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JORDAN

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Roman Theatre, Amman | Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

There’s a cafe I frequent in Lweibdeh in Amman. The coffee is atrocious, the interior design is unhinged, and it isn’t cheap. That said, it’s comfortable, and more importantly, it’s warm. Warmth emanates out of it, from every seam of the bright-green couches and every reflection on the aluminium ashtrays. That’s the simple, elusive charm of Jordan. The warmth of our people and the comfort we try so hard to grasp onto in our spaces makes it easier for us to say ‘So what’, and appreciate life. Why stop yourself from having genuine connections with total strangers? Or from walking around the vast, empty deserts? Or gazing at the fantastic monuments left by those who came before? Eat the fruits of the season; they won’t be here later. Explore the fields of wildflowers today because they may not be here tomorrow. Enjoy the view right now because sunset is soon.

Sanad Tabbaa

sanadtab.net

Based in his home country of Jordan, Sanad splits his time between writing academia in the capital and short stories in its countryside.
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My favourite experience is watching a concert at Amman’s Roman Theatre after exploring Downtown. Going from new to vintage to ancient and back again is bewildering, but in a good way.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the place that, for them, defines Jordan
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Alex Cimbal/Shutterstock ©

Since my first brief glimpse in 2008, I’ve been drawn back to Wadi Rum’s deserts again and again. The towering cliffs and infinite stars never fail to amaze nor to thoroughly humble. There’s always another twisting trail to follow to its mammoth peaks, their walls adorned with niches, columns and ancient Nabatean etchings.
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Anthon Jackson

@anthonjackson_

Anthon Jackson is a Utah-born, Denmark-based writer, photographer and student of the Islamic World.
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You don’t have to be particularly religious to glean insight from Bethany Beyond the Jordan. The place has just as much to say about the present-day Middle East as it does about the past. There’s a tragic irony associated with one of Christianity’s holiest places: that a parched and polluted river runs through it.
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Jason Ruffin

@Jruffin16

Jason is a writer and journalist covering travel, culture and environmental issues.
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When the sunlight starts to flood into the parched wadis of Petra, sliding across the grizzled facades, it’s as though a primordial version of our planet is waking up. The occasional belch of an ornery camel, the whinny of a mule, or the clop-clop-clop of hooves only adds to this feeling of being somewhere timeless.
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Paul Stafford

@paulrstafford

Paul is based in Birmingham, UK, but can usually be found anywhere that is not Birmingham.
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EXPLORATION ON FOOT

Jordan is characterised by wide open spaces, ranging from full-of-life cities and forests to truly lonesome deserts – all of which are certain to leave an impression. Consider setting aside premeditated plans and well-trodden tours and instead explore the region on foot, building personal connections with the people and the land along the way. The Jordan Trail, while the star attraction, is just one of many possibilities.

It’s a Free Country

Much of the Jordan Trail is free to hike, but routes within protected areas require an entry fee usually covered by the Jordan Pass.

[image: jpg]

Crazy nook/Shutterstock ©

Geared Up

Hiking gear and general outdoors equipment can only be found in Amman. Plan accordingly and consider that import fees make the local products quite pricey.
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Salvador Aznar/Shutterstock ©

Go Alone

Planned tours are great, but many countryside areas are accustomed to roaming strangers, so a GPS, good shoes and people skills are really all you need.

[image: jpg]

Wadi Mujib | Crescendoom/Shutterstock ©


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Walk through the villages of Rasoun, Baoun and Orjan while appreciating the northern countryside on the 1 Al Ayoun Trail.

Admire the microbiomes of Jordan’s most diverse nature reserve and see the scenery shift before your eyes in 2 Dana.

Meander along the trickling rivers that feed the Dead Sea while watching out for Nubian ibex in 3 Wadi Mujib.

Make your way through Amman’s old town and view the street vendors and souqs that weave between Roman ruins in 4 Downtown.

Hike through the forests of Aleppo pine, oak and olive trees in the 5 Ajloun Forest Reserve.







MONUMENTS OF AGES PAST

Jordan is positively littered with ancient castles, from Umayyad desert palaces built for leisure as hunting lodges when the plains were fuller and the grass greener, to Crusader fortresses built to survey and maintain the lands they had conquered. A visit to Jordan would be lacking without a detour to at least one.

[image: jpg]

Frescoes, Qusayr Amra | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©

Functionally Free?

Many of these castles are gate-free and unguarded so they’re functionally free to enter, but the Jordan Pass could save some headache just in case.

Getting There

While public transport is available to some of these castles, renting a car is by far the best option for a proper desert castle tour.


BEST ISLAMIC CASTLE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Admire the frescoes of 1 Amra, the minaret of 1 Qastal and the remaining facade of 1 Mushatta in the Western Desert Castles.

Trek through the expansive desert to the east and explore some of the stranger castles with their mysterious architectural styles such as 2 Qasr al-Harranah.

Explore the towering remains of a Crusader Fortress at 3 Karak Castle, which looks upon the south of Jordan with all its splendour.

Trek through the forests of Ajloun to reach one of the best preserved examples of Islamic military architecture in the form of 4 Ajloun Castle.

Follow the King’s Hwy to find yourself at a fortified Crusader bastion at 5 Shobak Castle – never fully excavated with much left to explore.







TOUCH, LISTEN & LEARN

Jordanians particularly enjoy sharing their culture with strangers, and avenues for experiential tourism are common in the country. There are ample opportunities to engage with local cooking, traditions and handicrafts on a personal level and leave Jordan with new skills and recipes alongside the memories – so consider making the detour and learning something new.

Diverse Jordan

Jordan’s diverse makeup is reflected in its numerous different local traditions. Bedouin culture is different from Northern Jordanians’ or Circassians’ (pictured), but all enjoy sharing their knowledge.

[image: jpg]
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Where to Start

Wild Jordan in Amman is an ideal starting point to explore the various avenues for experiential tourism – they’ll help you find and book options.

[image: jpg]
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Question Everything

Many of the people working with these initiatives are accustomed to tourists and will eagerly answer any questions that you have, so take the plunge!


BEST LEARNING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Connect with the Bedouins and their way of life by spending a day with a shepherd, baking bread or weaving tents at the 1 Feynan Ecolodge.

Get to know Jordanian culture using your hands and your stomach by learning – and enjoying – the local recipes at Amman’s 2 Beit Sitti.

Learn about Jordan’s past through the ancient art of mosaic making at the 3 Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration.

Go on a farm-to-table tour, with potential cooking classes, at Madaba’s 4 Carob Farm or dine at their restaurant 4 Carob House in town.

Check out Jordan’s northern traditions with old-style approaches for everything from basket weaving to beekeeping at Umm Qais’ 5 Beit Al Baraka.







BYZANTINES & BEFORE

Jordan’s arid atmosphere means that it boasts some of the best-preserved Roman ruins outside of Italy. This is an experience not to be missed, even for those who are not particularly interested in history, just for the monumental awe of these ruins and cities. They are enormous, detailed and occasionally still in use as auditoriums. They are also often secluded and quiet, especially in the off season, making them perfect for private contemplation and thought.

A Complex History

Initially part of the Roman Empire proper, then the Eastern Romans, or Byzantines, Jordan’s ruins are not only pristine, but diverse in architecture and style.

[image: jpg]

Aleksandar Todorovic/Shutterstock ©

Still Christian

Many Byzantines ruins are near Christian Arab strongholds in the country, such as Karak and Madaba. Some missing building material may be spotted on the older homes in town.

[image: jpg]
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Hide from the Sun

Many ruins are exposed to the hot sun with no cover, so be sure to plan accordingly. Stay hydrated and cover up or risk sunstroke.

[image: jpg]

South Theatre, Jerash | Nataliya Nazarova/Shutterstock ©


BEST ROMAN EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore an ancient church complex, with its multitude of mosaics peering out from underneath the sand at 1 Umm ar Rasas.

Look up at the still-standing Roman columns of the Cardo Maximus and view the scattered monuments of ancient 2 Gerasa (today Jerash).

Admire the ruined black Roman city at the aged crossroads that once separated farmers from nomads at the 3 Umm al-Jimal.

Head up Amman’s highest hill and its barren plateau to see ruins from each era of Jordan’s history at the 4 Amman Citadel.

Wander Amman’s city centre to find the enormous and wonderfully restored 6000-seat 5 Roman Theatre, likely built in the 2nd century CE.







TAKE A DIP

Although it’s known as a dry country, Jordan has many spots in which to take a therapeutic dip, whether for the body or the soul. Some of Jordan’s lakes and hot springs are hailed for curing bodily ailments while others are known for their natural beauty both above and underwater.

[image: jpg]

The Dead Sea | OSTILL is Franck Camhi/Shutterstock ©

Can’t Take the Heat?

Much of Jordan is substantially above sea level and still hot; the lower and wetter areas tend to be even hotter, including during the winter months.

Healing Waters

Some of the alleged benefits of the Dead Sea and Ma’in Hot Springs are spread by word of mouth, others are backed up by research.


BEST SWIMMING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Bathe in the mineral rich waters and stand beneath the scalding hot waterfalls of the 1 Ma’in hot springs.

Bob like a cork in the mineral-rich waters at the lowest point on Earth then relax near on shores of the 2 Dead Sea.

Bring a pair of goggles to see the colourful and fantastic sea creatures in the Red Sea at 3 Aqaba.

Take a dip in the flowing streams and pools that feed the Dead Sea, hidden among the canyons of the gorgeous 4 Wadi Mujib.

Head down to the place believed to be the 5 baptism site of Jesus Christ at the Jordan River, then swim among the reeds and tamarisk trees at Bethany Beyond the Jordan.







WATCH THE WHOLE MILKY WAY

The benefit of being densely populated but only in very specific areas becomes evident upon just one look at the shimmering night sky, which you can see as little as half an hour’s drive away from the city. For a truly mind-boggling view of the night sky journey a little bit further – it’s worth it.

Remember the Moon

Consider the phases of the moon before you plan your journey. A full moon will mean comparatively far fewer stars in areas without light pollution.

[image: jpg]

Ashraf_Elhalah/Shutterstock ©

An Extra Treat

For true star-watching aficionados consider travelling in mid-August to see the Perseid meteor shower. Daytime will be hot, but the evening will be perfect.

[image: jpg]

islam fawaqa/Shutterstock ©

Starry Starry Night

The desert is virtually always warm during the day, and also almost always cold at night. Be prepared for this and pack accordingly.


BEST STARGAZING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Watch the stars among the red dunes, bathed in the silvery light of the moon and stars in 1 Wadi Rum.

Stargaze between the white sands and towering, windswept boulders in the distant and undiscovered 2 Wadi Dahek.

Venture into the forest where the night is not quite so quiet and the creatures of the wood go about their nightly routines in 3 Ajloun.

Contemplate the night sky in silence within the long-dead Rose City as you traverse it by candlelight on the 4 Petra by Night tour.

Head to 5 Dana Biosphere Reserve, one of the most biodiverse areas in the entire country, where the starry nights may bring the howl of the Syrian wolf.







