Endangerment of Archaeological and Cultural Heritage by the Separation Wall
Aboud
Ramallah Governate, Palestine

Prepared by the Palestinian Association for Cultural Exchange

Demography & Environment: 

      The village of Aboud is located approximately 30km northwest of Ramallah at an elevation of 450m above sea level. Positioned mainly on mountainous terrain with several sizable plains scattered throughout the hinterlands of the village, Aboud is able to sustain agricultural cultivation, particularly fruit bearing trees, olive trees, cereal grains and grapevines, because it receives up to 700mm of precipitation annually. 

      The total land area of Aboud is nearly 15,000 dunums (1 dunum = 1,000 sq. meters). According to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, the population of Aboud exceeds 2,500 Palestinian residents and the urban center at Aboud accounts for 492 dunums (3.2% of the village's land).

Land Confiscation: 

      Aboud has suffered from the construction of three Israeli settlements within its immediate vicinity: Beit Arye, Ofarim, and Neve Yaeer. Beit Arye, established in 1980, is located to the northwest of Aboud and occupies nearly 780 dunums (5%) of land from Aboud and the neighboring village of Luban al-Ghabry. Ofarim, established in 1988, is located to the west of Aboud on nearly 633 dunums (4.2%) of land from Aboud. In 2004, Beit Arye and Ofarim were administratively consolidated into one settlement called Beit Arye-Ofarim. The final settlement, Nefe Yaeer, was established in 2001 and is located to the west of Aboud on 50 dunums (0.3%) of land. The total confiscation of Aboud lands due to the construction of these three Israeli settlements is 1,463 dunums – over 9.8% of Aboud's total land area.

      The Separation Wall, given its present route as defined by the Israeli government on February 20, 2005, threatens to confiscate an additional 4,825 dunums (32.3%) of land from Aboud, bringing the total land confiscation to 6,288 dunums (42%). The purpose of these additional confiscations is to enlarge the occupation and security perimeter of the Israeli settlements and complete the strangulation of Aboud that was started over 25 years earlier.

Overview of Archaeological & Cultural Heritage: 

      In general, Aboud is rich with archaeological and cultural heritage sites and, as such, serves as an important tourist destination for Palestinians and foreigners alike. Unfortunately, due to the limitations placed on Palestinian cultural heritage management by Israel's occupation, several important sites in Aboud have not been adequately documented or analyzed. Yet despite the absence of a heritage management framework for Aboud, the residents are keenly aware of the archaeological and cultural heritage remains located in Aboud.

      Aboud gained its reputation as an important historical site from its location along the Jerusalem-Antipatrius (Ras al-Ain) Road, a major ancient trade route that connected the mountainous interior cities of Palestine with the city of Caesaria along the coastal plain. This route has been closed since the start of the first Intifada in 1982 and remains closed to the present. A bypass road has been constructed south of Aboud for use by Israeli settlers, resulting in the further confiscation of Palestinian land and restricted movement of Palestinians.

      Previous archaeological surveys conducted in the village show that Aboud has been inhabited continuously during the past 3,000 years. Throughout history the center of urban life at Aboud has shifted. From the Iron Age until the Roman period (first century B.C), the center of Aboud was located along the western tells of the village. This area of Aboud is full of remains from the Iron Age through the Roman period, particularly in the Quarry (the area known locally as al-Maqate'). 

      Al-Maqate' is believed to be the ancient town of Timna where, according to the Bible, Joshua is buried. The area of al-Maqate' is also were several stone-cut Roman tombs, both large and small, individual and multiple are located. In addition, there are numerous olive and wine presses and large stone-cut caves in the area, many inscribed on the interior with beautiful floral and geometric motifs while others are plastered on the interior. Today the site is connected to the modern village of Aboud by a wide road, which is believed to be the ancient Roman road that was used to transport stone from the quarry to the village in order to build the churches, monasteries, and some of the older buildings in Aboud. While the al-Maqate' was originally used as a quarry, later it was likely used as living quarters for workers employed in the stone cutting industry and in modern times have been inhabited by Palestinian refugees who were expelled from their homes in coastal villages after the 1948 War.

      Aboud is a village with a deep Christian tradition. There are, within the confines of the present village, more than eight known churches and monasteries. The most significant church and oldest known building in the village is Abodyeh, which is also called the Church of the Resting Place of Mary. Abodyeh was built in the late 4th century, contemporaneously with the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. The Church of Saint Barbara, considered the protector of Aboud, was built in the 6th century. On May 31, 2002, the Church of Saint Barbara was destroyed by Israeli military actions. Other Christian sites in Aboud include: the Church of Sait Ubadia, located north – west of the village, just left of the main road was constructed in the 7th century; the Church of Saint Theodorus was also constructed in the 7th century; the Monastery of Anastasia, located west of the village; and the Church of Maisa, located at the entrance to the old village. In addition to the Christian sites, there are two ancient mosques, several diwawns (meeting places), alali (high places for guests) and maqams (sanctuaries).

