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THE SOUTH COUNTRY
OF JUDjEA .

“ ' I S HE entering in ” of the Land of Promise
from the south is as featureless and un-

picturesque as “ the entering in of Hamath ” from
the north . Yet to every traveller from Egypt
the first glimpse of “ the south land,” as it melts
into the Philistian plain , must indeed be welcome
and refreshing . We have called it “ the entering
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EL MEJDEL, THE ANCIENT MIGDOL .
An important village of fifteen hundred inhabitants. Its mosque and tall minaret are constructed of ancient materials. A weekly fair is held here.
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in, ” and so for ages it has been : the route taken alike by warriors and merchants , the gate of
the thoroughfare between Egypt and Assyria , the rival empires of the East . Before the
introduction of steamers few travellers entered Palestine by any other road , save those who
undertook the long desert journey by Sinai and Petra . From the Nile to Wady el Arish is a
dreary desert journey of nine days , but now we have entered the boundary of Simeon, and a
few villages surrounded by palm and olive trees near the shore are gratefully refreshing to the

eye , while scanty verdure takes the place of sandy wastes. When we have reached the last of
these villages , Deir el Belah , the “ convent of the dates,” we are in the true pastoral country of
the patriarchs . The country is broken up by frequent wadys and rounded hills , few showing
any cliffs or rocks, but all covered with turf , chequered by wide unfenced tracts of cornland, and
dotted with many a black encampment of Bedawin. The common notion that this southern

region is desert is at once dispelled. But covered though it be with countless flocks , not a tree
relieves the monotony of the green expanse , and it is doubtful if this district was ever wooded
as the inland region east of Beersheba (see page 209) certainly was in early ages. Most of the
streams are dry in summer, and the dependence of the Arabs is on wells, always carefully
concealed, and seldom known except to the tribe which claims the pasturage . Three hours
south - east of Gaza (see page 175 ) , and two hours to the east of the road from Egypt , is a
featureless low ridge , rising north of a shallow valley , and commanding a wide view on all sides ,
which claims a visit from its historical associations. The Bedawin have no tradition respecting
it , but its name has come down unchanged for four thousand years , Jerar , the Gerar of Genesis,
the favourite camping-place of the patriarch Isaac . Four miles before reaching the Wady
Guzzeh, as the combined watercourses of the Wady es Seba , or Valley of Beersheba , and the
more northern Wady Sheriar are called, we leave the caravan road ten miles south of Gaza
and strike east over what seems a boundless expanse of rolling treeless downs. Crossing the

Wady es Seba and then the Sheriar , in both of which a copious stream was flowing at the

beginning of February , we rode on , sometimes on turf brilliant with a mass of scarlet anemones,
sometimes over plots of young wheat painted with various yellow flowers , till we reached the
flat -topped mound , or “ tell, ” commanding a splendid view from Beersheba eastward , to the
sea on the west— Abu Jerar . Wells are its only visible ruins. The turf is scarcely broken by
faint traces of foundations, and the soil is full of fragments of coarse pottery , certain indications
of a former extensive occupation. The wells stud the top and sides of the hill down to the
bottom of the valley . All are more or less filled in , some of them even with the surface —■

perhaps the wells of Abraham , choked by Abimelech ’s herdsmen . Some were filled only up
to a depth of twelve or twenty feet , showing the lower part cut in the rock and the upper
portion cemented ; evidently later work , as the cement has many fragments of pottery m it.

Many were roofed with low cupolas of very small masonry with a hole in the centre . Only
two of them are perfect , the others being more or less broken in . We found water in two

only of nineteen wells which we examined . Many of them seem to have been purposely filled

in and utilised , after they were cemented , as storehouses by the Bedawin. The hill must have
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been an admirable look-out station whence Isaac could watch his flocks and servants . There

are traces of the foundations of a keep , but this is evidently later work.
The ride across the downs from Jerar to Gaza (see page 175 ) , though without grand

scenery, is full of interest . The district abounds in wild animals. The gazelles may be
seen bounding on every hill . The fox and the jackal start up at every turn , and one long
ridge is a favourite resort of the great grey crane , which returns year by year in hundreds to
its quarters , like rooks to their trees.