UNDERVALUED WONDERS

Aside from the Nabataean wonder of Petra, Jordan also boasts ruins from long before – and long after – Roman conquest, many of which are underrated or relatively unknown. Consider going off the beaten path and checking out Jordan’s Hellenistic, Ottoman and Neolithic past. These local monuments, historical re-enactments, and massive mountainside etchings deserve more curiosity than is usually afforded to them and are usually hidden away. That said, also visit Petra – it is awe-inspiring.

Be Prepared

Many of these excursions require more planning and research than the usual tourist spots. If you’re time sensitive, plan and book ahead.

[image: jpg]

Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©

Scary Stories

People are more superstitious about these monuments and have many stories to tell about them of variable authenticity, but invariable mystique. Talk to the locals.

[image: jpg]

Salah Malkawi/Getty Images ©

Get a Guide

Some of these ruins have relatively little information about them available on-site. For a fuller experience consider hiring a knowledgeable guide.

[image: jpg]

Petroglyphs, Wadi Rum Protected Area | fogcatcher/Shutterstock ©


BEST LOCAL HISTORY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit the refurbished 1 Hejaz Railway line of immense value during WWI and used for historical re-enactments in Diseh.

Check out a curious Hellenistic temple, single-handedly reconstructed in the ’80s within the agricultural town of 2 Iraq al-Amir.

Admire the 3 Wadi Rum Petroglyphs carved into the sides of the Rum mountains deep in the red sand desert.

See some of the earliest human ruins, settled over 9000 years ago at 4 Bayda.

Don’t miss the Rose City of 5 Petra, carved into a sheer cliff face in the scorching desert by the Nabataeans.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

The Classic Route

[image: jpg]

Distance Approx 350km Allow 5 days


The classic way of experiencing Jordan. Start from the capital and watch the city give way to vast, flat deserts. Notice the rise of rocky outcroppings as you descend to the lowest point on Earth then see them vanish as you pass red-sand desert. Celebrate the end of your exploration with a day at the beach.


[image: jpg]
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The Treasury, Petra | Nestor Morales Moreno/Shutterstock ©

1
Amman [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly into Amman and head for the Downtown where you can see the ruins of 11,000 years of intermittent inhabitation at the Amman Citadel. Then peruse the sights and smells of the local souqs and pick up a strong Arabic coffee at one of the cafes in nearby Rainbow St. Before you leave the capital, make sure to try some manakeesh (baked flatbread) with zaatar (spice mix) or white cheese.

2
The Dead Sea [image: ] 1 DAY

Famed both for its therapeutic properties and its fundamental weirdness, the Dead Sea is an essential stop. Slather the mineral-rich mud on your skin (pictured) and float effortlessly in the sea, but, whatever you do, avoid getting the water in your eyes. As a bonus, head up to the Dead Sea Panoramic Complex lookout at sunset for a truly breathtaking view. Simply put, take it easy.

[image: jpg]

Raffaella Galvani/Shutterstock ©


3
Petra [image: ] 1 DAY

Petra deserves its place among of the Seven Wonders of the World. It’s hard to appreciate the monumental difficulty of carving a city into the sheer cliff face from photos, but it is different in person. Aside from the Treasury hidden between the cliffs and among the desert sands, there are a variety of other ruins and the nearby rather fun, if touristy, town of Wadi Musa.

4
Wadi Rum [image: ] 1 DAY

Oftentimes when a film depicts the planet Mars, it is shot in Wadi Rum. This will make sense while standing in the desolate coral-coloured desert, with the rocky-red mountains jutting out randomly across the terrain. Go for the Bedouin approach to campsites, or enjoy the glamping bubble tents also available, but whichever you go for, make sure to stargaze.

5
Aqaba [image: ] 1 DAY

All good things must come to an end, and where better to journal your upcoming melancholy than the beach. Snorkel, dive or simply take a dip in the often warm Red Sea. Don’t miss the chance to sample the local sayadiyyeh, a local seafood dish similar to paella, and enjoy the fact that the entirety of Aqaba is a tax-free zone and a drink is finally affordable.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Springs & Relics

[image: jpg]

Distance Approx 150km Allow 5½ days


To truly appreciate just how ancient Jordan is, tour the biblical sites of the south. Start at Mt Nebo and its Byzantine church before embarking on a multi-mosaic viewing voyage. Punctuate the trip by resting at therapeutic hot springs and the Dead Sea, ending at the Crusader town of Karak.


[image: jpg]
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Mosaic, St George’s Greek Orthodox Church | Paul Biris/Getty Images ©

1
Mt Nebo [image: ] ½ DAY

Head to Mt Nebo, which offers a gorgeous view of the Jordanian countryside, and all the way to Jerusalem on a clear day. Explore the Byzantine church (pictured) at the peak, as well as its layers of mosaics that have been built atop one another throughout the ages.

[image: ] Detour: Head to Bethany Beyond the Jordan to see the site believed to be where Jesus Christ was baptised. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: jpg]

Camille Delbos/Art In All of Us/Corbis via Getty Images ©

2
Madaba [image: ] 1 DAY

Madaba was destroyed by earthquakes in the 8th century and resettled in the 1890s by around 90 Arab Christian families. Today it’s known today for its unique architecture, ancient churches still in use and tasty local food. Walk through the old town and see a side of Jordan that few are even aware of, and even fewer still have taken the time to appreciate. While here, try the white cheese.

[image: jpg]

Walter Bibikow/Getty Images ©

3
Ma’in Hot Springs [image: ] 1 DAY

Given its reputation as a desert country, few expect Jordan to have hot springs like Ma’in, but they are much loved by locals, both for their relaxing qualities and purported effects on rheumatism. There are also plenty of driving routes in the area that are well worth exploring, as well as a museum dedicated to the Dead Sea.

[image: jpg]

OSTILL/Getty Images ©


4
The Dead Sea [image: ] 1 DAY

It would be absurd to be so close and not pass by the Dead Sea or use its many hotels and chalets to get a good night’s rest. As the lowest point on Earth, the air feels somewhat thicker and more suited to lazing around in the sun. Try reading a book in the water – it’s so easy that it feels really weird.

[image: jpg]

geogif/Shutterstock ©

5
Umm Ar Rasas [image: ] 1 DAY

Once a Roman military camp that slowly morphed into what appears to be an ancient church complex, Umm Ar Rasas is unparalleled in its potential for exploration. The many ruined structures boast both bright and sun-kissed mosaics of plants, animals and cities in the area, some hidden and others in open view. It’s well worth the excursion and very interesting to see.

[image: jpg]

Lev Levin/Shutterstock ©

6
Karak [image: ] 1 DAY

The villages of Karak were united following the construction of the massive Crusader fortress atop the highest hill in the area. Exploring the fortress with its hidden underground tunnels is an experience not to be missed. Neither, for the matter, is Karak’s mansaf (chicken or lamb over rice with a thick, meaty broth), grudgingly acknowledged by other Jordanians to be the best in the country.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Eastern Desert Castles

[image: jpg]

Distance Approx 200km Allow 5½ days


Use Amman as a home base, taking daily excursions into the untouched Eastern Desert, with its solitary Umayyad Desert Castles, surrounded by nothing but sand and serenity. Later take a trip to the Azraq Wetlands Reserve for some nature-watching and end your travels by camping in the unspoiled Wadi Dahek.


[image: jpg]
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Qusayr Amra | VLADJ55/Shutterstock ©

1
Amman [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly into Amman and dedicate a day to exploring the city. You’ll be using it as a home base, going into the desert for incursions and coming back with memories. Night time in Amman is also pleasant, as its chilled-out cafes and some bars stay open late.

[image: ] Detour: Check out the intricate Umayyad facade of Qasr al-Mushatta on the Airport Rd. [image: ] 3 hours
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Cristi Croitoru/Getty Images ©

2
Umm al-Jimal [image: ] ½ DAY

Drive to the northeast near the Syrian border for an interesting anomaly, the ruined town of Umm al-Jimal. It’s notable for being initially Nabatean, then taken by the Romans, then reinvented by the Byzantines, and even occupied by the Umayyads, before being deserted by the Abbasids for 1100 years. The arid climate has preserved much of the ruin complex, making it a must-see for history buffs.

[image: jpg]

Dietmar Rauscher/Shutterstock ©

3
Qasr al-Harranah [image: ] ½ DAY

Near the Saudi border is the mysterious Qasr al-Harranah, built by an undetermined people at an unknown time, for unclear reasons. The castle boasts a variety of ancient architectural styles, ranging from Syrian to Persian, and exists as a two-storey curiosity, standing alone in the desert, camouflaged between the sands with its limestone walls.

[image: jpg]

MIGUEL G. SAAVEDRA/Shutterstock ©


4
Qusayr Amra [image: ] ½ DAY

Don’t miss Qusayr Amra, a domed smaller castle fittingly named Little Castle Amra. Once part of a larger complex, it is an example of Umayyad art and architecture, with well-preserved frescoes (pictured) depicting hunting scenes, alongside racier subject matter.

[image: ] Detour: Nearby is Qasr al-Hallabat, a larger Umayyad desert castle with a mosque attached, hidden away in the Eastern Desert. [image: ] 3 hours
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DeAgostini/Getty Images ©

5
Azraq [image: ] 1 DAY

Move from Amman to Azraq and explore the ancient oasis town, with its spring-fed wetlands in the Azraq Nature Reserve. It remains a seasonal hot spot for bird migrations as the only place with water for hundreds of kilometres. Additionally Qasr al-Azraq (pictured) is worth a look.

[image: ] Detour: Check out the nearby Shaumari Wildlife Reserve to spot the elusive Arabian Oryx. [image: ] 5 hours
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RPBaiao/Shutterstock ©

6
Wadi Dahek [image: ] 1 DAY

Some consider the natural splendour of Wadi Rum to be affected by the influx of camps in the area, with their requisite light pollution ruining the very thing that they’ve come to exploit. Wadi Dahek (Valley of Laughter) has no such complaints due to its remoteness. At night, you may hear echoing, high-pitched noises. This may feel like a jinn, but it is more likely a bat. Hopefully…

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Explore the North

[image: jpg]

Distance Approx 120km Allow 5 days


The north of Jordan is as rich as it is under-appreciated, with quaint villages, Roman ruins and a Jordan unscathed by the trappings of urban living. Start in Jerash, with its Roman Rd that stretches as far as the eye can see, and end at a chalet in the countryside of the Jordan Valley.


[image: jpg]
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Cardo Maximus, Jerash | Marco Brivio/Getty Images ©

1
Jerash [image: ] 1 DAY

Purportedly built by Alexander the Great, Jerash today is most famous for having one of the world’s best preserved Roman cities. Consider going during the Jerash Festival of Culture & Arts (pictured) and experience modern use of the ancient amphitheatres as concert halls. Alternatively, simply explore the ruins that lay atop the highest hill in the city and enjoy the view. Don’t miss Jerash’s truly excellent BBQ restaurant Um Khalil.

[image: jpg]

KHALIL MAZRAAWI/AFP via Getty Images ©

2
Ajloun [image: ] 2 DAYS

Home to the Ajloun Forest Reserve (pictured), with some of the most beautiful forest landscapes in the country, the nature reserve and surrounding town are well worth a visit and some exploration. Additionally, the massive Crusader fortress known as Ajloun Castle is the only ancient castle in the country that overlooks a forest.

