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THE UPPER AQUEDUCT TO JERUSALEM, THE CHURCH OF THE KATHISMA
AND OTHER REMAINS NEAR HEBRON ROAD, JERUSALEM

YAAKOV BILLIG
(PP. 69%-90%)

During 1992-1993, excavations along Hebron
Road commenced prior to the widening of the
road, exposing sections of the Upper Aqueduct
to Jerusalem (Areas Al, A2; Fig. 1). The
projected route of the road and its surroundings
were surveyed during the course of excavation,
and thus, the location of the Church of the
Kathisma was discovered (Area C; map ref.
NIG 2202/6273, OIG 1702/1273), as well
as the remains of installations, caves, tombs
cisterns and a water channel.

The Upper Aqueduct to Jerusalem (Areas Al,
A2)

The study of the ancient aqueducts to Jerusalem
began in the mid-nineteenth century CE,
documenting two aqueducts that conveyed
water from Solomon’s Pools to Jerusalem:
the Upper Aqueduct and the Lower Aqueduct.
Wilson claimed there was yet a third aqueduct
whose remains he spotted south of Bethlehem,
‘The Third Aqueduct’. As the Lower Aqueduct
had been in use until the beginning of the
twentieth century, it has been documented,
described and researched extensively; the
Upper Aqueduct, on the other hand was in use
for a shorter period of time and therefore, its
remains are not as well known and not as well
preserved.

The Route of the Upper Aqueduct. Scholars
have debated the route of the Upper Aqueduct
north of Bethlehem. After crossing the
deep topographical saddle west of ancient
Bethlehem, the aqueduct had to pass along
a saddle (783.20 m above sea level), located
between Deir Tantura and Giv‘at Ha-Matos,
and continue west around Giv‘at Ha-Matos,
while maintaining an elevation of 783—777 m

above sea level. Wilson and Schick assumed
that the route of the Upper Aqueduct, whose
remains were visible next to Hebron Road
(Fig. 1: Findspot 4), actually passed east of
the Mar Elyas ridge. They also associated the
aqueduct with the water reservoir south of the
Church of the Kathisma, some 200 m south of
Findspot 4. During Mazar’s survey, a segment
of the Upper Aqueduct was actually discovered
encircling Giv‘at Ha-Matos from the west (Fig.
1: Findspot 1); another section of the Upper
Aqueduct was excavated by Danny Weiss some
300 m north of it (Fig. 1: Findspot 2). The fact
that sections of the aqueduct were exposed west
of Giv‘at Ha-Matos shows that Wilson and
Schick’s proposal was incorrect. Furthermore,
the elevation of the northern wall of the water
reservoir (784.30 m above sea level) that they
associated with the aqueduct is c¢. 8 m higher
than the elevation of the Upper Aqueduct;
therefore, the two installations cannot be
connected. Another segment of the aqueduct,
on a west—east axis, is seen on the northern
slope of Giv‘at Ha-Matos (Fig. 1: Findspot 3),
after which the aqueduct crossed Hebron Road
and turned north.

On the western slopes of Kibbutz Ramat
Rahel, a segment of the aqueduct was exposed
prior to the excavation (Fig. 1: Findspot 4)—
here an excavation was undertaken (Area Al).
From this point, the aqueduct continues east
on the northern slope of Ramat Rahel and
then north and west (Fig. 1: Findspot 5)—it is
incorporated within agricultural terraces of a
later date.

Another short section of the aqueduct was
exposed during excavation in Area A2, a short
distance east of the ‘Pillbox Junction’ (Fig. 1:
Findspot 6).
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Area Al (Fig. 1: Findspot 4; Plan 1). The
excavation in this area exposed additional
sections of the aqueduct, making it possible
to follow it continuously for a distance of
c. 300 m before it disappears. The aqueduct
here is on a level of ¢. 776.5 m asl, and is
preserved to a maximum height of 2 m; its base
is broad (2 m wide) and solid. The side of the
foundation facing the slope is thickened and
carefully constructed, whereas the uphill side is
not nearly as well built. The specus is narrower
than the width of the foundation and it has a
U-shaped cross-section (Fig. 3). The channel
was treated with high quality plaster (Figs. 4,
5), characteristic of the Roman and Byzantine
periods and similar to that of the aqueduct
that was exposed in Weiss’ excavation (see
above). One gutter, meant to drain the water
that accumulated against the uphill side of
the aqueduct, was set in the foundation (Fig.
6); other gutters were most likely located at
regular intervals. The aqueduct is built
considerably higher than its surroundings, and
its dimensions are similar to a section of the
aqueduct surveyed by Mazar near Solomon’s
Pools.

Most of the finds scattered on surface level
near the aqueduct included pottery from the
Late Roman and Byzantine periods. Fragments
of pottery vessels from the First and Second
Temple periods were found as well.

Area A2 (Fig. 1: Findspot 6; Plan 2). The
excavation in this area, ¢. 200 m north of
Findspot 5 and c. 150 m east of the ‘Pillbox
Junction’, in the orchards of Kibbutz Ramat
Rahel, was conducted after calculating the
presumed route of the aqueduct. This 60 m long
segment was so poorly preserved (Figs. 7, 8)
that nothing remained of the water channel.