Gaza, or rather the olive -groves which gird it , bursts suddenly upon us (see page 175 ) . It

RUINS OF ASCALON, FROM THE NORTH-EAST.
Here there are fine orchards and olive-trees, cultivated by the Egyptian peasants of the neighbouring village of El Jurah . The wild onions of

'Askulan are celebrated for their delicate flavour . The Romans gave them the name of Ascajonia , hence scalogna (Itab ) and shallot {Allium.
Ascalonicum ) .

has no natural advantages of situation , and there is no reason apparent why it should have

been a city from the earliest times . It is now entirely denuded of fortifications or walls, and

many of its streets straggle out into the open country . A broad sand road opens among
the olive -trees , the highway of Egypt and Syria , trodden by Midianites and camels long
before Abraham , by Egyptian and Assyrian kings , by Greek and Roman conquerors , by Saracens

and Crusaders , and lastly by Napoleon from Egypt and back again . Gaza has over twenty
thousand inhabitants . The central town , stone-built , is girt by wide suburbs of mud-built

turf-covered houses, over which rise in numbers the minarets , shining white above the grass-
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clad roofs, and many an isolated palm rivalling them , among which the telegraph wires shoot
straight across the city—a strange mingling of new and old . There is only one hill near which
can claim the name , and this is crowned by a shrine called ’ Aly el Muntar . It is south-east of
the town, of which it commands a fine view , and the traditional spot to which Samson carried
the gates ; and may very well be so , as it is the only hill near , and is on the road to Hebron .
We are shown not only this , but also the site of the Philistine gateway , of Dagon ’s temple , and
of Samson ’s death ! There is very little of historic interest in the buildings of Gaza. The
Mosque of Hashim , Muhammed ’s grandfather , is entirely of Saracenic architecture , and very
ancient . We are shown the tomb of Hashim in one corner of the cloister. But the great
mosque, over which is an Arabic inscription giving the date of the Hegira 677 , or a . d. 1276,
is in reality the Basilica of Helena , a noble cathedral , with its three apses partially built up,
and one of them made the staircase to the added minaret . The nave and aisles are unaltered,
and on the columns the cross and other Christian symbols remain unerased . A second south
aisle has been added by the Muhammedans , communicating with a college of dervishes
adjoining (see page 175 ).

All the other buildings of Gaza are very poor , streets and bazaars filthy beyond description
and winding between irregular flat-roofed houses. But the striking feature of Gaza is the
quantity of marble relics everywhere . It rivals Ascalon (see page 173 ) in this abundance of
columns. They are dug up in every yard and garden , and they form every threshold and
most of the lintels. From the narrow street you step over a puddle on to a marble column
lying across a doorway. You pass through a stable , then into a narrow court , on one side of
which is the kitchen , open in front . Then by a passage into the inner courtyard , large and
paved with marble fragments , the open arcaded rooms on each side of it flanked by marble
columns, dug up on the premises , with capitals Corinthian , Herodian , or Late Byzantine, the
relics of church and temple together . Polished slabs of marble vary the walls , built in along
with Roman stones . Such is the Gazan imitation of a Damascus palace. There have
been many statues found here , and very recently a fine colossus was exhumed and sent to
the new national collection at Constantinople .

The environs of Gaza on the north side are far more extensive than on the south . For
miles the park -like olive forest extends , the trees old , weird , gnarled , and of the quaintest
shapes , with cattle grazing everywhere under their shade . Beyond the trees the road towards
Hebron leads across the widest part of the great Philistian plain . The country is now all

carefully cultivated , though twenty -five years ago it was a neglected waste of wild herbage ,
and is studded with olive-girt villages. Here and there a winter torrent has cut its way
through the rich loam of the level plain , and it is no easy task to find a spot where the
horses can descend and cross to the opposite bank . After a ride of fifteen miles the ground
becomes more undulating , bare but rich downs take the place of the luxuriant plain ,
and not a habitation can be seen on any side. Lachish , the modern Lakis , is the first historic

