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Feasting at Tall al-‘Umayrπ in the Late Sec-
ond Millennium BC

Animal bones from Early Bronze and Late Bronze/
Iron I Age deposits at Tall al-‘Umayrπ number over 
50,000 and constitute an exceptional collection to 
assess the social dynamics responsible for animal 
husbandry, animal exploitation, pastoral products, 
trade, paleo-environment, and paleo-diet (Peters, 
Pollath and von den Driesch 2002). Óisbån faunal 
remains, from about 1200 BC – AD 1450, studied 
by von den Driesch and Boessneck (1995) provide 
a comparative collection. Results of the sex, age, 
and mortality rate of animals from the LB/Iron Age 
pit can inform on the social circumstances that led 
to the slaughter of so many sheep/goat and cattle 
over a relatively short period of time.

Tall al-‘Umayrπ
South of the ‘Ammån, the small mound of Tall al-
‘Umayrπ (1.5 hectares) stands at 900m above sea 
level casting a low shadow on the rolling foothills. 
Yet, it is a site of excesses. There is an embarrass-
ment of richness in glyptic, ceramic, storage, ar-
chitectural, cultic and faunal remains (Franken and 
Abu-Jaber [1979] 1989: 418-9) surveyed the site 
and found seals and figurines in addition to sherds. 
During the 1984 initial fieldwork of the Madaba 
Plains Project, a seal of Ammonite script comes 
from topsoil (Geraty et al. 1987: 196).

Excavations in alternate years by the Madaba 
Plains Project (Geraty et al. 1989; Herr et al. 1991, 
1997, 2000, 2002) produced over 30 seals and im-
pressions spanning the Bronze, Iron and Persian 
periods. They include reference to “Ammon” and 
personal names of prominent officials of the Persian 
Period (Eggler et al. 2002; Herr 2002a). Although 
these post-date the LB/Early Iron transitional era, 
together with the administrative building they por-
tray remains of an Iron II provincial center for the 
region.

For the LB/Iron I period, seal impressions with 
an irregular grid pattern are plentiful and mimic 
those found in the western highlands (Tell Beit 
Mirsim, Mt. Ebal, el-Gib, Bethel) and Negev (Arad 
and Masos) and Jemmeh (Eggler et al. 2002: 246, 
260). The spring at al-‘Umayrπ is the only natural 
water source between the towns of ‘Ammån and 
Mådabå. It enticed settlers and visitors throughout 
the ages.
Ceramics: (Herr 2000a: 275) differentiates among 
the ceramics to delineate phases within the LB II, 
LB/Iron I and Iron I. The ceramics show strong 
morphological and functional similarities with 
assemblages in the highlands north of Jerusalem 
(Herr 1999: 74), although of local manufacture ac-
cording to petrographic and INAA analysis (Lon-
don, Plint and Smith 1991: 435). Herr (2000b: 
176) compares highland site ceramic assemblages, 
on both sides of the Jordan Valley, and finds over 
75% of the pots are utilitarian in nature. Specific 
shapes such as the “Manasseh bowl”, defined by 
Zertal (1986-87: 147) and once thought to typify 
the western highlands sites, much as the collar rim 
store jar, are frequent at al-‘Umayrπ. Mineralogical 
and chemical analyses show that the jars and bowls 
excavated at al-‘Umayrπ are products made in the 
central plateau region of Jordan. 

Ceramics at al-‘Umayrπ include a large collec-
tion of collar rim store jars not duplicated anyplace 
in Jordan or Israel. For an ordinary house to of-
fer storage facilities comprising 50 or so large jars 
of any type is exceptional. The jars vary in fabric 
and precise manufacture (Clark and London 2000: 
104-5), but their exact number remains to be deter-
mined given their potential use-life of minimally 
100 years. The jars could have been produced and 
used for decades if not for a century. Replacement 
jars might stand inside broken jars. Nevertheless, 
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the storage capacity was beyond the normal needs 
of a family and perhaps even an extended family.
Architecture: In terms of structural design, the out-
er wall of buildings in Fields A and B belongs to a 
casemate wall encircling the site and stands over 2 
meters high. Building B represents the immodera-
tion typical of al-‘Umayrπ: it is the tallest, largest, 
and best-preserved four-room structure (FIG. 1). It 
housed the 50 plus collar rim store jars, the larg-
est known storage capacity of the period. Adjacent 
are plausible sacred spaces or shrines with standing 
stones, baked and unbaked figurines of LB and LB/
Iron I dates (Bramlett 2004). Building A consists of 
several rooms and shares a long east-west wall with 
Building B. In Room A2 a flagstone floor area with 
an oval piece of smoothed limestone rests in front 
of a standing stone of the same type of limestone, 
which differed from the norm. The excavators cau-
tiously interpret this as a possible ‘cultic corner’ 
(Herr 2000a: 277) although no other undeniably 
cultic artifacts were found in front of the standing 
stone. The absence of such remains is mitigated by 
the complete lack of artifacts on the paved floor. 
Elsewhere in the building, Room A1 is a dirt-paved 
courtyard with a hearth, storage bin, bench, ground 
stone tools, collar rim jars, bones of birds, small 
mammals, of a horse with butcher marks (Clark 
2000: 78). Cattle bones come from a possible exten-
sion of Building A (Clark 2002: 56). A large num-
ber of animal bones come from ca. 0.80m above 
the floor of Room AI where remains of a partially 
articulated mammal with butcher marks, portions 
of small mammal, bird bones are found along with 
a piece of metal slag and a lamp (Clark 2000: 78).

In Building B the floor again was clean above 
the two areas of flagstone paving. Room B1, a 
small paved rectangular (2.8m by 3.6m) area at the 
south end appears to be an anomaly for four-room 
structures at other sites and perhaps was an animal 
pen (Herr et al. 1996: 68 and Herr 2000a: 279). The 
excavators designate the entrance to Building B in 
the eastern part of the north wall where a substan-
tial door and anteroom lead to the area of the refuse 
pit filled with animal bones to a depth of over 2 
meters (Herr 2000a: 279).
Cultic Finds: Artifacts cultic in character include 
baked or unfired figurines of people and animals 
(Dabrowski 2000), moulds for the latter, standing 
stones and the proposed cultic corner. Although the 
finds range in date between the LB II through Iron 
II, they attest to use of the space for sacred activi-

ties over hundreds of years. Room B1, covered with 
flagstones, if not an animal pen could have been a 
butchering area for animals slaughtered as part of a 
ritual feast and celebration. No artifacts remain on 
the floor of B1, although uneaten cuts of meat were 
found in Building B.