The finds in this area were mostly retrieved
from the surface (Fig. 9). They date primarily
to the Byzantine period, although potsherds of
the First and Second Temple periods, and from
the Roman and Mamluk periods, were found as
well.

Agricultural Terraces and a Tomb (Area A1)
After the Upper Aqueduct ceased to function,
parts of it were incorporated in later
agricultural terraces (see Fig. 2). A tomb (L5)
was discovered very close to the top of the
aqueduct in Findspot 4. Cave 1 was probably
hewn for burial purposes, but was recently used
for dwelling.

Installations and Burial Caves (Area B; Plan 3)
A winepress was exposed within the precincts
of the Ethiopian Jewry Forest, on a slope
southwest of Ramat Rahel (map ref. NIG
2204/6275, OIG 1704/1275). It comprises two
treading floors—one large (A) and the other
small (B), both paved with mosaic floors—and
a collecting vat (C; Fig. 10). In a later phase,
the large surface was enlarged to the east (A1),
but the additional section was not paved. In the
rock surface surrounding the winepress were
two elongated hewn grooves, whose function
could not be determined (Fig. 11). Based on
the mosaic pavement, it is assumed that the
winepress dates to the Byzantine period.

Some 16 m east of the winepress were
found the remains of a cistern (E), a rounded
vat (F), a trough (H?) and a quarry (G). At the
northeastern corner of another quarry is the
entrance to Burial Cave II. South of it was
the entrance to Burial Cave III. Both caves
probably date to the Second Temple period.

Bir Qadismo and the Church of the Kathisma
(Area C)

In an olive grove along the eastern margins of
Hebron Road, c. 400 m south of Findspot 4
of the Upper Aqueduct and c. 500 m north
of the Mar Elyas monastery, is the site of Bir
Qadismo (map ref. NIG 22025/62735, OIG
17025/12735; Figs. 1, 12, 13).

In the surveyed area, a scatter of artifacts
was discovered on the surface, and numerous
finds were incorporated in the walls thereby.
Several finds pointed to the presence of a large
and magnificent public building, possibly a
church, from the Byzantine period: ashlar



162 SUMMARIES, ‘ATIQOT 69

stones, column fragments, marble items,
many pottery sherds (Fig. 17), roof tiles, many
tesserae, a corner pedestal (Fig. 16) and lumps
of plaster and cement. A mosaic floor (Fig.
14) was discovered in one of the pits that was
formed by the uprooting of trees. Excavations
that followed the discovery of the mosaic floor
(map ref. NIG 2202/6273, OIG 1702/1273)
revealed a polychrome rhomboid pattern (Fig.
14) and below it, a plastered basin (Fig. 15)
that probably belonged to an earlier building
phase. At the time of the excavations I assumed
this was the Church of Kathisma Palaeon
(= old), known from ancient sources from
the Byzantine period and later. Following the
re-identification of the church and the trial
excavations conducted under my direction, the
site was further excavated and published by
Rina Avner.

Water Channel (Area F)

West of Hebron Road, opposite the Mar Elyas
monastery, a water channel was exposed (Figs.
1, 18; Plan 4). It was built of fieldstones and was
not plastered. Finds were scarce, and included
modern artifacts.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map of the excavation areas
and the route of the Upper Aqueduct.

Plan 1. The Upper Aqueduct in Area Al,
Findspot 4, plan and sections.

Fig. 2. The aqueduct in Area Al, looking
northeast.

Fig. 3. The aqueduct in Area A1, looking north;
the aqueduct’s plastered water channel is borne
atop a built foundation.

Fig. 4. Section in the aqueduct’s channel in
Area Al, where four layers of plaster were
exposed.

Fig. 5. The uphill side of the aqueduct in Area
Al, looking south; note the remains of plaster
on the wall to the right.

Fig. 6. The gutter revealed in the aqueduct’s
foundation, looking east.

Fig. 7. The foundation of the aqueduct in Area
A2, looking northeast; a modern pipe, leading
to a cesspit, is visible above it.

Plan 2. The Upper Aqueduct in Area A2,
Findspot 6.

Fig. 8. The northern section of the aqueduct’s
foundation in Area A2, in a spot where it seems
the aqueduct branched off, looking north.

Fig. 9. Artifacts from Areas A1 and A2.

Plan 3. Area B: winepress, cistern, trough,
settling vat and quarry, plan and section.

Fig. 10. The winepress in Area B, looking
south; in foreground, the large floor that was
expanded to the east (in left of the photograph);
behind, the collecting vat and the floor
around it.

Fig. 11. Close-up of the grooves in the sides of
the winepress’ treading floor, looking south.
Fig. 12. The water cistern, probably Bir
Qadismo, in Area C, looking southwest.

Fig. 13. The water reservoir at Bir Qadismo,
looking northeast.

Fig. 14. The polychrome mosaic floor, exposed
in the excavation probe, where an olive was
uprooted, looking west; it was subsequently
ascertained that it is part of the floor of the
Church of the Kathisma.

Fig. 15. The plastered basin exposed beneath
the polychrome mosaic floor, looking northeast.
Fig. 16. The corner pedestal of an octagonal
church, revealed in the excavation probes in
Area C.

Fig. 17. Artifacts from Area C.

Fig. 18. The water conduit, looking southwest.
Plan 4. Area F: section of a water conduit near
Mar Elyas monastery.
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