[image: ] Detour: Consider taking a hike in the nearby Dibeen Forest Reserve. [image: ] 6 hours
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Damira/Shutterstock ©


3
Irbid [image: ] 1 DAY

The third-largest city in Jordan, Irbid remains somewhat provincial and as a result has a slightly different atmosphere from anywhere else in Jordan. The cafes in Irbid have maintained a distinctive character, often being open to the street, extremely cheap and full of students since some of Jordan’s best universities are in the area.

[image: ] Detour: Consider visiting the nearby Roman ruins of Umm Qais. [image: ] 4 hours
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Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©

4
Northern Jordan Valley [image: ] 1 DAY

Get off the highway and explore the side roads of Northern Jordan as you head down the Jordan Valley, as the terrain shifts from forest, to desert, to green areas around the streams that feed of the Jordan River. Consider staying at one of the quaint chalets and homestays in the area.

[image: ] Detour: Visit the Hellenistic ruins of Pella in the area as you drive down. [image: ] 5 hours
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ITINERARIES

Green Hiking Around Jordan

[image: jpg]

Distance Approx 370km Allow 7 days


This journey starts in the far north and ends in the far south, as Jordan’s greenest spaces are largely disconnected from one another. Enjoy the Jordan Trail and appreciate the vastly different biomes available, going from forests of the red-barked locally named ‘strawberry trees’ to the frog-filled pools of Mujib, and potentially spot some deer in Dana.


[image: jpg]
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Hiker, Dana | Davi Zapico/Getty Images ©

1
Ajloun [image: ] 2 DAYS

Enjoy the beautiful forests of Ajloun and consider hiking around the fragments of the Jordan Trail in the area. During your exploration check out Ajloun Castle, the only Islamic fortress in Jordan, which overlooks a forested region, Qal’at Ajloun.

[image: ] Detour: The nearby smaller forest of Dibeen is worth checking out and hiking through. [image: ] 7 hours

2
Mujib [image: ] 2 DAYS

The springs, ponds and streams that feed the Dead Sea pass through the Mujib Biosphere Reserve, of which only relatively little is accessible. But it offers unparalleled canyoning through the valley and among the waterfalls. Consider camping the night in the wadi and hiking back the next day.

[image: jpg]

Ondrej Prosicky/Getty Images ©


3
Dana [image: ] 2 DAYS

The Dana Biosphere Reserve offers the most diverse wild fauna in the country, including wolves, raptors, roe deer and moles. They are few in number and hard to find, but the plants, fossils and rock formations aren’t.

[image: ] Detour: Nearby Wadi Feynan offers a fantastic hike through wetlands. [image: ] 6 hours
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bieszczady_wildlife/Shutterstock ©

4
Wadi Rum [image: ] 1 DAY

Hike through the vast rosy desert and climb the windswept bulbous boulders of red sandstone in Wadi Rum. The landscape appears stark, but some searching will reveal tracks of birds, lizards and snakes outlined against the sand. At night the silvery light of the stars illuminates the desert better than streetlights ever could.

[image: jpg]

rontav/Shutterstock ©







WHEN TO GO

Jordan is sunny year-round, but most find it to be at its best in the spring and early summer.


Jordan’s dry climate and the local aversion to indoor heating mean that you can really feel the temperate climate. The deep winter, from mid-December until the end of February, is quite cold, while March and April tend to be pleasant. The summer heat is nearly unbearable in mid-July and August. September sees temperatures start to drop, and by November warmer clothes will start to take over as it gets nippy, especially in the evening. Summer is the high season, as most events take place then, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the best time to go. Many experienced travellers go during the autumn.

Bargain Travelling

Avoid the heat and the high season by coming in the spring. It’s a unique experience, and one that will likely be a bit more affordable. Alternatively, by October and November it’s still quite warm and also ideal for a lower-cost escape.
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I LIVE HERE

EFFORTLESS BEAUTY

Born and raised in Amman, Lara Karadsheh has seen the city grow and change. Though as an aerospace engineer she can live elsewhere, Jordan continually draws her back.

I remember one spring, a couple of years ago, we were driving down to Karak to pick up some jameed. It had recently rained and the minerals in the Dead Sea left the water crystal clear and bright green, matching the shoots across the route. At that point it isn’t even about the destination, the journey itself is beautiful.




DUST STORMS

Around April every year, the khamsin winds appear. These are dry, dusty winds coming in from the east that reduce humidity rapidly, turn the skies yellow, and coat everything in a fine layer of sand. While beautiful to look at, it’s best viewed from indoors.



WHIPPING WIND

Jordan is prone to strong winds all over the country, and throughout the year. This is more noticeable in the flatter deserts in the east and on the King’s Highway. Dress accordingly and consider buying a little kite.

The Big Three


The Islamic Lunar Calendar moves these festivals around the year, but the first is always the month-long Ramadan. Every day from dawn to sunset, devout Muslims fast by refraining from food, water and tobacco. Public eating and drinking is illegal. The nightly feast of iftar is often a large family affair including qatayef.

The day after Ramadan ends brings Eid al-Fitr, or Festival of the Breaking of the Fast. This festival usually goes for around three days, characterised by much going out and relief at the end of Ramadan.

Around 60 days after Ramadan (depending on the moon) comes Eid al-Adha, or Festival of the Slaughter, which celebrates the story of the Prophet. Well-off Muslims slaughter sheep and distribute the meat to the poor, wear new clothes and celebrate for the four days of the festival.

For more about the celebration of Islamic holidays in Jordan.

Local Culture Fests


The annual Jerash Festival of Culture & Arts opens up the ruins of the ancient Roman city of Gerasa from the afternoon into the evening for a musical celebration, mostly within the various ancient amphitheatres. It often attracts huge numbers of visitors from all over the region, and almost every type of Arabic music imaginable. [image: ] July & August

Starting off in the massive Roman Amphitheatre downtown, the annual Amman Summer Festival moves to the al-Hussein Public Gardens and showcases various street foods, traditional handicraft stalls and some musicians, with free entry.[image: ] August

The small Christian town of Fuheis organises the Fuheis Festival under a different theme every year in August. Merriment depends on the particular theme, but the usual music, trinkets and snacks dominate.[image: ] August


I LIVE HERE

SPRINGTIME HIKING

Ahmad Tabbaa is a founding member of the Jordan Trail Association (jordantrail.org). @mentatjo

The first two weeks of March are without a doubt the best time to visit Jordan. For such a dry country it’s mind-boggling to see such greenery. Every year I try my best to hike the northern parts of the country, along the Jordan Trail, around that time. The perennials bloom then and only last for those two weeks.
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Tamer Hosny, Jerash Festival of Culture & Arts | KHALIL MAZRAAWI/AFP via Getty Images ©

SNOWY JORDAN

Around January or February it snows heavily in many parts of Jordan, often in the north and higher elevations. It’s a lovely experience, and it’s also public holiday wherever it happens, especially in the bigger cities where it’s usually only once each year.

Weather through the Year (Amman)
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January

Avg. daytime max: 13°C

Days of rainfall:
11
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February

Avg. daytime max: 14°C

Days of rainfall:
11
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March

Avg. daytime max: 18°C

Days of rainfall:
8
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April

Avg. daytime max: 23°C

Days of rainfall:
4
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May

Avg. daytime max: 28°C

Days of rainfall:
2
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June

Avg. daytime max: 31°C

Days of rainfall:
0
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July

Avg. daytime max: 33°C

Days of rainfall:
0
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August

Avg. daytime max: 33°C

Days of rainfall:
0
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September

Avg. daytime max: 31°C

Days of rainfall:
0
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October

Avg. daytime max: 27°C

Days of rainfall:
2
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November

Avg. daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall:
5
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December

Avg. daytime max: 15°C

Days of rainfall:
8





GET PREPARED FOR JORDAN

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Sun protection Jordan boasts around 300 days of sunshine per year, and cloudy days are quite rare. A hat is absolutely essential, especially for desert adventures.

Layers While often hot and sunny, the desert climate means that night-time can get quite cold. The local aversion to indoor heating makes this more pressing. It also snows during winter. A warm jacket is a must-have.

Long trousers For ease of visiting Islamic sites, avoiding sunburns on your legs and conservative views of public decency, take a pair of long trousers, especially if visiting less-touristic areas.

Baggy clothing If you plan on visiting Islamic sites, and especially if you are a woman, it’s a good idea to bring along some baggier clothing as there are some pervasive double standards for dress in Jordanian society.


Manners

Shaking hands can be tricky Devout Muslims sometimes prefer to avoid touching members of the opposite sex. If they refuse a handshake don’t be insulted and don’t persist.

Don’t walk in front of praying people If you absolutely must pass, place an inanimate object in front of the praying person.

Avoid mention of Israel This can be a contentious topic.




READ
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Cities of Salt (Abdelrahman Munif; 1984) A staple of Arab literature about the discovery of oil and the changes incurred.

[image: jpg]

Returning to Haifa (Ghassan Kanafani; 1969) A partially allegorical novella about forced migration, family and home.

[image: jpg]

The Time of White Horses (Ibrahim Nasrallah; 2016) Shortlisted for the International Prize for Arabic Fiction, this story is about generational trauma.

[image: jpg]

Lion of Jordan: The Life of King Hussein in War and Peace (Avi Shlaim; 2007) A biography showcasing how Jordan became what it is.




Words

‘Marhaba’ Hello. This word is gender neutral and casual but not familiar.

‘Law samaht’ If you please. This means ‘please’; and is also a way of grabbing the attention of a person who you want something from.

‘Shukran’ Thank you.

‘Hammam’ Washroom. While the word literally refers to a room in which to bathe, such as in hammam Turki, or a Turkish bath, it’s also used to refer to the restroom.

‘Adeish’ How much? This is used for definable quantities, so it can be Adeish al-fattoura (How much is the cheque?) or Adeish al-sa’aa (What’s the time?)

‘Fattoura’ Receipt. Interestingly this comes from the Italian word of the same spelling, meaning and pronunciation.

‘Yallah’ Let’s go. This word is ubiquitous in Arab countries and can mean anything from ‘Hurry up’ to ‘Yes’.

‘Aah’ Yes. This is an informal, but effective way of saying yes.

‘La’ No.

‘Wein’ Where. This word is best used when followed by a noun, Wein al-hammam (Where is the bathroom?). This can also be used for larger wayfinding, so Wein al-Aqaba (Where is Aqaba?)

‘Khalas’ Enough. While it may sound harsh, this word’s harshness is entirely dependent on tone.

‘Yameen’ Right. Usually in the context of direction.

‘Shmal’ Left. Usually in the context of direction.

‘Dughri’ Forward. Usually in the context of direction.

‘Warra’ Behind. Both used for direction and immediate surroundings.

‘Waqef’ Stop.

‘Akel’ Food.

‘Mai’ Water.




WATCH

Theeb (Naji Abu Nowar; 2014; pictured) Known for its gorgeous desert cinematography, Theeb received an Oscar nod for Best Foreign Film.

Daughters of Abdul Rahman (Zaid Abu Hamdan; 2021) Tragicomedy about four sisters and their estranged father.

Captain Abu-Raed (Amin Matalka; 2007) Award-winning drama about poverty, evil and compassion.

The Alleys (Bassel Ghandour; 2021) Crime drama shot in and around East Amman.