Threat to Archaeological & Cultural Heritage due to the Separation Wall: 

      The Israeli Separation Wall does not only threaten Aboud's territory, economics, agriculture and human rights, as described and discussed by other Palestinian monitoring organizations, but it also threatens the rich archaeological and cultural heritage of the village and its people. In late December 2005, the Palestinian Association for Cultural Exchange (PACE) conducted a survey to document the potential impact the Separation Wall will have on Aboud's archaeological and cultural heritage. Based on the results of the survey detailed below, we are extremely concerned that the projected path of the Separation Wall in Aboud endangers the rich archaeological and cultural heritage of the area and will be lost if action is not taken immediately.

The Western Hills of Aboud:

      The area west and north of Aboud, with its large assemblage of stone-cut tombs, olive presses and caves will be endangered by the construction of the Separation Wall. This is not only problematic from a archaeological perspective, as the whole area will be isolated from the Palestinian population, but problematic from a cultural heritage perspective. This area constitutes the only 'breathing space' for the people of Aboud and has historically been the site of the village's economic industrial activities (e.g. stone quarrying, lime production) and agricultural activities (e.g. vine cultivation, olive production, cereal grain cultivation, animal husbandry). From ancient times, the people of Aboud have utilized this area to support and maintain their economy. Agricultural areas threatened by the projected path of the Separation Wall include: She'b al-Iraq, which the Israelis confiscated in order to construct a water tower for the settlements; She'b al-Bullat, and Khalat al-Qadat (the Resting Place), which has a sizable olive grove belonging to Aboud known locally as Hareqat Nasser. The plain of Khalat al-Kadat, which has historically been used to cultivate wheat and other cereal grains has been left uncultivated and isolated from the people of Aboud for some time due to its proximity to the Israeli settlements, and will now be completely cut off from the village for good. Agricultural sites such as these are important aspects of traditional Palestinian agrarian culture and should not be underestimated in a discussion of endangered cultural heritage.

Tell el-Balat:

      Located to the south - west of al-Maqate', Tell el-Balat has numerous stone-cut, plaster-coated wells. The major well at the Tell is called 'al-Assad' (Lion's well), which, according to local tradition, was frequented by lions during antiquity. In addition, Tell el-Balat has several latuns (kilns used for the production of lime from local limestone) that were used in the past as the main material for construction. Nearby Tell el-Balat is the area known as al-Qadat, a flat area surrounded by hills, which was used as a human activity area throughout the past and up until the present.

Khalat al-Qadat:
      The most interesting and elaborate archaeological remains in the area that will be cut from the village after the separation wall will be constructed are concentrated in and around Khalat al-Kadat. The most interesting element identified during the survey was a pyramid-like structure with exteriorly dressed stones measuring nearly 8x8 meters with thick walls standing at a hight of 2.5 meters. The walls of this structure are very thick (approximately 2 meters), making the interior area a relatively modest 4x4 meters that is divided into two rooms. The first room upon entering the structure measures approximately 2.5m x 4m and the anterior room measures 1.5m x 4m. A wall with a door in the middle separates these two rooms. 

      The initial interpretation of this structure, made by Dr. Adel Yahya of PACE, is that it is most likely an early Roman temple. The architecture of the structure is consistent with other Roman temples found in Palestine, particularly the Augustus Temple at Sebastya. Except for the use of dressed stone in the latter. This is probably due to the fact the Sebastya was a royal city, while Aboud is rural. The small interior space is further indicative of Roman or even Canaanite temples and excludes the possibility that the structure served as a church or basilica, as the local people of the village call it. The interior space would not support a congregation, as is typical in Christian worship, but would be suited for worship conducted by the high priests and/or the king with the public gathering for worship in the courtyard immediately outside the temple. The courtyard area in front of this structure is quite large and littered with some remains of the original structure, including the stone framing of the door. An initial surface survey in the vicinity of this structure revealed a few Roman sherds; however, this should not be considered diagnostic as the land has been cultivated for many years.

Wine/Olive Presses:

      Approximately 200m west of the pyramid-like structure the survey team identified several wine/olive presses carved into the bedrock. The best preserved of these was a press measuring 5 meters in diameter, which was likely used for both wine making and olive oil production. At the northern end of the press are three collection points for the pressed liquids. The liquid would run from the press through channels carved into the rock and collect in one of three pits cut into the rock. The first pit is circular measuring 30cm in diameter, the second and third pits are rectangular in shape measuring 1m x 60cm each. All three pits measured approximately 30cm in depth. The smallest pit was likely used as a primary collection point, with the second and third pits being used to separate impurities from the wine or olive oil. Such a system of purification would be particularly necessary in olive oil production where the oil would have to be separated from the water.

      The survey, with the assistance of Mr. Ahmed Qassim (Abu Hasan), a 78 year-old resident of Aboud, located an artificial water pool with interiorly plastered walls that is most likely dated to the Roman period. Surrounding this structure were numerous mosaic floor remains. Dr. Adel Yahya's preliminary interpretation of this area is that it may be a pool surrounded by several public buildings; however, further investigation of the area is needed to produce a more definitive interpretation.

Conclusion
      The initial PACE survey of potential endangerment to archaeological and cultural heritage in the Aboud region revealed several sites, such as Khalat al-Qadat and the water pool surrounded by mosaics, that had not been previously identified in archaeological surveys. The Separation Wall threatens to isolate these sites and preclude their further investigation and analysis. Unless immediate action is taken to halt the advancement of the Separation Wall, the archaeological and cultural heritage of Aboud, like many other Palestinian villages, will be permanently and irreversibly damaged. 
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