Rather than ordinary “domestic dwellings” and 
storage facilities, collectively the LB/Iron Age finds 
suggest an official/community-wide ritual use of 
the space, while at other hill country sites, most of 
which are smaller than al-‘Umayrπ, the four-room 
structures might serve the needs of an extended 
family or clan social structure (Herr 2000a: 277, 
281), not at al-‘Umayrπ. Nor are these the later 
‘classical four-room houses’ Faust and Bunimovitz 
(2003) describe. The evidence for use of the site 
and structures by a broader community includes 
the excessive number of jars that create a vast stor-
age facility which stands adjacent to sacred spaces 
and a deep refuse pit directly outside the door and 
anteroom. The large deposit (5m long by 2m wide) 
contains homogeneous material, as if deposited 
over a relatively short period of time. Minimal ex-
posure to the elements or scavenging characterizes 
the remains in contrast to the appearance of EB 
bones (Peters et al. 2002: 305). The paleozoolo-
gists conclude that the deposit contains remnants 
of kitchen and cooking activities. The quantity of 
animals suggests that this was not the remains of 
ordinary family meals.

Differences among highland sites: Beyond simi-
larities in the ceramics, seals, and basic architec-
tural features of the four-room structures, there are 
important distinctions between al-‘Umayrπ and the 
other hill country sites. Exotic imports, infrequent 
or absent from many other sites, include Mycenae-
an sherds, alabaster, and Nile perch at al-‘Umayrπ. 
The fish came dried or smoked to the site (Peters 
et al. 2002: 329). only al-‘Umayrπ boasts a major 
wall and moat system in sharp contrast to the other 
sites which also tend to be smaller in size. At Giloh 
is a unique solid rectangular tower as is a possible 
defense wall enclosing dwellings and animal hold-
ing pens (Mazar 1990b: 92). The outer wall appears 
to have been the work of different groups of people 
working in slightly different techniques (Mazar 
1982b: 168). The construction could involve dif-
ferent groups working roughly at the same time, or 
seasonal work carried out by different people.

The diversity of late second millennium artifacts 
at the al-‘Umayrπ four room structures imply a site 
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1. Buildings A and B at Tall al-‘Umayrπ: (1) deep pit containing over 25,000 animal bones deposited in the LB/Iron 1 era; (2) 
ante-chamber and possible entrance to Building B; (3) inner and outer casemate walls create a room, partially paved with 
cobbles, and containing over 50 collar rim storage jars; (4) paved area of an animal pen; (5) southern entrance to Building B; 
(6) area of beaten floor and food preparation implements; (7) possible cultic installation with an altar (at arrow point) resting 
in front of a tall standing stone in the wall: altar and standing stone are made of the same type of stone which differs from the 
walls; (8) room in building A and inner casemate wall; and (9) outer casemate wall.
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function that extended beyond an individual resi-
dence unless the family exercised considerable po-
litical, economic, and social powerful. In contrast 
the limited categories and quantities of artifacts in 
the hundreds of west highland sites restricts their 
activities to food production: cultivating, harvest-
ing, processing, cooking, preparing, preserving to 
storing. Animal bones, when present, are sparse, yet 
herding pens and grazing were available. At Giloh, 
cookware and store jars of all sizes represent 80% 
of the ceramics although there is neither arable land 
nor water in the immediate vicinity (Mazar 1982b: 
168-69). A good number of hard limestone saddle 
querns and flint or limestone pestles at Giloh were 
used as hammers or grinders, perhaps for process-
ing acorns from forest trees (Mazar 1990b: 89). 
Other sites, such as Mt. Ebal have similar stone tool 
equipment in a region where an oak and terebinth 
forest stretch over the hills. The densely forested 
slopes in some areas constitute an impediment to 
settlement and agriculture (Aharoni 1978: 158).
Faunal remains: outside Building B, a garbage pit 
containing some 20,000 animal bones informs on 
the events that led to their deposition. An analysis 
of 5989 animal bones, of which 73% were identi-
fied to species and/or genus level, finds that the ma-
jority belongs to domesticated sheep/goat (Peters et 
al. 2002: 306). Ethnoarchaeological research can 
account for three circumstances resulting in large 
animal bone deposits: sacrificial, hunting or feast-
ing rituals. In the absence of burning from intense 
heat due to roasting the bones, the remains did not 
constitute a sacrificial offering. Few were wild ani-
mals (> 1%) and the absence of complete, articulat-
ed wild animals eliminates a possible hunting ritual 
offering to assure future success. Animals associ-
ated with such rituals should be perfect specimens 
in order to obtain ideal specimens again (Brown 
2005: 142). The third situation resulting in an accu-
mulation of animal bones is feasting and evidence 
derives from multiple sources, including butcher-
ing and cut marks found on broken bones.

Both from the pit and from inside Building B 
further proof that the meat was eaten or intended for 
a meal is the division of animals into conveniently 
sized portions for distribution and cooking. Two 
shanks of butchered large mammals remain uneaten 
in the building (Herr 2000b: 174). Fragmentation 
of bones at both ends indicates that people could 
extract and eat marrow from the long bones, which 
were stewed or boiled rather than roasted (Peters 

et al. 2002: 306). Crushed and cracked bones are 
atypical of animals offered as hunting ritual. All 
sheep/goat and cattle body parts, large and small, 
are present and indicate that their slaughter took 
place near the pit not too far from the point of con-
sumption. Nothing was lost. one of the only dis-
tinctions in bone type is the slightly higher repre-
sentation of hind limbs over forelimbs for sheep/
goat (33% vs. 20% and cattle, 28.4% vs. 18%). 
Hind limbs contain more marrow leading greater 
shattering than forelimbs (Peters et. al. 2002: 16) 
and again point to slaughter for meat consumption. 
Among the Druze of the Golan Heights, distribu-
tion of animal bones depends of food preparation 
techniques: bones bearing the most meat, includ-
ing the fragmented hind limbs, are processed in a 
courtyard or backyard where food is prepared rath-
er than eaten (Grantham 2000: 13). In south Jordan, 
two hearths at a site coincide with a meal involving 
meat. ordinarily there would be one hearth unless a 
mansaf took place (Banning and Kohler-Rollefson 
1986: 164).

Animals age and sex statistics imply differences 
in the use of animals for the EB and LB/Iron de-
posits according to the paleozoologists. In the latter 
deposit, cattle were raised primarily for beef pro-
duction and no longer for tilling fields as in the EB. 
Cattle bones in the pit belong to young calves and 
juveniles, who would reach their maximum meat 
weight between 1 ½ - 2 ½ years. The few mature 
cows apparently were kept for milk. Calves may 
have been slaughtered to make cow milk available 
for human consumption and to give more pasture 
space to the economically more valuable sheep 
(Peters et al. 2002: 316-7, 327).

According to Peters et al. (2002: 317-25) among 
the sheep/goat, which account for 85% of the LB/
Iron I domestic stock, 45% were slaughtered during 
their second year at their peak body weight. Male 
rather than female goats were killed as kids or ju-
veniles. of the mandibles, 35.5% belong to adults, 
(2 to over 4 years) who would provide the best and 
most wool. Sheep/goat increase at the expense of 
cattle, implying that wool manufacture intensified 
in importance during the LB/Iron I times. Sheep 
outnumber goats in a pattern preserved regionally 
throughout the Iron Age until the Byzantine pe-
riod. Goats rose in prominence at Óisbån during 
the Ayyubid-Mamluk period, suggesting a deterio-
ration of the landscape with a decline in available 
food for sheep, but not for the less particular goat. 
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Goats manage to find food in a sedentary setting, 
tolerate bitter foods better than sheep and under 
transhumant conditions give more milk than sheep 
(Swidler 1999: 25).