Al-Rawabi School for Girls (Tima Shomali; 2021–) Groundbreaking drama about tensions, divisions and the lasting effects of patriarchy in an all-girls school.
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LISTEN

Kifak Inta (Fairuz; 1991) Fairuz is a staple across the Middle East and very well-loved in Jordan. Soulful songs of love and loss.

Kalimat (Majida al-Roumi; 1991) Between Arabic ballad, jazz, and a tender plucking of the heartstrings. Look up the lyrics.

Yazan Rousan in Autostrad (Autostrad; 2009) Debut of a legendary Jordanian band, featuring the absolute abuse of a Casio electronic keyboard.

Arabic Rocks (Jadal; 2009) The birth of Jordanian Arabic Rock music, good beats and better riffs.







THE FOOD SCENE

Jordan has a diverse food scene rich in seasonal ingredients, unique spices, preserves and olive oil.
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Food isn’t merely about eating in Jordan, it is an activity at the cornerstone of social interaction, and communal eating is especially important to Jordanians. This isn’t to say that the taste of the food is secondary; on the contrary, it adds immense pressure onto cooks to outperform one another, and they typically do.

The typical Jordanian table is often composed of either many mezze, or a single large main with sides, all to be shared by diners. The cuisine itself tends to emphasise rich, sour flavours, and copious quantities of local olive oil or samneh with liberal use of tomatoes, eggplants and whatever else is in season. Without fail meals will be accompanied by salad such as fattoush (toasted bread, tomatoes, onions and mint leaves) or tabbouleh, and followed by a dessert that will challenge your future mobility. Strong, black, unfiltered coffee is the invariable and necessary next step to avoid a food coma.

Luckily, though, the main meal of the day is a late lunch, generally after 2pm, which will leave you ready to continue exploring after a short siesta.

Vegetarians

Though the increased availability of cheap meat and chicken means that many previously vegetarian dishes now have some added protein, breakfasts remain a largely vegetarian affair. A classic spread usually includes falafel, hummus, eggs, fuul (fava bean paste), zaatar (a wild thyme and oregano mixture), makdous (pickled baby eggplants stuffed with walnuts), labneh (a sour goat-milk cream cheese), and copious amounts of olive oil. Oftentimes there will be sides of pickles and olives. All of these are customarily eaten with pita bread, hopefully freshly baked and accompanied by sweet mint tea.

The Jordanian Table

Though rice is a relatively recent addition to Jordanian cuisine, only available since the 1930s, it is now the basis of the vast majority of dishes where previously bulgur was used. The Jordanian kitchen isn’t complete without rice, tomatoes, yoghurt and bread, with liberal use of cauliflower, eggplants and potatoes. These are usually complemented with the local baharat (a spice mix including cloves, cinnamon and coriander). In the north, pumpkins take over the local palate in autumn.

Many dishes are stews with a tomato base, from bamyeh (a creamy, red, okra stew) to mnazalet batata (baked and refried potatoes with ground meat). These are all invariably followed with unfiltered Arabic coffee, flavoured with cardamom, and usually with seasonal fruits as well.

[image: jpg]

Fattoush salad | Elena Eryomenko/Shutterstock ©

Jameed & Samneh

Critical to the Jordanian diet are samneh and jameed. Samneh is a clarified butter made from the goat or sheep milk, and provides the fat and frying medium for many of Jordan’s richer dishes. It also colours rice yellow and adds a nutty undertone to courses both sweet and savoury. Where a lighter taste is in order, people often use local olive oil.

Jameed is another use of the same milk, dehydrated, salted and rehydrated. It has an unmistakable salty, sour flavour and is the basis of the national dish, mansaf, as well as other local dishes, many from the south where the best jameed is made.


EAT MANSAF LIKE A LOCAL

Mansaf is more than a meal, it is a cultural experience. The dish itself is often served communally to a large group on a large, circular, metal plate. Unlike most other dishes, mansaf is intended to be eaten by hand while standing, and has particular rules.

Firstly, only eat with your right hand, as traditionally the left is used for personal hygiene. It’s considered bad form to encroach on the left or right of your sector of the plate. Additionally, don’t place anything from your mouth back onto the plate. Lastly, mansaf should be formed into a ping-pong ball sized sphere and popped into your mouth using your thumb; this is both to keep saliva away from the plate, and because it’s fun.
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Best Jordanian dishes

MAKLOUBAH

Cauliflower, potatoes, rice and tomatoes cooked in broth and flipped.

MSAKHAN

Caramelised onions, chicken and sumac atop fresh bread.

MANSAF

Rice, lamb and samneh, covered with jameed and nuts.

MASHAWI

Local BBQ, usually heavily spiced chicken and lamb skewers.

SAYADIYYEH

Jordanian paella, best enjoyed in Aqaba.

KUNAFA

Crispy, cheesy dessert, topped with pistachios and simple syrup.

MANAKEESH

A breakfast staple, flatbread with zaatar and/or cheese.

ZARB

Whole lamb or chicken slow-cooked underground.




Local Specialities


Food on the Go

Falafel The perfect choice for a midday energy boost.

Shawarma Simply perfect with few toppings in light shraq bread. The chicken variant comes with garlic aioli, and the meat with tahini and pickles.

Ka’ak Local bread similar to bagels, sprinkled with sesame seeds and used for sandwiches.

Dare to Try

Lsanat Sheep’s tongues. Springy but tender, it’s great in a sandwich, but served in many other ways too.

Thalat Sheep’s spleens, usually served with a sauce, are a heavily underrated food.

Khasawi Sheep’s testicles are ridiculously tender and great with garlic. Don’t think about it and you’ll enjoy them immensely.

Kibdeh Chicken livers, divine with pomegranate molasses and a BBQ staple. A must-try.
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Sweet Treats

Arabian ice cream Stretchy, sweet and mastic flavoured, often covered with pistachios.

Halawet Jibn A cheese-based cold jelly filled with clotted cream, often covered in simple syrup.

White cheese with watermelon A summer staple of sweet watermelon with salty white cheese (a local halloumi variant). Sweet and salty in the best way.

Osmalieh Similar to knafeh, though with a clotted cream filling as opposed to stretchy cheese. Worth a try and often divine.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Sufra A beautiful, chic restaurant on Rainbow St in Amman serving local dishes not on most tourist radars.

Carob House A truly organic farm-to-table in Madaba. You get to tour the farm and the food is fresh and delicious. Not to be missed.

Abu Bakr Jordan isn’t known for fish, but Aqaba’s local dish of sayadiyyeh charcoal-grilled fish on rice with tomato sauce, is definitely worth a try at this local staple.

Zarb at Rum A Bedouin-style slow-cooked lamb is the perfect way to end a day of desert exploration.

Karaki Mansaf Most Jordanians will begrudgingly admit that the best jameed comes from Karak, making it the perfect place to try the national dish.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

The best time to appreciate fresh local produce. Almonds, still green and crisp, are covered in salt and eaten fresh, while young chickpeas, called hamleh, are roasted with salt.
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SUMMER

Summer brings with it fresh figs, watermelons and cantaloupes, usually used as dessert after a binge of mashawi in the heat and sunshine, and occasionally paired with arak.
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AUTUMN

The north shines with their use of pumpkins in the autumn, while the rest of the country hunkers down with a hot bowl of shorbat adas (lentil soup) to prepare for the colder months.
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WINTER

Hearty, hot and slightly overfilling foods are the domain of winter, with makloubeh, msakkhan, and lentil and jameed soup called rashouf arriving at tables across the country. These are often followed with roasted chestnuts.
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Ka’ak, falafel, manakeesh with zaatar and cheese, hummus and other mezze | Framed_by_Rania / 500px/Getty Images ©





THE OUTDOORS

A dream for hikers, scramblers and desert adventurers, Jordan offers massive open landscapes bounded by sheer cliffs and hills that beg to be explored.
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Hiker, Dana Biosphere Reserve | Davi Zapico/Getty Images ©

Jordan’s outdoor scene is remarkably beautiful and varied. Though it’s dominated by the through-trail that spans the entire country, the Jordan Trail, that is far from the only option available. Many forests in the north are great for cycling and exploration, the mountains of Wadi Rum to the south are home to scrambling trails, which allow you to see the desert from a bird’s-eye view, and Aqaba’s Red Sea coral reefs present ample opportunities for snorkelling and diving.

Backwoods Hiking

The presence of the Jordan Trail has only brought to the surface what was already there: Jordan’s immense natural beauty, which is possibly best explored on foot. In fact, many of the sub-trails that make up the main route of the Jordan Trail have been used for longer than living memory by denizens of the villages along the way, and many local hikers have their own secret routes and trails.

This is all helped by a rather relaxed attitude to private property in much of the countryside, especially in the centre and the north, as long as basic respect is maintained. Don’t leave anything behind, take anything away, get too close to dwellings or ruin the ploughed land. If you follow these guidelines, people will simply gesture hello and move on. This puts hikers in the enviable position of being able to explore the olive groves, sand flats and wide-open spaces of Jordan with no fear, and that is exactly what they have done. The hiking scene in Jordan is highly developed, exploratory and accessible, all without losing that particular flair unique to pioneering activities free from commercialisation. Additionally, many of these trails, especially in the north, double as cycling trails!

For more information about the Jordan Trail.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Cycle between (mostly) free Oryx at Shaumari Wildlife Reserve.

Check out the beach at Aqaba for easy fun in the sun, a dip in the sea and some truly fantastic snorkelling.

Find something for everyone at Ajloun Forest Reserve, which offers a quiet retreat for parents and a great opportunity for kids who like exploring.

Be left slack-jawed from the child-friendly museum and a truly staggering number of birds during the migratory season at the Azraq Wetlands Reserve.

Enjoy everything from rolling down sand dunes to hot-air ballooning at Wadi Rum.

Try the Jordanian family experience and chill at Amman’s Roman Theatre and the surrounding Hashemite Plaza.



Ruin Exploration

Jordan has been inhabited for practically the whole of human history, from the dawn of civilisation to today. It should therefore come as no surprise that the country is littered with ruins from every group of people that has passed through the area. These ruins, khirbat in Arabic, are scattered in every part of the country and it is no exceptional thing to find a bit of mosaic or the handle of some ancient bit of pottery anywhere in Jordan. That said, these ruins are often somewhat out of the way and require some strenuous exploration. Additionally, sometimes there’s a lack of information on-site, though that can set your imagination free as you gaze upon the monuments of the past.
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Diving

Aqaba is the only place for snorkelling or diving in the country – but it’s enough. The Red Sea is globally renowned for its exceptional warmth, visibility and vibrancy year-round, and Aqaba is no different. Diving in the Red Sea boasts such wildlife as seahorses, octopuses, sea turtles, manta rays and more. It’s even possible to spot a whale shark, gentle giants known for their friendliness, in the crystal clear waters. This is all to say nothing of the bright orange and red corals of every shape and size, sprouting through the reefs.


More Things to Do

CLIMBING

Climbat is a funky indoor climbing range in Amman that is great for meeting like-minded adventurers and organising trips.

WADI MUJIB PANORAMA

A gorgeous panorama from Mujib Biosphere, overlooking the reserve, Dead Sea and much of central Jordan.