spot we reach . It is indeed a desolate heap . Low spurs from the Judaean hills very gradually
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push forward into the Philistian plain. Between two of these spurs we ride , and on our left
is a low “ tell, ” with stones strewn about in all directions . This is all that is left of Lachish.
The hill seems almost formed of broken pottery , which covers the ground like gravel . A few
half-choked wells and lines of foundations of very thick walls are all that is left to tell of the
city , whose capture forms the chief feature of Sennacherib ’s slabs. There the city is repre¬
sented as surrounded by palm-trees . Now not a tree or a shrub remains for miles distant .
Commanding the country around , and secure by its situation from surprise , the farthest
elevation projecting into the plain , it is the natural position for a frontier outpost fortress.

Three miles farther on , on a similar “ tell, ” we reach Ajlan , the ancient Eglon , a simple
repetition of Lachish , but much better preserved . The whole enceinte of the keep can be
easily traced , now a field of onions protected by a cactus hedge . Several wells and an old
cistern remain , and some excavations , recently made , have brought to light some fine
substructures of dressed stone , attesting its former importance.

Two hours’ ride from Eglon , across a level plain , brings us to Arak el Menshiyeh , the
ancient Libnah . A wide valley from the south winds round the spur of Eglon , and we are
soon on a rich corn plain again . Far ahead we can see an isolated rock , with a white wely
in one corner , standing up out of the plain , and a large mud village at its foot . This is Libnah.
Just to the north -east of the village , separated from it by a narrow stream , close by which
are several ancient wells, with fragments of sculptured marble strewn around , and surmounted
by the rude and cumbrous apparatus for lifting the water , such as we see in Egypt , rises the
rock Arak el Menshiyeh , on which was the citadel of the Jewish town. It had originally been
a completely isolated rock , intended by nature for a fortress , absolutely impregnable before
the introduction of firearms. Its perpendicular sides stand out from the plain without the

slightest connection with any neighbouring ridge , and about one hundred feet high . The old
rubbish of former buildings has been thrown down the south side , and forms a steep slope,
by which we climb to the top . This is perfectly flat , about four acres in extent , and utterly
deserted , forming a fig orchard surrounded by a cactus hedge . The panorama all around for
miles is unbroken . The whole plain is corn or pasture , not a shrub or tree , not a house , not a
feature to break the green expanse , save here and there a Bedawin encampment , with fires

beginning to twinkle in the distance as the shades of evening creep on . It is an impressive
sight, and we can picture how the host of the Assyrians marched from the distant ridge of
Lachish and were spread over this wide plain , and how impossible was the capture of this

place , even by such an army , otherwise than by starvation . Hence the beleaguered garrison
looked down on the plain to the west and saw the whole strewn with the thousands of corpses
smitten by the angel of the Lord :

“ For the angel of death spread his wings on the blast ,
And breathed on the face of the foe as he passed ,
And the eyes of the sleepers wax’d deadly and chill,
And their hearts but once heaved , and for ever were still ."

From Arak el Menshiyeh the route to Beit Jibrin (see page 180) is for the most part
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lonely and deserted . We soon leave the rich plain and begin to ascend the spurs of the
Judcean hills , where many a little winter torrent runs down to feed the Nahr Sukereir , one of

the principal streams of
the Philistian plain. On

every side are the traces
of old towns or villages
crowning each knoll as

we rise , but none of historic interest
till we reach Khurbet Merash , the
ancient Mareshah , standing on a
low hill in very undulating ground
—one of the fortresses of Judah.
Here Asa won the greatest victory
in the records of the southern

kingdom , when , with a levy of the
whole adult nation , he defeated
the countless hosts of Zerah , king
of Ethiopia or Upper Egypt , and

pursued the fugitives right across
Philistia , beyond Gaza (see page
175 ) , as far as Gerar . Though
several thousand troops could de¬

ploy in the open ground , the posi¬
tion is such that Zerah could not

bring his superiority of force to

bear , and the front ranks being
broken only spread panic among the crowded masses at the opening of the plain. The whole

is now covered with low brushwood, and swarming with partridges , but not a tree exists in the

whole country till we arrive at the outskirts of Beit Jibrin (see page 180) . We may make a

RUINS OF ASCALON , FROM THE SOUTH -WEST .
Here there is a shallow bay , with a landing -place for small boats . The beach is strewn

with masses of ancient masonry . On the cliff above there is a Muhammedan shrine ,
called El Khudrah , with a few palm -trees near it .