Sheep size was stable throughout the EB, but 
late second millennium sheep are bigger and sig-
nificantly taller when compared with MB and LB 
remains from other sites. Both the sheep and goat 
breeds probably differ from their EB counterparts. 
Adult female goats outnumber male goats 1:6 and 
were maintained primarily for milk production. 
The dearth of horse, donkey and mule bones result 
from their demise outside the site. There is a single 
camel rib bone; it has cut marks (Peter et al. 2002: 
311, 320-326).

Al-‘Umayrπ catchment site sustainability - The 
paleozoologists express their reservations about 
how the immediate al-‘Umayrπ catchment area 
might have sustained year-round pasture for the 
sheep, especially given their large size. In the late 
second millennium, the presence of certain wild 
animals suggests that the area supported a more di-
verse animal population. Younker (1989) describes 
the current temperature and rainfall as capable of 
supporting denser vegetation that the current dwarf 
shrubberies. In a study of the plant ecology of the 
nearby Óisbån region, Lacelle (1986) reaches the 
same conclusion. A greater array of floral and fau-
nal specimens is likely given that the current pre-
cipitation range of 300-500mm annually, suffices 
for the National Forrest planted on a hilltop oppo-
site al-‘Umayrπ can thrive (Geraty et al. 1987: 7). 
Terra rosa soils are found in the wadi bottom and 
cultivated fields, but originated from the adjacent 
slopes where the parent rock can be found. Younk-
er (1989: 36) assumes that the soil developed under 
a dense forest, but once people and grazing animals 
removed this original vegetation, the soil washed 
down to the lower, flatter spaces.

The paleozoologists conclude that in order to 
maintain a constant herd size it was obligatory to 
herd the animals seasonally perhaps at a great dis-
tance from al-‘Umayrπ and find food. Furthermore, 
sheep/goat “herding must have been integrated into 
a regional pattern of land use…. This is, however, 
difficult to prove on the basis of animal bones” (Pe-
ters et al. 2002: 322). The LB/Iron I Age larger and 
taller sheep/goat population were particularly suit-
ed to trek long distances between food sources and 
might have been selected for their ability to travel 
independent of their ability to produce more and 

better fleece (Peters et al. 2002: 322). Although the 
bones provide no clue regarding where the herds 
grazed, there is other archaeological material cul-
ture to support this idea as presented below along 
with an assessment of three questions concern-
ing the faunal remains: 1) why are so many bones 
found in close proximity to a building and what are 
the implications for site use and function?

Scheduled Seasonal Use of a Versatile, Multifac-
eted Landscape
The interior land formations on both sides of the 
Jordan River present enormous geographic and 
topographic diversity. Microenvironments abound. 
Precipitation patterns, temperatures, bedrock, wa-
ter sources and soils vary considerably east to west 
and north to south. Most rain or snow falls between 
November – April, although sensational anomalies 
and flash flooding can occur in early Spring or Fall. 
In the Judean Hills (1000m above sea level) re-
ceive 600-700mm annual precipitation while in the 
Jordan Valley, the lowest terrestrial land on earth, 
dipping down to -390m below sea level, rainfall 
ranges between 50 – 100mm annually. The Judean 
Foothills receive 400-500m precipitation each year 
in a transition zone ranging 100-400m from west 
to east (orni and Efrat 1966:53, 85 and 95). The 
northern highlands of Gilead in Jordan are compa-
rable ecologically to the Judean Hills, but receive 
less rainfall, 550mm (Palmer 1998b: 2).

Salinity and overgrazing are constant threats as 
is water shortage. Topographic and environmental 
differences offer seasonal opportunities for those 
willing or required to utilize them to their advan-
tage. In the more fertile plains and river sediments, 
dry farming succeeds, but elsewhere agriculture 
is risky, unpredictable, but always a possibility. In 
the Negev, two in every four years brings drought 
(Abu-Rabia 2002: 206). To the north, in the region 
of ‘Ajløn, the wheat harvest fails once every five 
years (Palmer 1998b: 2). Successful utilization re-
quires appropriate patterns of land use geared to the 
specific area, yet flexible enough to accommodate 
annual or seasonal fluctuations. Vegetation avail-
able for sheep/goat herds blooms at different times 
in the disparate regions and can support herds mov-
ing slowly from one area to another periodically. 
Semi-arid areas blossom after a single rainfall and 
can result in a field of grain (Hobbs 1992: 45). Re-
gardless of the drought years, Negev Bedouin con-
sider crop cultivation economically useful and rely 
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heavily on the dew accumulation rather than rain-
fall (Abu-Rabia 2002: 206). Dew is an important 
factor throughout the region and collects in large 
quantities practically every night near al-‘Umayrπ 
(Cole 1989: 41). In the Judean Hills, dew falls 100- 
180 nights (orni and Efrat 1966: 121).

Herding animals - People who travel with their 
herds, as pastoral nomads, are considered success-
ful in their adjustment to an ecologically difficult 
environment (Moghadam 1988: 391). The idea 
of moving with the herds as the seasons change 
maximizes the available geographic diversity of 
the interior regions bordering the Jordan Valley. 
Bedouin tend to raise more animals than the land 
seems capable of supporting because they live 
with the notion that someplace soon there is fodder 
for the herds (Hobbs 1992: 37). Semi-pastoralists 
can navigate their territory to accommodate the 
needs of herds and crops, both cultivated and more 
ephemeral farming that takes place wherever water 
puddles and seeds burst into life after a brief, but 
infrequent rainfall. Bedouin roam within the Negev 
ecosystem exploiting the abundant wild plants and 
occasional ephemeral barley harvest (Abu-Rabia 
2002: 208). Spring grazing blooms in the wadi bot-
toms where flashfloods coax seeds to germinate.

Food for herds is a constant challenge, but never 
more problematic than in the summer. The Negev 
Bedouin allocate and reserve certain areas for sum-
mer use exclusively. They punish anyone who uses 
the dedicated summer grazing patches too early in 
the season. Tribal law strives to prevent overgraz-
ing and aims to replenish natural vegetation for 
fodder (Abu-Rabia 2002: 209). In antiquity, sum-
mer in the hill country north of Jerusalem and in 
northern Jordan meant access to the forests, wheat 
stubble and straw, and water. Herders living in tents 
or outside on rooftops, would help to harvest and 
process wild and cultivated crops. Until recently, 
herders sleep in caves and receive their family as 
weekend visitors (Abu-Rabia: 1994: 74).

Interdependence of animal and crop husbandry- 
Farmers in northwestern Jordan, who persist with 
traditional farming strategies and little machinery 
or fertilizer, consider many different factors, in-
cluding their animals, in deciding what to plant and 
what to leave fallow. The decision influences crops 
of the following year, in the plains (500m above 
sea level) or in the hills as high as 1100m at the 
‘Ajløn massif. Crops grow in the valley bottoms 
below terraced slopes and grazing takes place in 

the rough patches between the fields and forest 
clearings. The flatter plains are ideal for agricul-
ture, but as elsewhere in the region, the soils lose 
fertility after long periods of use. Precipitation is 
unpredictable and often insufficient. One in every 
five years the wheat crop fails. Crop rotation to 
some extent depends on the presence or absence of 
livestock. Those farmers with sheep or goats tend 
to include a cycle of lentils as animal feed, which 
has the ability to stabilize nitrogen levels in the soil 
to improve the crop planted in the following year. 
Manure from the livestock likewise dramatically 
helps to revitalize soil (Palmer 1998b: 1-6). Fields 
left to fallow offer space for animals to graze while 
instantly fertilizing the soil.