BIRDWATCHING

Particularly beautiful in spring and autumn, the Aqaba Bird Observatory is specifically designated as a haven for migrating birds.

DANA BIOSPHERE RESERVE

One of the country’s most biodiverse areas, with staggeringly beautiful and shockingly different microbiomes.

AL AYOUN TRAIL

A much-loved hiking trail in the north that passes through quaint and beautiful villages near Ajloun.

THE DEAD SEA

The feeling of effortless floating in the extremely salty Dead Sea is impossible to explain but worthwhile to experience.

MA’IN HOT SPRINGS

A local favourite, with waterfalls ranging from quite hot to really hot. Ideal to take a dip in.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Jordan’s best outdoor activities.
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HOW TO… Dive in Aqaba

 

Aqaba is a diver’s dream, with water so warm that it barely requires a wetsuit, excellent visibility most of the time, and exceptionally colourful and diverse sea life. Luckily, the area is serviced by multiple dive centres with many knowledgeable and laid-back dive masters who provide a variety of dives for all skill levels.
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Getting to Aqaba

Aqaba has an international airport, which is serviced by many lost-cost airlines and allows visa-free entry. It’s also serviced by JETT buses, which transport you between the capital and the port town for less than JD10.

Choosing a Centre

Your choice of dive centre can make or break your experience. Good options include the many smaller centres in the Diving Village in Aqaba proper, as well as Sinai Divers in Tala Bay. Always choose based on the quality and maintenance of the equipment and professionalism of the dive masters, not on the price.

Shore Dives Galore

The shore dives in Aqaba are nothing to scoff at, especially those from the compound of Tala Bay, which boasts a largely unspoiled, natural coastline with a reef accessible from the beach. The other compound, Ayla, has a manufactured lagoon and poorer diving conditions. The city proper has decent reefs, which human activity hasn’t been kind to.

Most of the dive sites in Aqaba are spectacular, and having a good time comes down to timing and luck. That said, listen to the dive masters at the centres and follow their advice.

Scuttled Ships and Their Inhabitants

Aqaba has a variety of boat dives, from purposefully sunken wrecks to the beautiful, unintended repurposing of industrial equipment by sea life, all of which are visible and warm year-round. Some of the most well loved are the Japanese Garden, an Art Nouveau–like seating arrangement that has been taken over by corals, and the massive wreck of Cedar Pride, a scuttled 74m freighter.

Aside from the standard fare of angelfish, pipefish, and parrotfish, truly lucky divers may spot eagle rays, sea turtles, and the elusive whale shark, though these tend to frequent more private areas.


DIVE SAFETY

Aqaba provides the services of Prince Hashem Military Hospital, which includes a decompression chamber. Consider that it is a public military hospital in a small city and manage your expectations accordingly. Expect long wait times.

Try not to leave Aqaba within 24 hours of diving as the Desert Highway includes an immediate incline, which can trigger a case of ‘the bends’. If you absolutely must leave, use the Dead Sea Highway instead as the incline is far more gradual.







How to… Tour the Desert Castles

 

The Islamic Desert Castles, mostly Umayyad in make and over 1000 years old each, are scattered throughout the deserts of Jordan. They tend to be out of the way and quite difficult to access as a result, but you’ll be rewarded with a sense of wonder and serenity rare among ancient monuments.
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Plan Ahead

Few of the castles are accessible by any form of public transport, including packaged tours, due to their obscurity. Before touching down, research a basic route (such as the one in the Itineraries chapter) as well as more information on the castles themselves – this should help you determine exactly what you want to see. Particularly notable are Qusayr Amra and Qasr al-Hallabat.

Accessing the Castles

Many of the castles are open and unguarded while some others are more strictly monitored; however, they are all technically supposed to charge an entry fee. You can forget about all of this and just walk in with the Jordan Pass. You will also need a car. Renting a car costs around JD15 to JD25 per day if a local barters on your behalf. Alternatively, hire a personal driver, which will be pricier but easier.

Making the Most of Your Trip

The castles themselves are fun to explore and can leave you with the feeling of an ancient archaeologist or amateur relic hunter. The interior of some castles are decorated with mosaics and frescoes, often of hunting scenes as many of these castles served as hunting lodges for pleasure before the desertification of the area. That said, the doors may be closed. This is no real obstacle to going inside, as long as the guard is on duty. Simply ask for the door to be opened by saying, ‘Momken tiftah il bab?’ This is customarily done in exchange for a tip of no less than JD2 and no more than JD5. If you’d prefer a more detailed or guided experience, negotiate with a tour guide beforehand to come with you and they will deal with getting inside.


EATING & SLEEPING

There are relatively few areas to stay in the Eastern Desert where most of the castles are located. Your best bet is to stay in Amman and make the trek into the desert daily. Additionally there are few options for food this deep into the desert. While there is always the option of Jordanian petrol station cuisine – labneh, bread and hyper-processed beef mortadella – it’s probably best to pack a sandwich. Desert picnics are highly underrated.







TRIP PLANNER

THE JORDAN TRAIL

The Jordan Trail is the country’s premier outdoor attraction, bar none. It’s been named one of the best hiking trails in the world and spans the entire country, from Umm Qais in the north to Aqaba in the south, passing by many, if not all, of the major highlights in Jordan, both hidden and known.
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What is the Jordan Trail?

The Jordan Trail is a 40-day, 675km hike that spans the entire vertical breadth of the country. It is rightfully considered by many to be one of the best ways to get to know Jordan, especially as it passes through a host of towns and villages along the way that offer quaint homestays and good food to hungry hikers. Jordan Trail Association (jordantrail.org), a volunteer body formed shortly after the original mapping of the trail in the 2010s, largely manages waymarking, trail maintenance and the relationship between hikers and the villages.

The Story of the Trail

In the early 2010s, multiple independent projects were working towards a cross-Jordanian trail. Fortunately, the hiking and exploration community in Jordan at the time was tight knit and they combined their efforts. Within just a few years the idea for the Jordan Trail, and the association that maintains it, went from a shared vision into a unified reality. Hikers collaborated with local village communities along the trail who provided many of the routes, whether shepherding trails or historic paths between the villages. It should be no surprise, then, that the first to walk the trail in its entirety were the people who made it. Not the hikers, but two shepherds from Madaba known in Jordan Trail lore as the Mohammads.

Shortly after the whole trail was mapped, the Mohammads decided, apparently on a whim, to set out along the route. The association heard and provided them with some provisions, not knowing how long they’d walk but still reportedly chasing after them on the Umm Qais trail. The next day the Mohammads got up and just started walking, and proceeded to do that for the next 38 days, becoming the first people to hike the complete Jordan Trail. Today, rather unsurprisingly, the Mohammads are volunteers and Jordan Trail guides.
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THE TRAIL THROUGHOUT THE YEAR

•While the Jordan Trail is open year-round, different parts of the trail are best experienced during different seasons.

•The summer, while always popular with travellers, is not necessarily the best time to attempt the through-hike, as the heat and sun can quickly become oppressive and the risk of heat- or sunstroke are high.

•The northern sections of the trail – the Al Ayoun trail; Umm Qais to Ziglab; and Ajloun to Khirbet el-Souq – are often considered to be best experienced during the spring. At this point the heat has yet to ramp up, the perennials are fully in bloom, and the greens of the forests are brighter than seems imaginable. As a bonus, by this point the rains have usually subsided.

•The southern sections, while also beautiful during the spring, are perfect in autumn. Springtime can bring dust storms and the south of the country is largely desert, which makes for a poor combination. Consider hiking Dana to Wadi Malaga, al-Shakriya to Wadi Rum, and al-Karak to Tor al-Taboun in the later months of the year.




TRAIL PRACTICALITIES

Transport

• People rarely hike the entire Jordan Trail at once. Buses are usually available to the major hubs and cities but the minibuses especially are rarely reliable, often running exclusively on prayer and gravity, and even then not on Fridays. Cars are a safer, if pricier, option. Arranging transport with tour operators is the simplest option.

Getting prepared

• Information on the Jordan Trail website about anything other than the trail itself can be somewhat dated or hard to access. Be Adventures (badventure.net), JoNavigators (jonavigators.com) and especially Treks (adventure.treks.jo) can help you book homestays, provide info about the trail and hook you up with guides.

Safety

• Like any outdoor activity of this type the Jordan Trail is not without risk; however, if you decide to hike solo, or decide not to go with a licensed guide, there are private groups who organise hikes along the trail, usually on weekends. Make friends, save money and have a far more memorable experience all in one go.

Payment

• The Jordan Trail is run, maintained and updated using volunteer labour. You do not have to pay anything to walk the vast majority of the trail. However, parts of the full trail go through national parks, Wadi Rum and Petra, to name a few, which have an entry fee. Guides and accommodation are, of course, an additional cost.







TRIP PLANNER

THE MAJOR ISLAMIC HOLIDAYS

Before you make your way to Jordan, it’s good to know the country’s major Islamic holidays and the meanings behind them, especially as 97% of the population is Muslim. This will help you better understand Jordan and also make sure you travel at a time that’s right for you.
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Ramadan

Ramadan is a month-long fast for Muslims during which they refrain from food, water, tobacco products and sexual intercourse every day from dawn to dusk. It’s considered a month rich in holy revelation, when large portions of all the Abrahamic Holy Books, including the Quran, were handed down to their respective prophets across the ages. The tradition of fasting is said to come from a complaint from the poor to the Prophet Muhammad. They protested that the rich gained favour with God as they could donate to charity, while the poor could do nothing. It is said that upon hearing this the Prophet informed the poor of the Divine favour gained by fasting, and the month of Ramadan was proclaimed one in which fasting was obligatory, so that all could understand the plight of poverty slightly more.

Eid al-Fitr

Eid el-Fitr, or Festival of the Breaking of the Fast, commences at the end of Ramadan, when the crescent is sighted after a new moon. The holiday is relatively simple. It doesn’t correspond to a specific religious instance, or have some larger meaning, rather it provides some merriment at the close of Ramadan with families having large meals together, often at restaurants and traditionally clad in new clothes. The religious aspects include the optional Eid prayer, and a specific prohibition against fasting on the day of Eid.


THE LUNAR CALENDAR

The Islamic holidays follow the Hijri Calendar, not the Gregorian. The Hijri Calendar is an lunar calendar of 12 approximately 30-day months, from new moon to new moon, and a year of 354 or 355 days. The months, and therefore the holidays, advance by nearly 11 days each year, so these holidays take place during different seasons depending on the year. For instance, Ramadan begins around 28 February in 2025, but will likely start around 18 February in 2026. Double-check the dates of these holidays before you book or risk a different type of trip than expected.



Eid al-Adha

Eid al-Adha, or Festival of the Slaughter, is often considered the major Muslim holiday worldwide where Muslims will ritually sponsor, or personally slaughter, sheep, keeping the organs and donating the meat to the poor. This leads to an interesting culinary tradition of offal prepared with finer spices and ingredients. The festival commemorates God’s sparing of Abraham’s sacrifice of his firstborn son Ishmael (Ismail in Arabic), and sending down a ram instead. Eid can be a fun time to visit, but amenities are more limited and many locals are away from home.


