (map ref.
217142/494693) containing about 30 graves that probably belonged to the village was surveyed approximately
500 m to its southeast.

The excavations and survey revealed remains of a small village from the Early Islamic period: sixteen
architectural complexes (A—P), including a mosque (B), and six garbage dumps (L26, L29-33), all covering
approximately 8.5 dunams (Figs. 3, 4; Plan 1). Walls (Q, R, S) recorded near the structures were apparently used
to channel away rainwater and runoff.

Seven of the buildings in the village (A—G; Plans 2—8) were completely or partially excavated (Table 1).
Most of the structures have two or more square rooms, and one has an adjoining courtyard, delimited by a stone
wall (L7 in Building G). The walls (width c. 0.6 m, max. preserved height 1.0 m) consisted of a foundation of
fieldstones and pebbles (height 0.2-1.0 m) set on the bedrock and surmounted by unevenly sized mud bricks
(averaging 0.2 x 0.4 m; Figs. 5, 6). The buildings’ walls were coated inside and out with mud (Fig. 6). The
rooms had either tamped-earth or bedrock floors. The structures were roofed with wooden beams covered with
palm and acacia trunks overlain by wattle-and-daub mats (soil mixed with organic material); fragments of the
wooden beams were found in Buildings A and D. Openings leading into the buildings (width 0.7-0.8 m; Figs.
7, 8) and others connecting adjacent rooms (Fig. 5) were also identified; threshold stones were found in several
of the openings. Pillars (Figs. 5-7; Plan 8) and pilasters (Plans 3, 6) discovered in several of the structures were
probably used to support the roofs. Two installations (L3a—height 0.2 m; L10a—height 0.3 m; Fig. 9; Plans 2, 3)
were unearthed within the structures. A rounded stone (diam. 0.2 m) probably served as a work surface, possibly
for crushing olives. Some of the buildings showed traces of renovations—the addition of pilasters and pillars, and

the blockage and replacement of openings—indicating two occupation phases.
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The mosque (Building B; Plan 8; Fig. 10) is located in the center of the village, in a slightly higher part of
the site relative to the other buildings. The structure consists of one rectangular room (L40; 5 x 10 m), whose
walls were preserved up to two courses high (height 0.4 m). The partial remains of what seems as a semicircular
mihrab (width at opening 1.5 m, depth 1 m) were found in the middle of the southern wall (W2, W3). Only a few
potsherds were recovered on the floor. There was no stone collapse beside the walls or inside the structure and
its floor bore no remains of organic roofing material of the type found in the other buildings in the village. This
evidence, the plan of the structure and its poor state of preservation, all suggest that it was an open-mosque type
of structure, which was roofed with only light palm fronds for shade. Mosques of this type are known from other
sites in the Negev Highlands, the ‘Arava and Transjordan.

The excavation yielded a rich assortment of finds: pottery vessels (Figs. 11; 12:1-8); stone artifacts, including
steatite bowls (Fig. 12:9, 10); metal objects, including lead ornaments (Fig. 13); jewelry, including one gold
item (see Lester 2017); a few glass fragments (not drawn); coins; animal bones, mollusk shells and seashells;
scraps of leather, some of them tooled; archaeobotanical finds, including date and olive pits, pomegranate peel
and remains of acacia and palm-tree wood; fibers made of goat and human hair; and an assemblage of 251
textile fragments made of silk, cotton, linen, wool and goat hair, 73 of which were analyzed, as well as basketry,
wooden loom weights and cords. The textiles include a unique tunic (see Shamir and Baginski 2017). The finds
are characteristic of the Early Islamic period and are similar to those from other, contemporary sites in the Negev
and ‘Arava.

The village at the site of Nahal ‘Omer is one of dozens of settlements that flourished in the Early Islamic
period (for radiocarbon dating, see Table 2) in the Negev Highlands and the ‘Arava. The location of the village,
near streambeds and springs and beside the ‘Arava Road and the Spice Route, afforded its inhabitants a diverse
economy—farming, raising sheep and goats, and operating a way-station. The village was probably established
to serve the merchant caravans passing through the area on their way to Egypt, the Persian Gulf and India, via
the Arabian Peninsula; westward to the Mediterranean Sea; northward to Syria and Central Asia; and eastward
to China, along the Silk Road. The need to feed villagers and travelers required the development of watering
systems that would enable growing agricultural crops in this arid region. Since the runoff was not sufficient to
sustain farming, aqueducts and reservoirs were constructed to ensure a regular supply of water. These water
installations required an investment of resources and ongoing maintenance. The location of the mosque in a
prominent position in the center of the village, yet slightly removed from the dwellings, shows that it probably
served passing travelers as well.

The variety and quality of the textiles, the silk fabrics—the only examples from this period in Israel—the
unique tunic found among the textiles, and the gold piece of jewelry, all attest to the economic prosperity enjoyed

by the inhabitants of the village at the Nahal ‘Omer site.
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CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Map of the Nahal ‘Omer site and other sites from the Early Islamic period in the Negev and ‘Arava region.
Fig. 2. A spring, water installations, and sites in the vicinity of the excavation.

Plan 1. General plan of the remains of the village.

Fig. 3. The site in Nahal ‘Omer, looking north.

Fig. 4. The site in Nahal ‘Omer, aerial view looking southwest.

Plan 2. Building A.

Plan 3. Building C.

Plan 4. Building D.

Plan 5. Building E.

Plan 6. Building F.

Plan 7. Building G.

Fig. 5. Room 21 in Building D: Mud bricks on stone foundations, wood remains and two openings, looking
southeast.

Fig. 6. Room 21 in Building D: Mud bricks on stone foundation II and mud-coated walls, looking southwest.
Fig. 7. Room 21 in Building D, looking northeast.

Fig. 8. Room 20 in Building C: threshold stone in opening, looking southwest.

Fig. 9. Room 10 in Building C: remains of Installation L10a, looking southeast.

Plan 8. The mosque (Building B).

Fig. 10. The mosque (Building B), looking west.

Fig. 11. Pottery.

Fig. 12. Pottery and steatite finds.

Fig. 13. Lead ornaments.
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