In the past, laborers hired as herders would re-
ceive one of every three or four lambs in addition 
to cereal grains. Today’s laborers prefer cash and 
have become too expensive for the farmers who 
simply chose to eliminate their livestock despite 
the concept of animals as wealth and necessary for 
religious feasting (Palmer 1998b: 4, 8). Legumes 
are suitable for sheep, goat and cattle, but animal 
fodder is a constant problem for the farmers. As in 
the Negev, only in the Spring does natural growth 
suffice. As a consequence, farmers grow plants spe-
cifically for fodder: wheat chaff and straw, barley, 
bitter vetch, lentil straw and white sorghum until 
recently. Bitter vetch, the “child of 40 days” is the 
last winter crop sown, but the first harvested, after 
just over a month. Legumes are less detrimental to 
the soil given their short growing period, but they 
require hand sowing, weeding and harvesting.

As a result of recent technological and social 
changes, some farmers who divested themselves of 
livestock nevertheless grow lentil straw to sell to 
nomadic pastoralists who visit in Spring and sum-
mer. Animals graze on the Spring vegetal growth 
plus the stubble following a harvest. Similarly in 
the Negev, Bedouin deliberately herd their animals 
to wadi beds in the morning to graze on green veg-
etation. In the evenings, the flock eats stubble in the 
field in order to prevent overgrazing (Abu-Rabia 
2002: 208). Sheep and goat require constant herd-
ing to grazing and browsing areas and prevent them 
from intruding on crops. In contrast, cattle require 
less maintenance.

In terms of crops, following bitter vetch in 
March, barley harvesting in April/May coincides 
with the annual sheep shearing before the summer 
heat (Borowski 1998: 63). Miller (2001: 7) sug-
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gests that in antiquity barley production increases 
through time as animal feed rather than for human 
consumption and would provide adequate stored 
fodder before fresh Spring vegetation accumulated 
in the wild. Barley was abundant at al-‘Umayrπ in 
both buildings (Herr 2000b: 173; Clark 2000: 78). 
The short growing period of bitter vetch means an 
early Spring harvest, before barley. After the har-
vest, the herds clean way all barley stubble.

From late April to the end of May, wheat fol-
lows the barley harvest. Next on the schedule is 
goat shearing which takes place once a year in 
May/June (Borowski 1998: 63). Goat hair provides 
for tents and sacks, goatskins for scrolls, clothes, 
liquid containers, and water rafts, many of the por-
table items useful on a migration. In contrast, sheep 
wool was made into clothes and textiles (Borowski 
1998: 70). A water source is useful for washing 
the sheep prior to shearing. Washed fleece sells by 
weight, but unwashed fleece, heavy with dirt, goes 
by the piece. Goat hair is not pre-washed, but re-
gardless of the operational details, shearing was a 
major endeavor that brings together large numbers 
of people to control, shear and process the animals, 
first the sheep and then the goats.

Migrant herders, whether or not they owned the 
animals, establish ties with sedentary people, per-
haps, their own family members, on both sides of 
the Jordan River. The highly specialized activities 
of pastoral nomads require that they engage in so-
ciopolitical and economic ties with sedentary pop-
ulations (Moghadam 1988: 397). Each community 
needs the other to survive within the particular en-
vironmental niche they consider as their territory. 
The question arises concerning the identity of the 
people who traveled with the herds. Ethnographic 
studies from throughout the Middle East reveal that 
animal owners hire people to shepherd their flock 
(Aronson 1980: 177). Herd owners can be of the 
same or different families, clans or tribes as their 
hired herders. In northern Jordan, an entire village, 
especially those on the plains, would hire nomad-
ic pastoralists to care for animals (Palmer 1998a: 
160).

Given the overall health benefits of a vegetarian 
diet, Miller (2001: 7) explains why people bother 
to domesticate and raise livestock who require con-
stant attention? For several reasons livestock is part 
of the ancient Near Eastern economy. Domestic 
animals offer the security of a mixed agricultural 
economy. Livestock can move to fresh habitats 

whereas there is no way to salvage a dead plant. 
Seeds survive one year. Areas adjacent to sites and 
suitable for farming can be in short supply, but land 
inferior for cultivation might to support an animal 
population. Finally, the plant-eating livestock con-
sume plants inedible for people while producing 
food suitable for human consumption. Herds that 
migrate through agriculturally marginal territory 
allow people to make use of difficult microenviron-
ments and semi-arid areas home to relatively few 
people.

Sinai Bedouin, who rely on wage labor, maintain 
their ‘unproductive’ economic alternatives, such as 
raising meager crops and herding animals, in order 
to keep their economic alternatives alive. In doing 
so, they foster the social relationships to maintain 
both horticulture and herding (Marx 1980: 111). 
Trade in medicinal grasses, plants and herbs, sup-
plements wage labor, herding and gardening where 
feasible, but for the younger men, jobs in Egyp-
tian towns keep them away from their families for 
long stretches of time (Marx 1980: 114). Certain 
Karak residents in the 19h century would live out-
side the town for part of the year, cultivating crops 
or herding animals based on ethnographic accounts 
described by van der Steen (2004: 109).

Feasting at al-‘Umayrπ
Feasting involves a larger group of people than nor-
mal who share a ritual of special food and bever-
age to achieve and inspire an attitude of loyalty, be-
longing to a group and leader (Wright 2004: 133). 
It is more formal than a normal meal and involves 
communal partaking of food/drink to celebrate im-
portant events (Weismantel 2003:142). Reasons 
to hold feasts include the beginning or end of an 
action or to tell stories or histories (Sherratt 2004: 
308). Feasts maintain networks and social ties be-
tween people and groups of people while social 
transactions take place (Bray 2003: 1). Such events 
maintain critical social relationships that involve 
access to resources, labor and security. They can 
establish subsistence and defensive alliances.

Both positive and negative social situations are 
stimuli for a feast. Periods of food shortages or po-
tential shortages are deemed times to feast. Greeks 
and Romans obsessed about food due to common 
food shortages (Garnsey 1999: XL) although an-
cient authors do not describe famine, but episodic 
malnutrition and hunger (Bray 2003: 2). Food cri-
sis threaten political, economic and social stability 
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of society as a whole and as a result, conspicuous 
consumption becomes necessary in societies expe-
riencing food uncertainties and an overall lack of 
plenty (Bray 2003: 3). Given the vagaries of pre-
cipitation from year to year in the semi-arid region 
of ancient Israel and Jordan, food shortages might 
have been an issue, if at best temporary. As a conse-
quence social networks became ever more critical 
during periods of food shortages or uncertainties 
(Garnsey 1999: 41).