TRAVELLING DURING RAMADAN & EID

• Travelling during Ramadan and Eid have unique advantages and disadvantages. On one hand, these holidays have a distinct local flavour and atmosphere that is completely different from the norm. Ramadan has an almost festive feeling for many, given the obligations for good deeds and empathy for the less fortunate, coloured only slightly by mass nicotine withdrawal and hangry headaches, while Eid al-Fitr is simply a relatively short holiday where people are out and about. If travelling during Ramadan, eating in public is considered extremely disrespectful and is, in fact, illegal, though tourists will probably be given the benefit of the doubt.

• Eid al-Adha, meanwhile, is the longest state-mandated holiday in the country and many locals try to connect it to their days off in order to travel, locally or abroad. As a result, cities empty out and, weather permitting, the coastal areas of the country fill up quickly, as do some touristic sites. That said, anywhere operated by the government or the Ministry of Tourism, including virtually all major sites, may be closed or have reduced hours as a result of the holiday. This is important to keep in mind when travelling to Jordan.

• All of this isn’t to say that there’s no value in travelling to the country during the Muslim holidays, but your experience will be very nonstandard and far more difficult to plan for. For more information about travelling during Islamic holidays.







JORDAN

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Amman
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CITY OF STAIRS

A relaxed and under-appreciated capital city, Amman is only now showcasing its complex flavour to travellers.
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The area of Amman as it stands today has been inhabited since at least the 8th millennium BCE. Much can change in 10,000 years, though, and Amman has been abandoned or rebuilt (occasionally both) by any local historical faction you care to name. Since the 1920s, when it was still a village that boasted a strange propensity for marble pillars, Amman has been on the up. Today it’s one of the largest cities in the Middle East, and certainly one of the most undiscovered by tourists.

Amman defies all logical urban planning and exists as a set of neighbourhoods that overlap, sometimes confusingly, to ensure that there’s something interesting everywhere. The centre of the city, the balad or Downtown, is the division between East and West Amman. Above the downtown and outwards to the western countryside runs Zahran St and the eight circles along it that structure the city. Downtown and the nearby Jebel Lweibdeh contain many of the local historical spots of interest, alongside book kiosks, perfumiers and spice shops. From First to Fourth circles runs Jebel Amman, home to many of the city’s laid-back bars and restaurants. Around Fifth and Sixth circles are Abdoun and Swefieh, which host their own share of shopping centres, as well as more upscale spots. After Seventh circle and outwards the city begins to meld into the olive trees of the countryside.

The city itself is inhabited by the cultural mishmash that is the Jordanian people: Arabs, Chechen, Circassians and others, alongside a slowly growing expatriate community of Italians, Americans and British people, plus a sizeable Filipino minority. The Arabs of Amman come from all over the mashriq with the waves of instability in the region leading to successive migrations and a large proportion of Palestinians, Iraqis and Syrians. These unfortunate circumstances have given Amman a great degree of local cultural diversity, with the chance to meet people, learn histories, and sample cuisines from all over the Levant. All of this makes Amman your optimal home base from which to plan your Jordanian adventure.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DOWNTOWN

Historic, stimulating and central.

ABDALI & LWEIBDEH

Diverse and lots to do.

JEBEL AMMAN

Good food and drink.

ABDOUN & SWEFIEH

Shopping and bougie spots.

AMMAN OUTSKIRTS

Outdoor fun and ruins.




Find Your Way

Amman is a large city and larger municipality, spanning some 1600 sq km. Originally built on seven hills, many of these are connected by pedestrian stairs, lending it the nickname, City of Stairs.
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Plan Your Time

A laid-back and scenic city, Amman boasts delicious food, ancient history and a vibrant cafe culture. Approach with an open mind and a fluid schedule, and allow Amman to show you around.
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In a Hurry

• Base yourself in Downtown and head towards the Roman Theatre for a close look at how ruins can still be a lively part of a city. From there head to the Citadel for a view from one of the oldest continuously inhabited placed on the planet. End the day with some shopping in Downtown and a bite at a classic Arabic restaurant such as Hashem or Sara.




Taking it Easy

• From Jebel Amman, much more of the city is accessible. It’s easy to spend a couple of days checking out the evolving art scene in Lweibdeh’s Darat al-Funun or a relaxed night at Swefieh’s Biera microbrewery. For the outdoors-inclined, the outskirts have great hikes, horseback riding and go-karting. Don’t miss the bars and restaurants of Rainbow Street.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

From mid-March to mid-April, spring in Amman, and especially in the outskirts, is short-lived but extremely beautiful.

SUMMER

Lively, full of events, but very hot. Early summer is the best time to be in Amman; mid-July brings the heat waves.

AUTUMN

Cooler than summer but less active. Since most plants are evergreens, sights are largely unchanged.

WINTER

Not a great time to visit as Jordanians are quite intolerant to cold and the weather can be very unpredictable.




Downtown Amman

HISTORIC, STIMULATING AND CENTRAL


Downtown Amman is a smorgasbord of sights, smells and sounds – all of which are stimulating but not always pleasant. The centre for cheap shopping in the city, anything that can be sold can be found here, from souvenirs to used microwaves and live animals. Though often crowded and seemingly slightly run-down, this is the oldest part of Amman and it carries a rich history. Originally farmland next to the Ras al-’Ain spring, the push for urbanisation in the 1920s started here, and it shows through the heritage houses, restaurants, and classic bazaars, which have fallen out of fashion in much of the rest of the Arab world. To boot, the centre of the Downtown holds the millennia-old Roman Theatre, and the peak of it holds the even older Citadel. Look to the skies and you might see the trained flights of sporting pigeons.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Citadel

2Habiba

3Hashem Restaurant

4Roman Theatre

SIGHTS

5Duke’s Diwan

6Grand Husseini Mosque

7Nymphaeum

8Odeon

EATING

9Al Kitkat

(see 2)AlQuds

10Bekdash Ice Cream Downtown

11Jafra Restaurant & Cafe

12Sara Seafood Restaurant

13Slorh Shahba Sweets

14Zorba
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Between noon and 10pm, Downtown is basically one long traffic jam. It is faster and easier to travel on foot, and usually more pleasant in the late afternoon. When crossing the street, it’s best to follow the example set by locals.



Friday Market

A Thrifter’s Paradise

For thrifting don’t miss the Friday Market, a busy flea market that runs from Thursday night to Friday afternoon every week. It is always filled with clothes, smells of various types and the occasional shouts of a reverse bidding war where two stalls in earshot of each other will keep lowering their prices to compete. It is rare that anything reaches the double-digits in price, but it would be good practice to bring along an Arabic speaker to be sure. Cash only.

Habiba

The best kunafeh in town

Legendary hole-in-the-wall Habiba has been selling exactly one item for more than 70 years: kunafeh. For the uninitiated, kunafeh is a Levantine dessert of a stretchy gooey mild cheese base topped with sweet, crispy fried pastry, pistachios and syrup. Kunafeh is one of those foods that when made badly is an affront to nature, and when made well makes life much more pleasant. Habiba, which always has a very long line, makes the best kunafeh in Amman. It is a must-try.

Hashem Restaurant

A Breakfast Staple in Downtown

Hashem has provided classic Arabic breakfasts for locals, travellers, kings, presidents and celebrities for more than 65 years, and it does not seem like they will be changing that soon. Renowned for their hummus, fuul (fava bean paste) and falafel, most of their menu is vegetarian and all of their food is good and cheap, if sometimes oily. The open-air seating area has the aesthetic of an Orientalist bathhouse, with shining black and white tiles lining the floors and walls. It’s open 24 hours for some reason, but all-day and all-night breakfasts are no cause for complaint. Avoid the bathrooms; they are hidden for a reason.

The Roman Theatre

A Roman relic

Much of Amman is built on a succession of older cities, which themselves are built on even older cities. The mishmash of ruins at the Citadel is some evidence of this, but is not quite as striking as the Roman Theatre and surrounding Hashemite Plaza in the centre of Amman. This 6000-seat Roman theatre was likely building in the 2nd century during the reign of Antoninus Pius (138–61 CE). Flanking the theatre and around the Hashemite Plaza, which itself is dotted with eroded Roman ruins and columns, is another 500-seat Roman Odeon, built around the same time. Additionally, close by are the remains of a bathhouse called the Nymphaeum.

The plaza and theatres are still in use today, with the former full of children playing football while their parents laze on public benches, and the theatres are often used for concerts, which you should attend if the opportunity presents itself. There’s a visual conflict that accompanies watching these modern bands backed only by the night sky and an ancient theatre. The close and random friendliness of the crowd, blending the old and the new, is a true Jordanian experience.
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ALQUDS RESTAURANT

For those who like salads, AlQuds has tabbouleh. For those who like breakfasts, AlQuds has hummus. But for those who like food comas, AlQuds is known for mansaf (chicken or lamb over rice with a thick, meaty broth). Having been raised on this dish, most Jordanians don’t realise how pungent or strongly flavoured it is, but it is perfect for those who like sour, rich food. AlQuds is extremely authentic, which means it looks like a cafeteria and is tasty, filling and cheap. Sometimes, the service is subpar, but the food never is.



Staying in Amman

Nomads Hotel: Cute hostel off Rainbow St with beds and a roof terrace. Relaxed and perfectly located with most attractions within walking distance. $

Battuta Hostel: Lively hostel in Jebel Amman with beds, a cheap and filling breakfast, and most importantly privacy curtains. $

Al Qasr Metropole Hotel: Lovely Shmeisani hotel boasting a great bar and restaurant. In a more residential area, but still centrally located with easy transport. $$

The Amman Citadel

Ruins from across history on a panoramic hill

In true fairy-tale fashion, sat upon the highest hill in the city of seven hills is a small barren plateau littered with relics of all types, ages and sizes known as the Citadel. Fragmented and indistinguishable from the sediment are the Neolithic shards from before 5000 BCE, but massive and awe-inspiring are the ruins of the Roman Temple of Hercules, with its massive archway that has stood since 160 CE. Among the walkways bordered with lavender are statue fragments and the frescoed, blue-domed Umayyad palace, which seems bigger on the inside. Additionally, there’s a garden plaza that houses a small museum with smaller, better preserved artefacts, including Ammonite burial vessels and life-size Roman statues. Around the plaza are even more relics, including the massive marble fingers of a martyred monument. Last, but certainly not least, the view of Amman from the Citadel is simply unparalleled. Entry costs JD3 and tour guides linger outside for a more informative experience. Bring your own refreshments as the on-site cafe is too expensive.

Jordan Museum

A modern museum with lots of show

Walking around the Jordan Museum creates a cognitive dissonance unique to the experience of viewing unimaginably old artefacts within a modern structure. Although the museum’s interior is creative, with different walls and flooring to reflect the periods on display, it pales in comparison to the exhibits. The vaguely creepy Ain Ghazal statues are among the oldest human figurines ever found, more than 9000 years old, and the black room they are kept in only accentuates the ages between us and them. The museum also boasts a few of the famed Dead Sea Scrolls. It’s open 9am to 6pm Wednesday to Monday.


