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OR ‘AQIVA: REMAINS OF A FARMING COMPLEX AND IRRIGATION SYSTEM
FROM THE END OF THE BYZANTINE-BEGINNING OF THE EARLY ISLAMIC
PERIODS IN THE AGRICULTURAL HINTERLAND OF CAESAREA

Uzl ‘AD
(PP. 49%-60%*)

In June and July 2002, a salvage excavation
was conducted in the northern industrial zone
of Or ‘Aqiva (map ref. NIG 19269/71395, OIG
14269/21395; Fig. 1). The excavation extended
across an area of 35 x 46 m, during the course
of which the foundations of a building and the
remains of a developed farm complex were
exposed. The complex served as part of the
agricultural hinterland of Caesarea (as also
indicated by other excavations located north
and south of the city; see Fig. 1) and supplied it
with food during the latter part of the Byzantine
period and the beginning of the Early Islamic
period (sixth to eight centuries CE).

The complex (Plan 1) included a well (L130)
that was dug down to ground-water level,
a plastered irrigation channel (L128, L129,
L133), a large paved plaza (L106), the nature
of which is unknown, and walls (W11, W15,
W16) that either served to delimit the areas,
or delimited paths. The importance of the
excavation lies in the discovery of an irrigated
farming system in a region of sand dunes that
underwent betterment, such as the Muwassi in
Gaza. The ameliorated soil was deposited at a
level such that it remained damp for most of the
year, and it was only necessary to irrigate it by
flooding prior to and after planting.

The Building. The earliest built element in
the excavation was a large structure (W12,
W13, W21+W14), whose northern part was
discovered in the southwestern section of the
area (Plan 1). The building was exposed for a
maximum lenght of 13.5 m. The walls were
built of finely dressed kurkar stones and light
colored bonding material. The floor bedding
consisted of small stones bonded with light
colored mortar. Based on the datable finds from

the building’s foundations (L131; Fig. 6:1) and
from the elements that were erected above it, its
construction should be dated to the end of the
Byzantine period.

The Well (L130). In a later phase a well was
dug in the western part of the building, which
was meant to supply water from the high water
table (Plan 1). Three of the walls that lined the
sides of the well were revealed (W17, W18 and
reused W19). The well extended to the south,
outside the limits of the excavation. The floor
of the well, which was discovered at a depth of
7.64 m below sea level, was paved with large
stones (Figs. 2, 3).

The Water Channel. At the same time the
well was constructed, a water channel was
built to its west (Plan 1; Fig. 3). The channel
was uncovered for a distance of 18.3 m and
it continued southward, beyond the limits of
the excavation. The channel was built of two
parallel stone walls and was treated on the
inside and outside with light-colored hydraulic
plaster (L129; Plan 1: Section 2-2). Following
the construction of the channel, a stone wall
(L128; Plan 1: Section 2-2) was built adjacent
to its western side.

Seven short distribution conduits (C1-C7;
Fig. 4) that branched out to the east, north and
west were exposed the length of the channel.
Three phases (L133a—c; Plan 2) were discovered
at the southern end of the channel. Based on the
ceramic and numismatic (studied by Gabriela
Bijovsky) finds, and assuming that the channel
and well were built at the same time, it seems
that they were operated in the later part of the
Byzantine period and the beginning of the Early
Islamic period.
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The Large Plaza. In the eastern part of the
excavation, a large round plaza (L106; Plan 1;
Fig. 5) was exposed, 18.5-19.0 m in diameter.
In order to construct this element on a more
stable foundation than that of the indigenous
sand, a dark soil fill was brought to the site. This
soil contained numerous pottery sherds and was
spread across the entire area (Plan 1; Section
4-4). The finds recovered from the fill beneath
the flagstone pavement (L122; Fig. 6:6), seem
to reveal that the plaza was built at the end of
the Byzantine period-beginning of the Early
Islamic period (sixth—seventh centuries CE),
simultaneously with the construction of the
well and channel.

The Later Walls. Three walls (W11, W15, W16)
were exposed north of the water channel and
south of the plaza. The walls were built of partly
dressed fieldstones in various sizes, without
any bonding material between them. Based on
the datable finds recovered from below Walls
11 and 16 and in Loci 102 and 113, it seems

that the walls were constructed at the beginning
of the Early Islamic period (Fig. 6:3) and made
use of some of the stones in the plaza. These
walls were almost certainly used as paths in the
flooded cultivation area.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map of the excavation and
previous excavations in the vicinity.

Plan 1. Plan and sections of the site.

Fig. 2. The well, looking west.

Fig. 3: The well (lower right), the Byzantine
building (center) and the channel (left), looking
north; W11 is seen in the background.

Fig. 4. The northern distribution point of the
channel (C1-C3), looking west.

Plan 2. Plan and sections of the southern end of
the water channel (L133).

Fig. 5. The paved plaza (center), W16 (lower
right) and W11 (lower left), looking northeast.
Fig. 6. Pottery.
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