The region-wide political and economic up-
heavals of the late second millennium BC, the 
interior hill country cut by the Jordan Valley lost 
most Mediterranean coastal links as detected in the 
dearth of imported Mediterranean or Philistine pot-
tery at highland sites. It became essential for basic 
survival to further develop inland ties. Inhabitants 
of the interior invariably included sedentary and 
non-sedentary elements. LaBianca (1990; LaBi-
anca and Younker 1995) characterizes the periodic 
shift from urban-centric society to expansion of the 
non-sedentary element of the population through-
out the history of the region. The ceramic and archi-
tectural similarities of late second millennium BC 
hill country sites on both sides of the Jordan Val-
ley present evidence of links stronger than before. 
As diverse people came together at certain times of 
the year, they assured their mutual survival in a po-
litically and socially evolving precarious situation. 
Unpredictable rainfall and storage possibilities led 
to the inevitable potential for shortages of food and 
feed. Feasting was an ideal mechanism and neces-
sary to commemorate the successful seasons and to 
guarantee the future.

The animal bones from the al-‘Umayrπ pit of-
fer evidence of feasting. organic debris is abundant 
in the pit (Herr 2000a: 279). Bones resulting from 
feasting activity should be numerous, long bones 
broken at both ends, and display cut marks, all 
features of the refuse pit deposit. Hind limbs, with 
their greater meat source, out number fore limbs. 
Juveniles were killed in high numbers resulting in 
the availability of milk for human use and meat to 
eat. Animals killed towards the end of their imma-
turity have reached peak meat weight with minimal 
investment by the herder (Borowski 1998: 57). The 
latter not only avoids feeding young animals, but 
the mother is at maximum milk production, which 
will last for several months. The age distribution 
and nature of the bone fragments result from butch-
ering animals for food. Finally, among the bones 

were cooking pot sherds found in greater frequency 
(35%) than elsewhere (20%) at the site (Peters et 
al. 2002: 327).

Steel (2004: 281) describes food as ‘anthropo-
genic’ because as it is culturally transformed from 
its raw state into an edible artifact, it informs on 
those involved in the various stages of production 
and use. At al-‘Umayrπ, the huge refuse pit in close 
proximity to buildings. Ashy deposits with Iron I 
sherds in Field C, outside the wall, suggest the re-
mains of a garbage dump, but has no animal bones 
(Battenfield 1991: 85). Rather than dispose of all 
the bones immediately at a location away from the 
buildings, or feed them to animals, they were prac-
tically protected from dogs and pigs, possibly as an 
attempt to ensure the future of the herd by recycling 
or ritually planting the bones of eaten animals. The 
juxtaposition of the pit with likely cultic spaces 
in Buildings A and B could represent a sacrificial 
stage of the secular ritual.

Herd owners raise livestock, but consume lit-
tle of their marketable resource according to eth-
nographic research (Hobbs 1989: 34). Borowski 
(2003: 67) describes the ancient diet as largely 
vegetarian. To slaughter an animal requires politi-
cal ceremonial, ritual, or social events, often in-
volving a large group of people, to benefit from the 
slaughtering (Hobbs 1992: 34). The large number 
of animal bones implies the presence of a sizable 
number of people to eat the meat. otherwise it 
spoils. In south Jordan, Bedouin consume meat on 
special occasions only. Depending on the number 
of people, usually a male goat(s) is slaughtered. As 
many as can four fit into the pot. For a wedding, a 
female goat might be killed as well. The long bones 
are chopped to allow marrow to escape into the pot. 
Bones are tossed to dogs as the women take their 
turn after the men finish eating. Some bones are 
put at a distance from the tents where the dogs find 
them easily and devour or scatter them around the 
camp (Banning and Kohler-Rollefson 1986: 163-
64).

Between the ages of 1 – 3 years is the optimal 
time to butcher animals due to the need to cull the 
flocks to accommodate the carrying capacity of the 
land and to benefit from the efforts already invested 
in feeding younger animals. Animals killed before 
age three are associated with a meat economy in 
which animals were slaughtered near where they 
were raised or brought to a site for consumption 
(Borowski 1998: 59). Young male animals consti-
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tute a large part of the al-‘Umayrπ refuse deposit.
The onset of Spring, is an appropriate time to 

slaughter young animals to reduce the overall size 
of the herds prior to the dry summer months when 
available vegetation diminishes throughout the re-
gion. Borowski (1998: 214) associates the slaugh-
ter and resulting feast with the beginning of the 
ra˙πl, the Springtime seasonal movement of herds 
to greener areas than the drier semi-arid zones. 
Greener patches sprout wherever Spring or Fall 
flash floods fill the dry wadi beds. Often the best 
places to take herds are known water sources where 
a sedentary population might reside. The confluence 
of vegetation for animals, grains grown in seasonal 
wet spots, potable water and sedentary population 
with their cultivated crops, result in an occasion 
to mark a successful recent or future sojourn. The 
slaughter and feast prior to the wandering period 
constitute a form of sympathetic magic instigated 
to provide good fortune during the migration. After 
the migration, another feast is in order. A Spring 
feast at al-‘Umayrπ, after a winter in the Jordan Val-
ley, is in order given the large quantity of barley 
harvested in April/May.

Any large assemblage of people, before or after 
the seasonal migrations is time for a feast, includ-
ing animal meat. In the al-‘Umayrπ refuse pit hunt-
ed animals form less than one percent of the bones. 
There is hardly any evidence of hunting to gather 
meat for the feast. Hunted meat was consumed on 
the seasonal migration route when the opportunity 
arose. A lone phalanx represents the remains of a 
lion (Peters et al. 2002: 311). In contrast, the region 
is considered rich in domesticated animal resourc-
es and has been exploited for millennia by Egypt 
and Assyria. Wall reliefs and texts enumerate re-
curring transfers of livestock to the political rulers 
without depleting the local flocks (Borowski 1998: 
68-9, 79). The native vegetation, although sparse 
at times, allows livestock to flourish. Among no-
madic or semi-pastoralists, a season and a stretch 
of territory (Hobbs 1992: 84) can be identical.

  
Who Participated in the Seasonal Migrations 
Culminating in Feasting Rituals and Who 
Crossed Jordan Seasonally?
Hapiru and Shasu - From towns and cities in Egypt 
and Cana‘an the Tel el Amarna letters and Execra-
tion Texts blame roving mercenaries, soldiers, 
outlaws, and robbers, named the ‘Hapiru’ for their 
problems. The deliberate use of these terms would 

likely scare anyone into submission or action. The 
Hapiru were an easy target to accuse, but van der 
Steen (2004: 18) notes that the same people are 
elsewhere listed as messengers, entertainers, jew-
elers, scribes, workers, soldiers, and servants in 
the Palace, temple or private homes. Moran (1987) 
considers the term generic for the enemies of Egypt. 
Those enemies changed throughout the years.