LOCAL WITCH DOCTORS

Characterised by the mounds of colourful spices outside and the long, natural loofas hanging from the ceiling, the spice shops – called attareen in Arabic – are far more than just that. These shops are in fact primarily known for their stocks of local herbal remedies, tapping into the world of traditional medicine with treatments for everything from halitosis to chronic pain, and many Jordanians depend on them for day-to-day minor afflictions and illnesses. Parallel to the remedies, these shops also tend to sell local herbal drinks of the past and under-appreciated local spices that were present in this area before international shipping. Try them out for the 1800s experience.



Downtown Deal Diving

From second to fifth hand

After your explorations of the Citadel, Roman Theatre and maybe a light meal, make sure you visit the shops of Downtown Amman, the local hub for vintage and dubiously new merchandise. It is not an exaggeration to say that Downtown contains virtually any product imaginable manufactured before the turn of the millennium, and exists as something of a call-back to the era of skilled craftspeople and small-scale speciality shops. Of particular note are the souvenir shops, spice shops and perfumers. These are woven into the fabric of the street alongside the cafes, clothiers, and peddlers who sell essential oil diffusers, socks and children’s toys. This is part of what creates the Downtown’s particular aromatic charm.

The various alleyways in the Downtown lead to small, sometimes underground souqs, which usually specialise in used merchandise, often electronics. These are excellent places to thrift around for objects that will be sold at a fraction of their value. In contrast, on the street of the Grand Husseini Mosque, stretching out on both sides, are the souvenir shops that tend to be on the steeper side without good reason, especially for tourists. For merchandise that is new and quite interesting, the gold and silver market is parallel to King Faisal I street and near the Duke’s Diwan; you should be able to find well-priced unique pieces, especially in silver. These are far from the only things present; there are old currency shops, shops that only sell buttons and ancient game console stores. Don’t be shy to ask question, explore or haggle.

Eating in Amman: Desserts

Nafisa: Just off Second Circle, Nafisa has a wide assortment of universally tasty sweets and pastries.

Slorh Shahba Sweets: Downtown Syrian staple known for halawet jiben, a cream-filled, stretchy, chewy treat. Indescribably delicious.

Bekdash Ice Cream: Behind Habiba, this places offers stretchy mastic flavoured Arabic ice cream. Some like it on their kunafeh.



Explore Downtown Amman on Foot
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For a pleasant stroll through the Downtown, start off in Rainbow St. At the very end of Rainbow St there is a public stairwell next to a small planter filled with flowers. Take the stairs down. The change is immediate from the wide cobbled 1 Rainbow Street to the narrow crunch of shops and cars. Go left from the stairs onto al-Kabariti Street and stay on the right side of the road as it splits into Basman street and goes downhill. Here you’ll find 2 Zorba and 3 Sara, as well as the main road of the Downtown. Put Zorba behind you and take the main street to the right in the direction of the book kiosk, named after the ancient Arab philosopher al-Jahidh, nicknamed so for his bug eyes. Arab nicknames can really stick. Stay on the main road to find the 4 Grand Husseini Mosque, one of the first modern mosques in the city, though not very scenic. Put the mosque on your right to find the slew of souvenir shops and eventually the Hashemite Plaza which houses the 5 Roman Theatre. After you’ve had your fill of exploration, retrace your steps to the mosque and take a right to the other side of the road you came from, called al-Reda Street. Go up al-Reda and enjoy the various shops, cafes and restaurants until you arrive at the intersection of al-Mamlaka Restaurant. Put it on your right to grab a bite at 6 Hashem. Alternatively, put it on your left to find the al-Kalha Stairs, shaded and full of street art. Climb them to enter Lweibdeh and find 7 Jadal for Knowledge & Culture, an ideal place to plan your next steps.




Restaurants of the Past Today

Downtown’s classic dining spots

After you’ve gotten your fill of shopping and getting lost, a relaxing, prolonged dinner may be on the cards. There’s a handful of good options, all in close proximity: Al Kitkat and Zorba straddle a narrow uphill, while Sara is in a pedestrian alley across from them. All serve Arab BBQ fare, mezze and seafood, as well as shisha and alcohol. Though today they are largely identical, Zorba is particularly interesting as it used to host underground parties on the roof.

These places all follow the extinct architectural strategy of massive, multi-storey touristic restaurants, but now sit largely empty. Even so, the echoing crooning of classical Arabic music, Neo-Orientalist decor and haze of shisha smoke give them the atmosphere of a bygone era. This, coupled with the superb view these places offer of the Downtown, have an undeniable aesthetic appeal.

A quick word of caution about the food: it is strongly suggested that you do not order yourself, and instead ask your waiter for a recommendation. The rotation of chefs and ingredients wildly affect the food’s quality, which oscillates between fantastic and fatal. If you are in the mood for seafood, arak and a relaxing smoke, try them out. For the optimal experience, go just before sunset.


TAXI ETIQUETTE

You can hail a taxi from the street in Amman, and the drivers are usually friendly, but it’s important to follow a few simple rules of etiquette. Firstly, it’s customary to ask if they’re willing to go to the area in question. Only if you present as male, sit in the front and check that the fare is running; it will usually be a box next to the driver or on the rear-view mirror. If the driver suggests a price before the ride, you are being fleeced. If they offer to take you to a nightclub or house of questionable virtue, reconsider. The minimum charge is JD1. Importantly, avoid PDA. Much of the same applies for rideshare apps.



Shopping in Amman: Books

Sanad Publishers: Hidden next to Jadal, you’ll find a great collection of English and Arabic philosophy.

Kushk al-Thaqafeh: Translated as Kiosk of Culture, this place offers a mostly Arabic catalogue. It’s across from Habiba.

Azbakiet Amman: In Wadi Saqa, named after the Cairene original; they have English and Arabic used books.


PUBLIC TRANSPORT IN AMMAN

Public transport in Amman is unreliable, disorganised and uncomfortable. The city’s white buses provide rides for around 50 piasters with a set destination but no clear stops as riders simply hail the buses and stand next to the door when they are ready to leave. The white cabs called servees are shared and operate similarly, though for a higher cost. The only clean and reliable public transport is the BRT Express bus, which runs from the Jordan Museum to the Jordanian University, passing through Abdoun, Wadi Saqra and the tip of Shmeisani. A card is necessary for travel, which can be purchased at the stations on each end of the route.



Classic Cafe Culture

Witness Downtown’s coffeehouses

Some rare Arab cafes share a timeless quality, with hazy air and the smell of shisha and burnt coffee wafting over the sound of an argument probably initiated by a game of cards. Downtown has a few of these, but they are hidden.

Most Downtown cafes have 1st-floor or rooftop seating, are accessible from a tiny alley and are tourist traps. This is not to say that they are substandard, expensive or predatory, rather that they cater to the perception tourists have of Jordan. If you’d like a midday siesta with the certainty of an English speaker, a refreshing glass of lemon mint and a bite, try out one of these. Their terrace views are usually lovely, the food often edible, and the coffee and fruit cocktails tend to be very pleasant. These places are also good for solo women travellers or those with children. While they are largely interchangeable, Jafra is the best.

For the courageous and curious, there are more authentic, and usually unclean, cafes hidden away in the nooks and crannies of the area. Here you’ll find coffee that could run a car and shisha that could spontaneously combust your lungs. These places are usually conservative in nature, male dominated, and staff rarely speak English or provide much in the way of customer service. They are great fun, though, and make up for their shortcomings with a relaxed and informal atmosphere that will be much easier to break into if you speak some Arabic, are male and do not wear shorts.
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Abdali & Lweibdeh

FUNKY, DIVERSE, WITH LOTS TO DO


Situated between Jebel Amman and Downtown, the massive Abdali area and smaller Jebel Lweibdeh are core parts of the city. Historically, Abdali is considered to be a Muslim area, with the blue-domed King Abdullah I Mosque dominating its landscape, and Lweibdeh as its smaller Christian counterpart. Recently Abdali has been expanding, and the new European-style shopping plaza, the Boulevard, has become another focal point in the area, giving the laid-back neighbourhood a more capitalist, and rather chic, spin. Lweibdeh has gone in the opposite direction by recently emphasising green spaces and opening a host of tiny, locally owned arthouses, hipster cafes and international restaurants, partially to cater to the large expatriate community that has often called this area home. Although apparently diametrically opposed, Lwiebdeh is a neighbourhood on top of a jebel (hill) in Abdali, which goes to show the effortless, fluid diversity of Amman.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Darat al-Funun

2Jasmine House

3Jordan Heritage Restaurant

4Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts

5King Abdullah I Mosque

6Paris Circle

7Rumi

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Beit Sitti

9JoNavigators

SLEEPING

10Bulbul B&B

11La Locanda Boutique Hotel

EATING

12Manara Arts & Culture

13Nuwwar

14Rawan’s Kitchen

15Thalati Restaurant

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16Aristotle Cafe

17Dali

(see 1)Darat al-Funun Cafe

18Jadal for Knowledge & Culture

(see 4)Jungle Fever

19Kepi

(see 11)Maestro

ENTERTAINMENT

20Gilgamesh Art Cafe

SHOPPING

21Azbakiet Amman

22RivaCrystals

(see 18)Sanad Publishers
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It’s easier to get from Abdali to Lweibdeh than the other way around due to the layout of the streets. Start at the King Hussein Mosque, or the Boulevard, then go over to Lweibdeh for the evening, as Abdali tends to slow down at night while Lweibdeh picks up.



Paris Circle

The funkiest public circle in town

Strangely named Paris Square in English on some street signs and maps, Paris Circle is the focal point of Lweibdeh and sits squarely at the peak of the hill on which the neighbourhood is built. Like most of the other circles in Amman, there are benches and places to sit within the circle itself, but unlike most others, Paris Circle hosts random and interesting events, usually during the summer. Without much fanfare or marketing, there have been flea markets, impromptu concerts and book fairs. Additionally, Paris Circle is the ideal starting point for exploration in Lweibdeh.

King Abdullah I Mosque

The beautiful Blue Mosque of Amman

The King Abdullah I Mosque, locally known as the Blue Mosque, isn’t known for being ancient or historically significant – it is simply known for being beautiful. The outer courtyard is entirely built in white stone, with calligraphy in blue mosaics along the edges. The dome is enormous, though it seems even more so from the inside of the mosque, which you can enter outside of prayer times. The visitor’s entrance is to the right of the main gates, which are fittingly right across from the Coptic Patriarchate Church of Amman. The entrance takes you through a gift shop to the ticket office where entry for non-Arabs and non-Muslims is JD2. An abaya covering is provided for uncovered women, as well as some brochures and a Quran in your native language if it’s available, on request. Aside from the vast and awe-inspiring Blue Mosque itself, there are two small Islamic museums on the premises, which showcase Muslim miscellanea. For those interested in Islam, it’s well worth a visit.
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DOS & DON’TS: VISITING MOSQUES

Mosques are places of worship, and should be treated as such, so try to remember these guidelines. Generally, it’s bad form to take photos with flash, pose for photos, or photograph people, especially if they’re praying. Additionally, it’s considered bad manners to pass in front of someone who is mid-prayer as it disrupts their connection with God. Although prayer areas are divided by sex, women must cover their heads on entry regardless of whether or not they are praying. Shorts are also frowned upon. Lastly, always take your shoes off before entering the carpeted area of the mosque. People tend to enjoy talking about their religion, so if you are curious or wary about offending, just ask.