THE SOUTH COUNTRY OF JUD/EA .

FSB

" mf | , El

■■■

<u ax; F
8fi ?
m <D 04

> <x>

X 0

w .£ ■*>

'O <D
Q £

4 Hi'

J I E* 11
■v -

O cj
mmm

« £ ts
<D 0)

f =x

M

VOL . in , A A

j

V,1

IIS

...afV

.SS *.,* ■

' ' 1
-v.

'.'SiSM? "

«*«£. rtu4'i
..-.ov'ltilU’.

te 2£ /



174 PICTURESQUE PALESTINE .

detour hence to the north , so as to enter the town by that side , and in so doing visit a site

which may aid in identifying the place—Khurbet Gat . The name is well known and recognised

by the fellahin, who point out the hill to the north -west of Beit Jibrin , full of old foundations,
and well adapted for a fortress , as Gat . Of this more anon . No place in South Judsea contains

so many and such varied remains as Beit Jibrin . The modern town is of some extent , though

shrunken indeed within its ancient limits. There are , perhaps , one thousand inhabitants , of a

different type from the fellahin, large -made , muscular, bold and insolent , but industrious and

enterprising , and comparatively rich. The father of the present sheikh , Azazeh , was a noted

tyrant , defiant of Turkish authority , the terror alike of his own people and of the country around.

The stories that are told of him surpass in bloody crime even the hideous tales of Jezzar Pasha

(refer to page 87) . If he heard of a man having married a handsome wife he would send for

the couple, and , if the hapless girl pleased him, would cut down the husband without a word ,
and tell her that as she was now a widow he should take her . It is only since his death that

traders from Hebron (see page 196 ) or travellers have ventured here . The sheikh ’s castle is

near the ancient fortress , and built of its materials (see page 177) . The old citadel, round

which the modern town clusters , has been enclosed by a wall of massive masonry , and is

probably Crusading , as polished shafts and marble capitals of the Graeco - Roman period arc

often built into the walls, and many broken columns are still standing in situ in the courtyards
of the modern hovels. The citadel has been about six hundred feet square , and round the

walls on the inside were rows of arched vaults , many of which are still perfect and some

inhabited . In the centre of the area is the Crusading keep of similar masonry , but which has

been partially ruined , restored by the Saracens , and now again a ruin , with massive arched

chambers , and a splendid crypt chapel, the groined roof of which still remains . Not the least

interesting and useful relic of the past is a noble well , probably Roman , of unusual diameter,
faced with most beautiful masonry , and apparently about one hundred feet deep , still affording

an abundant supply of water . These are the remains of Beto- Gabra , the “ house of Gabriel,”

its Syro - Greek name , changed by the Romans to Eleutheropolis , which , though now completely
lost , was retained as late as the beginning of the ninth century , when the Saracens destroyed it.

Though Tell es Safy , a short day ’s journey to the north (see page 161 ) , is a more favourite

claimant for the honour , I have always inclined to the belief, when I look at the massive and

certainly Crusading masonry , that this is not only Beto- Gabra and Eleutheropolis , but also the

Blanchegarde of the Crusaders , the celebrated outpost , which is surrounded by a halo of

romance from the heroic and almost miraculous adventures and single-handed feats of our own

lion -hearted king . Round it circle the most romantic of the tales of the Crusaders. At Tell

es Safy there is scarcely a vestige of a ruin , however strong the natural position, and if these

walls be not Blanchegarde , what are they ? We observed one very interesting relic which

may give a hint as to the antiquity of the place. Lying near a well , a little outside the village ,

was a white marble Corinthian capital in the style of the best period , but in the centre of the

cornice , instead of the acanthus leaf, was sculptured the seven golden candlesticks, exactly of
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