Shasu, another term denoting enemies of Egypt, 
were mercenaries, rebels, highway robbers, etc., 
and refers to non-sedentary people, not unlike Bed-
ouin, from the negative perspective of sedentary 
peoples (van der Steen 2004: 20). In turn, the senti-
ment is reciprocated thousands of years later by the 
Khushmaan desert dwellers inhabiting the region 
between the Nile Valley and the Gulf of Suez. They 
refer to Egyptian sedentary people as “peasants” 
and “strangers” (Hobbs 1992: 24).

Regardless of how texts derived from an urban-
centric society describe people who lived outside 
the settlements, the identities, subsistence, liveli-
hood, actions and activities of these people changed 
through time. In addition non-sedentary peoples as 
others, have multi-identities. They were part of a 
family and the larger groups to which it claimed 
loyalty. outsiders would call the group by yet an-
other name. For example, the Egyptian government 
issues cards to the Khushmaan Bedouin permitting 
them to buy foodstuffs at government controlled 
rates. The cards list the Khushmaan’s occupation 
as ‘farmer’ although none of the tribe would agree 
with that designation (Hobbs 1992: 24). For the 
Judean and Samarian sites, Dever (2001: 118-9) 
divides the region and suggests the term “Proto-Is-
raelite” for the 12th-11th century “village culture” 
given that the area later became Israel and assigns 
the sites in Jordan to the Shasu-bedouin. Alterna-
tively is a perspective that considers the hill coun-
try on both sides of the Jordan River as a viable and 
necessary unit of study (Parr 1982: 127; Herr 1999; 
Younker 1999: 204; and van der Steen 2004).

Predominantly young and male - If one aban-
dons the negative perception of those named in the 
texts, the activities of the Hapiru and Shasu call for 
a largely youthful and male population. occupa-
tions listed above, such as soldiers, mercenaries, 
servants, and wage laborers imply a fairly young 
group of men, although there undoubtedly were ex-
ceptions. Young men, capable of soldiering, raiding, 
etc. could have garnered their strength and youth to 
engage in seasonal tasks wherever needed, for crop 
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cultivation and harvesting, or animal herding and 
shearing. They could toil as laborers in fields and/
or travel with animals not their own while exist-
ing on the edge of urban and rural society, at times 
sympathetic to one or another community or po-
litical entity. one might not know on whose’ side 
they stood. Groups might join forces at one point 
for a specific purpose and once achieved, disband 
immediately (Moghadam 1988: 397, 405). They 
might become involved in raids to plunder towns 
or to grasp grazing lands for their flocks. As mi-
grant herders, they observed information of use to 
absentee rulers who could buy their services. They 
provided the type of information only natives could 
acquire thanks to their intimate familiarity with the 
terrain. Conversely, they could forewarn locals of 
impending military actions.

They constitute a necessary evil in a physical 
environment known for uncertainty and a politi-
cal system in upheaval. They moved from north 
to south and east to west seasonally to exploit the 
highly varied geography in order to benefit from 
the scheduled use of resources. Their power lay in 
their youth and the information they might provide 
to the highest bidder. An easy target for all sides 
to blame them for any mischievous and unlawful 
act. They could accommodate the needs of differ-
ent masters, at different times. Perhaps some were 
innocent apprentices learning a trade. Bedouin hire 
apprentices as herders (Abu-Rabia 1994: 47) who 
travel with the flocks, but stay in contact with their 
families and with those who own the flock.

Ethnographic and ethnoarchaeological stud-
ies of Bedouins, semi-pastoralists, and nomads, 
inform on issues relevant for understanding inter-
action between sedentary and non-sedentary pop-
ulation (e.g. Swidler 1999: 23-4 and refs. in Hop-
kins 1993: 205). Herders can have strong family 
ties to the people resident all year in towns. The 
Khushmaan of the eastern desert of Egypt, work 
as guards, road builders, salt miners, wage labor-
ers and collect herbs and wild fruits to sell in mar-
kets in addition to their traditional animal and dairy 
products. This multi-resource nomadism involves 
women who stay with the youngsters and tend the 
crops while the men migrate with the herds, hunt, 
or collect wild plants. Normally they resort to odd 
jobs as laborers during drought (Hobbs 1992: 30-
32, 39). In the 19h century Karak residents would 
leave the town to cultivate crops or care for animals 
(van der Steen 2004: 109).

Whatever name we confer to the seasonal work-
ers who might migrate with herds, or cultivate and 
harvest the crops, it surely is not what they called 
themselves. A group of young men might belong 
to different families. They belong to a region-wide 
movement of people and what took place in the 
highland bordering the Jordan Valley was “…a 
marginal feature of this movement, which changed 
the entire ethnic and political order of the eastern 
Mediterranean and the lands of the Fertile Cres-
cent” Aharoni (1978: 157). There can be a tendency 
to emphasize historical texts whose rhetoric might 
overplay the role of Egypt in local events. Pastoral 
nomads are a normal part of the human landscape 
and can live peacefully with agriculturalists. An-
other instance of mutual collaboration is in Chad, 
where despite the Mamluk Egyptian historical re-
cords of major political events and attacks against 
nomadic Arab tribes, life among the nomads was 
peaceful (Holl and Levy 1993: 174). They utilize 
lands no one else could and willing gave tribute, 
in the form of animals, to the rulers. As for the LB 
II/Iron Age I pastoralists, call them what you will, 
they were young, landless, male and likely went by 
many names. Their families, the women, children, 
older segment of the population and the wealthier 
leaders traveled less or not at all.

Ancient sites correspond to the temporary, sea-
sonal division of population. The approximate-
ly 300 very small sites (Dever 2001: 110) in the 
western highlands, visited by animal herders, lack 
substantial buildings or maintain a few supplied 
with ground stone, and ceramics suitable for crop 
production, food processing and some storage. In 
contrast is al-‘Umayrπ with a greater diversity of 
population, artifacts, buildings, and almost an ex-
cess associated ritual, cultic, and storage facilities. 
The contents of Building B at al-‘Umayrπ include 
tools to process and preserve foods (stone grind-
ers), weave clothe, tents or rope, luxury items (ala-
baster container and bronze figurine peg) and sev-
eral bronze weapons (Herr 2000b: 177-9).

LBII and LBII/Iron Age I workstations — Some 
of the small and very small sites of the hills north 
of Jerusalem, functioned initially, more as worksta-
tions than as permanent settlements based on the 
limited utilitarian artifacts and meager construction 
(London 2003). At sites smaller than al-‘Umayrπ, 
the artifacts are predominantly utilitarian ceramics, 
abundant ground stone, and even flint tools, includ-
ing an Iron Age rectangular sickle with sickle gloss 
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(Rosen 1982: 41). Collar rim storage jars exist, but 
capacity never attain the scale of al-‘Umayrπ. Sites 
with cultic apparatus of one type or another in-
clude: the Bull Site (Mazar 1982a: 33-4), possibly 
at Mt. Ebal (Zertal 1986-87: 113-18), Kh. Raddana 
with its bull headed krater (Callaway and Cooley 
1971: 18), and Shiloh (Finkelstein 1988: 220-34, 
291). In the Jordan Valley is Dayr ‘Allå (Franken 
and Kalsbeek 1969; Franken 1992) and other sites 
cultic in nature, Umm ad-danånπr plus burials such 
as sa˙am (Fischer 1998). Despite a lack of settle-
ments, there is confirmation of people in the area 
(Younker 1999: 194). This is the evidence van der 
Steen (2004) gathers to demonstrate people travel-
ing through the Jordan Valley en route to the high-
lands. In the absence of settlements, tents and caves 
suffice. LB burials, far from settlements, on both 
sides of the Jordan Valley, are another aspect of 
scheduled, seasonal use of the land (Gonen 1992: 
12, 18, 148-9).

Pottery at the hill site workstations in part per-
petuates LB traditions. Similarly, figurines and 
drawings of bulls continue to represent the Canaan-
ite god El (Dever 2001: 152). LB villages might be 
poorly preserved, ploughed under, or misidentified 
as later in time. Pits characterize the earliest depos-
its at new sites, as at Masos (Str. IIb), Beer Sheva 
(Str. IX), and Hazor, for storing grains or ovens 
for cooking (Herzog and Bar-Yosef 2002: 164-5). 
The poorly built structures that follow, as at ‘Izbet 
Sartah, Giloh and Tel Masos (Mazar 1990a: 337, 
1990b: 92) includes the minimal effort to level the 
bedrock at Giloh (Mazar 1981, 1982b: 169). Rather 
than evidence of nomads lacking a building tradi-
tion, seasonal visitors to the sites had little incen-
tive to improve or invest in the sites until at a later 
time, when more people lived there permanently in 
the Iron I period. The small number of LBII/Iron 
Age I people were otherwise occupied with herds, 
gathering wild fruits and nuts, and harvesting crops. 
Another possibility is that the earthquakes respon-
sible for destructions at Dayr ‘Allå and al-‘Umayrπ, 
impacted the LB II population to the extent that 
they preferred to live in tents.

Differentiation between LB and Iron I Age pot-
tery remains a thorny issue (Kletter 2002: 33-5) 
given the overall morphological continuity in com-
bination with a dearth of decorated wares at strati-
fied habitation deposits. Large store jars and cook-
ing pots, the two shapes most abundant at sites of 
all sizes, offer conflicting dating information: jars 

have the longest period of use and cookware has the 
shortest. The range is 100 years for jars and about 
two years for cooking pots based on ethnoarchaeo-
logical research (Longacre 1981: 63; London1989: 
78). van der Steen (1997) convincingly demon-
strates that changes in pottery morphology or tech-
nology are inadequate to determine who was using 
the pots. Many cooking pots types can overlap with 
the same jars. As a consequence dating remains dif-
ficult despite all the efforts of ceramic typology. 
The paucity of other artifacts at the sites reflects an 
absence of potentially datable finds, but also the re-
stricted range of activities carried out by the limited 
number of residents who were busy collecting wild 
plants and tending crops and grazing herds outside 
the site. Whatever they tended or produced might 
have been used on route or taken to fresh grazing 
land where they met family members.

Scheduled burial deposits – LB II multiple buri-
als deposits are plentiful in the western highlands 
and can contain hundreds of ceramic pots, includ-
ing the decorated and imported pieces lacking at 
hill country sites. At Duthan, Ta‘anach, Shechem, 
Hebron, Jedur, and Gibeon, tomb deposits could 
belong to the LB/Iron I transitional period. The 
tombs tend to be dated LB II based on decorated 
wares and imports. However, people curate ordi-
nary pots destined for their burial, based on eth-
noarchaeological study in Cyprus. I observed utili-
tarian jugs placed above recent burials in village 
cemeteries display decorations that went out of 
use years earlier. older women save a jug for their 
tomb, whether or not they were former potters. In 
another instance, on the burial of a former potter is 
a jug her daughter made. 

Terrace agricultural field systems - While Egyp-
tians myopically viewed the area as consisting of 
the coastal strip and the less penetrable hills of the 
interior (Gonen 1992: 37), did the local inhabitants 
feel the same? If none of the hill country sites were 
used in the LB II, the implication is that the Late 
Bronze Age population of the lowlands feared the 
foothills and mountain ranges. Their herds never 
strayed in search of food, herbs and flowers that 
grow in the upper elevations, but not in the low-
lands or foothills. They preferred the hot humid 
summer of the coast and periodic bouts of malaria.

If people from the coast and lowlands did wan-
der up to the hills for a summer time picnic, the 
archaeological remains would be non-existent. If 
they did venture up to the highest hills and look 
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down, did they never wonder what sparkled in the 
depths of the Jordan Valley?

If people had no prior experience with terrace 
agriculture, the alternative requires that they master 
it as soon as/while they built houses “with amazing 
swiftness” (Aharoni 1978: 162). Terraces belong 
to the EB and MB landscape (Gophna and Porath 
1972: 197; Edelstein and Gibson 1985; Gibson 
2001). If they fell into disrepair during the LB, they 
were functioning once again in the Iron I (Stager 
1985: 6). Gal (1992: 92) considers LB II villages 
as Canaanite on the edge of the Jezre’el Valley, 
including Tel Qiri, Tel Qashish, and Tel Shadud. 
Agricultural products grown in such foothill and 
mountain during the Late Bronze Age could escape 
detection and taxation by Egyptians, yet supple-
ment the lowland crops and make feasible Iron I 
settlements to follow.

Dating agricultural terraces is as difficult as 
creating them. The differential weathering of lime-
stone of various composition and hardness results 
in a natural stepped formation on the hills. How-
ever, the same limestone erodes and produces soil 
very slowly. Construction of terraced fields initial-
ly requires time or effort to import soil, and build 
stonewalls. Would people cut stone to erect build-
ings in the highlands with the mere hope that crops 
could grow on the terraced slopes, or did they know 
in advance, based on years of experience? With-
out plants, trees or walls, the soil washes down the 
slope with each rainfall. Lowdermilk (1944: 42) at-
tributes malaria to the breakdown of terrace agricul-
ture. As stone walls decay, the system slips into dis-
repair as the soil and stones laboriously carried up 
the mountainside washes down to clog the streams 
and prevent adequate drainage. Did they know that 
once established, terraced fields require minimal, 
yet diligent year-round repair? They knew from ex-
perience that instead of small individual terraces, 
the configuration of the deeply carved Judean Hills 
suited construction of large-scale systems of ter-
raced slopes (Ron 1966).

Initially the hundred’s of hill country small sites 
served as workstations where a small group lived 
year-round responsible for cultivating and main-
taining the terraced fields. They might experience 
a periodic in flux of people in the Spring and sum-
mer months when extra hands helped to harvest the 
crops and shear the animals, before the sojourn to 
the Jordan Valley to winter the animals in a warmer 
environment. In the 19th century, people sought the 

milder temperatures of the Jordan Valley during the 
winter lambing season (December/January) and 
would then slowly climb the mountains, east and 
west, to find summer residences in caves of tents 
in a route that might have functioned in antiquity 
(van der Steen 2004: 110; 124) as well. McGov-
ern (1986: 6) similarly suggests Spring migration 
routes between the al-Baq‘a Valley via Wådπ az-
Zarqå’. only later did settlers build more substan-
tial constructions at the former workstations. Hop-
kins (1993: 210) considers the rounded enclosures 
of those sites, as well as Hazor, and Beer Sheva, 
as meeting seasonal needs of pastoralists. Subse-
quent to the initial deposit at Masos, Beer Sheva, 
Giloh, ‘Izbet Sartah, etc., later buildings display 
better building technique (Herzog and Bar-Yosef 
2002: 164-5). The precise migration route cannot 
be known given the ecological, political and eco-
nomic constraints semi-pastoralists contend with 
regularly. In any given year, people might decide 
to move or stay at a place where fresh vegetation 
grows (Abu-Rabia 1994: 12).

Importance of Feasting in Late the Second Mil-
lennium
After the hard work of harvesting and shearing sub-
sides, the periodic assembly of livestock and peo-
ple at highland sites could culminate in a celebra-
tion feast. Borowski (2003: 23-5) considers cultic 
celebrations as appropriate after shearing and har-
vesting, possibly followed by social transactions. 
Ritual slaughtering of ideal specimens might have 
also taken place to assure successful future herds. 
People with livestock wintering in the Jordan Val-
ley, where green patches sprout weeks earlier than 
elsewhere, would travel east or west to the hill 
country in the early Spring. They would find fodder 
for animals available slightly later, first bitter vetch 
in March, and then the barley harvest in April and 
May coincides with sheep shearing season. Shortly 
afterward is the wheat harvest and goat shearing 
time. Summering in the mountains allows man and 
beast to benefit from the cooler temperatures than 
in the Jordan Valley. As summer progressed, the 
fruits would be harvested until the grapes and fi-
nally the olives were harvested and processed by 
September/october or even early November. Rath-
er than endure the cold, wet hill country winters 
where snow is feasible, the Jordan Valley and Ne-
gev offer a warmer refuge for all. The occasional 
flash flooding creates opportunities for ephemeral 
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farming of grains etc. If they ripen, someone will 
be there to benefit. Wild fruits, herbs and seeds are 
also available.

Feasts impress people, create cooperative rela-
tionships between social groups and households, 
organize labor, and extract surplus produce from 
the general population for use by community lead-
ers. Agriculturalists and semi-pastoralists, using 
al-‘Umayrπ as a storage and ritual center, would 
join the seasonal feasts. In drought years, low crop 
yields left the storage jars unfilled, empty of bar-
ley seed for fodder and future crops. Years of low 
grain harvest unequivocally meant the slaughter of 
animals to survive winters. When possible, people 
would feast in the face of potential food shortages.

At Tall al-‘Umayrπ people in various subsistence 
activities could congregate given the availability of 
a natural water source. Crops would grow in the 
vicinity and animals can find vegetation at near-
by green patches within a day’s walk. The sacred 
spaces at the site, with the remains of many ani-
mals, suggest a rare feast of animals raised outside 
the al-‘Umayrπ catchments basin. one function of 
al-‘Umayrπ and Dayr ‘Allå was of regional market 
(van der Kooij and Ibrahim 1989: 79-80) involving 
people from more southerly areas as well (van der 
Steen 2004: 283). Perhaps they are responsible for 
the single camel bone found at al-‘Umayrπ. In addi-
tion to the above reasons for people to meet there, 
the presence of Early Bronze Age settlement and 
tombs at the foot of the mound gives the site an 
aura of tradition, antiquity during an earlier, pos-
sibly less complicated era. It could afford to the 
leaders a sense of legitimacy. The earlier remains 
are immediately below the surface and perhaps still 
visible some six centuries later. If not, the LB II 
shrine and cultic accouterments present a recent 
memory.

Leaders, religious, political, or social, who 
would respond to local conflicts that might arise 
as a result of infringement on territory, access to 
the limited usable resources such as grazing areas 
and water. In addition to resolving internal fighting, 
there was the larger external threat of Egypt. The 
latter helped to mobilize and reinforce allegiance 
within the group against the common enemy. With 
the breakdown of social norms in the late second 
millennium, new ties, new spheres of interaction, 
new alliances with new people could flourish and 
benefit from a display of striking abundance in the 
face of food shortages, uncertainty and insecurity.

Conclusions
Whatever they called themselves and whatever 
names others used, young people performed a range 
of services involving all aspects of subsistence strat-
egies to prevail during a period of region-wide po-
litical turmoil and accompanying power vacuums. 
They contributed to community survival, during 
uncertain political times in an unpredictable envi-
ronment, by moving with the herds systematically 
to exploit the versatile landscape on both sides of 
the Jordan Valley. Conspicuous consumption of an-
imals in an economy that relies on herds celebrates 
the start and finish of successful passage from one 
region to another despite the ever-present potential 
food shortages in years of negligible precipitation 
or if the herds did not reach grazing destinations 
in time. The feasts would bind together those who 
came to al-‘Umayrπ as traders, herds, farmers, and 
family.

Feasts were not new, but did gain a greater im-
portance due to political, economic, and social 
changes. Similarities of the pottery and architec-
ture on both sides of the Jordan Valley represent 
the movement of people in a pattern suggested by 
van der Steen. Semi-nomadic pastoralists would 
wander with their animals or hire herders and as 
a consequence, families would separate for part of 
the year. Families split part of the year, due to an 
ecosystem in which various patches of land bloom 
in rapid succession, is not conducive to a symbiotic 
relationship with sedentary populations and yet, 
interaction between the two groups secures their 
future. “Relationships require maintenance” (Marx 
1977: 39) and feasts can satisfy many of the re-
quirements for mutual cooperation.

To maintain the relationship for economic secu-
rity, social ties benefit from ritual reinforcement of 
group membership. Among the Sinai Bedouin, the 
date harvest brings everyone together on their own 
territory. They visit family and friends, share food 
and news, and make their presence visible. They 
use annual visits to graves sites or shrines as a sec-
ular ritual, as do the Egyptian Khushmaan (Hobbs 
1992: 85). Marx (1977: 44) describes the protocol 
as tribe members meet at a shrine. While sitting in a 
circle, an announcer calls out the name of each man 
for all to hear. A portion of meat, wrapped in flat 
bread, passes from hand to hand until it reaches the 
announcer who hands it to the individual. A visit to 
pay respects at a shrine has the impact of reinforc-
ing community membership.
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Bedouin communities in different geographic 
areas sacrifice sheep and goat at certain shrines 
in the similar manner, perhaps following ancient 
customs. The sacrificial animals are young, male 
and under 2 ½ years of age, precisely as in the al-
‘Umayrπ excavated pit. The sizable barley stores 
at the site could provide feed for animals in early 
Spring and when necessary, food for people.

People coming from diverse locations, for dif-
ferent reasons, would meet at Tall al-‘Umayrπ with 
its permanent water source to partake in a feast that 
involved religious/cultic ceremonies, not to men-
tion economic, social, and political eventualities. 
The LB II shrine was a recent memory. Any leader 
who could convene people in the ritual landscape 
surrounding al-‘Umayrπ, with the aura of numer-
ous highly visible EB and MB dolmen, legitimized 
his authority by reconnecting to a setting known by 
millennia of previous generations.
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