Rumi

The trailblazer cafe of Amman

The undisputed king of the Lweibdeh coffeeshops, Rumi started as a literal hole in the wall with on-street seating next to a post office. Today it is a much larger hole in the wall with significantly more on-street seating. Rumi is special in its unapologetically traditional menu of teas and coffees, including dried flowers and various Arab teas. Also exceptional is the outdoor seating, which makes Rumi an ideal place to bask in the sun and chat with strangers. For a real treat, pass by Fairouz bakery across the street and bring your own cookies. They won’t mind.

Darat al-Funun

Amman’s home of contemporary arts

Straddling a public staircase with lush semi-public gardens and fountains on either side, it is difficult not to feel inspired in Darat al-Funun, translated as House of the Arts. Primarily a contemporary arts centre – though one with a gorgeous cafe and a small enclosed archaeological site – Dart al-Funun showcases everything from classic visual arts to other more experimental projects. Some of these take place in the performance area called ‘The Lab’, a sparsely designed concrete box on the street below, while others are in one of the six restored historical buildings that build up the bulk of the space. The relaxed nature of the centre means that if you manage to catch a talk or performance, the artists will often be happy to stick around and answer questions or chat afterwards. Also, since it’s run by a non-profit, many of the events, talks and shows are by donation. Note that they take an annual vacation for the entire month of August.


BEIT SITTI

Take a right on the stairwell before Luzmilla Hospital to find yourself in a courtyard, flanked on all sides by fig trees, pines and local flowers. Beit Sitti is a heritage house, which now hosts cooking classes. The courses are run by charismatic women who teach in the Arab grandma style – humorously, patiently and without reference to anything so blasphemous as measuring tools. The courses cost JD20 to JD30, and all participants eat together at the end.



Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts

Dedicated to appreciating Arab artists

The Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts (JNGFA) is unlike most national galleries. It has no quota of Old Masters or famous artists, and no audio headsets or migrating tours; it is simply what it is: an unpretentious art gallery showcasing Arab artists, in particular those from Jordan, Egypt and the rest of the Levant. Entry for tourists is JD7 and comes with access to both buildings that make up the gallery, one on each side of a public park, which is also maintained by the JNGFA and is filled with hidden sculptures and installations. While each building has great work inside it, Building 2 also has an arts library and cafe called Jungle Fever on the top floor, which provides a fantastic view of the blue dome of the King Abdullah I Mosque and a few of Lweibdeh’s churches, making it ideal for a midday iced coffee.

If you’re in the mood for something a bit more hands on, within the public park is Wijdan Art Space (instagram.com/wijdanartspace). Also from the JNGFA, it has state-of-the-art facilities and offers pop-up classes in painting, printmaking, sculpture, mosaic, and virtually any other way of creating something pretty and non-edible with your hands. They also occasionally host poetry reading and musical events in the back garden. Information on pop-ups and events is available on their social media and attendance usually costs around JD20 to JD30.

Jordan Heritage Restaurant

A love for tradition

Jordan Heritage is a passion project aimed at locating, recording and maintaining the intangible cultural heritage of Jordan, such as through stories, practices and architecture. Interestingly, they have also taken on a spot in Lweibdeh to showcase the recipes they’ve managed to collect throughout their research, with many dishes that are extremely difficult to find outside of residences and villages. Each item on the menu is not only painstakingly crafted, but mentions the area of Jordan where the dish is from. The restaurant has the Jordanian mark of approval, with many locals dining here, particularly for dishes that are difficult to make at home. The food is extremely rich and filling, and the space is vast, with tables spaced far from one another creating an atmosphere that is both open and private, as is the case for many of the oldest restaurants in the Levant and especially in Syria. Alongside the food, local wine, beer and arak as well as non-alcoholic staples are available.
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Drinking: Cocktails

Fyxx: Swefieh Village’s chic wine bar offers one-of-a-kind infused cocktails and beautiful bites. $$$

Alibi: In Jebel Amman’s Shepherd Hotel, Alibi has delicious food and fantastic cocktails. $$$

Izakaya: Amazing cocktails and unique Japanese-Arab tapas. Accessible by the staircase inside Abdoun’s Little Italy restaurant. $$$

Jasmine House

Where pasta and paintings meet

It’s not easy to find the entrance of Jasmine House, which is nestled among the other greenery-filled heritage houses of Lweibdeh, but it’s strongly recommended that you make the attempt. Art gallery during the day, and possibly the best Italian restaurant in Jordan at night, Jasmine House wears many hats. The outdoor seating is cosy, with white-on-white decor among the greenery and older Italian tunes playing in the background. Alcohol isn’t served, but bottle service (JD10) for your own wine can be provided. Stick to the pasta dishes, and make a booking, as it’s often packed.


WAYFINDING IN AMMAN

Amman’s urban planning is somewhat unhinged, so it’s important to know the difference between official and popular names. For example, Gardens St, a basic component of the city, is not present on any maps since it is officially named Wasfi al-Tal St. The main street that links the eight circles (which all have additional names nobody knows) is known as Zahran St throughout, but it is officially named Al-Kuliyah Al-Elmeyah Al-Islamiya St only from First to Third Circles. There is no clear reason for this. Additionally, you can be rather certain that anywhere named ‘Square’ is, in fact, a circle. Finally, Wadi Saqra is officially named Arar St. To make matters worse, map apps often use the official names, while people do not. Good luck!



Roaming Around Abdali’s Main Road

Abdali’s main stretch

One side of Suleiman Nabusli St hosts drive-in coffee kiosks and fast-food holes-in-the-wall. These are often extremely cheap and decent, but come with all the customary risks of this type of food and drink. On the other side of the street is the enormous and chic compound known simply as The Boulevard, followed by the beautiful King Abdullah I Mosque – both of which are landmarks in Abdali’s landscape. The Boulevard is modelled on the massive semi-open plazas of Dubai. The compound hosts numerous hotels, cafes, restaurants and shops for expensive things. The main draw of the Boulevard itself is an open-air pedestrian-only stretch that weaves in and out of the various underground parking lots and the Abdali Mall. This stretch contains a rather nice public fountain with relaxed outdoor seating. Walking around this area then going to catch a movie at the cinema on the top floor of the Abdali Mall is a pleasant way to spend an evening. Another option is to start your travels in the Boulevard, then after sufficient hobnobbing, check out the mosque between prayers and walk towards the Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts in Lweibdeh; it’s quite close by and there’s signage for it near the visitor’s entrance of the mosque.


Suleiman Nabusli St doesn’t offer a long stretch of attractions as the street quickly winds into King Hussein St, which hosts specialist medical equipment and chemical shops, as well as a smattering of struggling travel agencies and shops.
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Eating in Lweibdeh: Local Places

Nuwwar: Jerusalemite Ka’ak bread with funky accoutrements, ultra cheap, filling and delicious. Street seating only. $

Rawan’s Kitchen: Jordanian home cooking with a changing daily menu. Extremely friendly women working. No indoor smoking. $

Thalati: Only for the brave. Has mezzes but known for their cooked organs. Underrated hangover cure. $$

Lweibdeh’s Art Scene

Lweibdeh’s off-kilter spots

The generally funky nature of Lweibdeh has led to its colonisation by hordes of artists who are establishing some of the most interesting spots in the country. These places are largely informal with no clear aim or pricing, which exist mostly to provide a location for artists to avoid spending money while still meeting people. They tend to have events like tarot-card-reading classes, or flyers on the wall for small-scale film festivals, as well as a total disassociation from capitalist usefulness. Keep in mind that these are not service establishments per se; they are often passion projects and should be approached as such. They are also often great fun.

The best of these spots are Jadal and Gilgamesh Art Cafe. Hidden in an alleyway covered in street art is Gilgamesh Art Cafe (instagram.com/gilgamesh.art.cafe). The opening hours are as arbitrary as the service, but there are classes and events, and an interesting time is virtually guaranteed. Joining a class is a great way to enjoy the secluded outdoor seating and to meet people. It is best to first get in contact with Gilgamesh on social media.

Closer to the Downtown, tucked away behind an unassuming blue door in a stairwell, is Jadal for Knowledge & Culture. It is rare to see Jadal anywhere near full, since they have indoor, garden and rooftop seating. They charge an entrance fee, and a pittance for each hour after that (if they remember), with a drink included every hour. The coffee is good and the lemonade to die for – but neither compare to the atmosphere.


BEST LIVE MUSIC IN AMMAN

Yazan Sarayrah is a live looping solo musician and lead guitarist for the Jordanian alternative rock band Autostrad. Here are his recommendations for the best places to listen to live music in Amman.

The Corner’s Pub

Corner’s has live music every Saturday, but on the first Saturday of each month they have an open mic, which is freeform and lots of fun to participate in.

Maestro

Maestro has live music every Monday. It’s often the same people playing but they have really interesting and diverse mixes.

Cellar and C.LING Rooftop

If you feel like listening to some really cool electronic music, try Cellar. On the roof of the same building C.LING Rooftop is more pop-oriented with occasional live bands.



Shopping: Skincare Products

Trinitae: This place off Rainbow St smells awesome, with great, often large, soaps made in-house.

RivaCrystals: A great collection of crystals alongside (and occasionally in) natural soaps. In Lweibdeh.

Sharmiran: For packaged beauty products, nowhere compares to Wadi Saqra’s Sharmiran, in coverage and prices.

Lweibdeh’s New Cafe Culture

Wide and wonderful

In stark contrast to the beige-on-brown Downtown cafes, populated by families, shisha smokers and shisha-smoking families, are the newer Lweibdeh cafes. Painted in garish colours, usually with outdoor or on-street seating, these cafes cater to artist hopefuls, expats and students. Though not stereotypically Jordanian in appearance, these cafes are Arab to the core, evident through their musical choices and experimental aesthetics. They are also often modelled on Rumi as it was the first of them.

Just off the centre of Lweibdeh, but still near the hustle and bustle, is Aristotle Cafe, a rather standard, if still funky, cafe. Although their coffee is terrible, the quirky decor is a draw. See if you can spot the framed photograph of Robert De Niro. Around Paris Square and on a downhill off it, Dali is the closest Amman has to a Western arthouse cafe, serving coffee, shisha and great drinks in a minimalist open-air location. Dali is lots of fun and offers all-day half-prices on Wednesdays. Pricey but worthwhile is Manara Arts & Culture. The swanky, modern cafe offers experimental, fancy coffees, and boasts a great view from the balcony. During the Swedish Royal Family’s visit to Jordan, it’s rumoured that Manara was their haunt, which surprised absolutely nobody. Parallel to these are more classically Arab joints that offer backgammon and playing cards, such as Kepi, which has a huge and creepy painting of an old man. In Lweibdeh, there truly is a cafe for everybody – you just have to explore long enough to find yours.
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Jebel Amman

STAPLE, GOOD FOOD AND DRINK


Once the seat of old money in the city as well as the first royal palace, Jebel Amman is a huge area spanning from Fifth Circle all the way to the start of the Downtown. The neighbourhood varies wildly, with areas where old money still reigns supreme, to de-gentrified spots around Second Circle. The division point in the neighbourhood is at Third Circle, with Fourth and Fifth being largely residential, and First and Second having far more restaurants, cafes and bars. At the tip of Jebel Amman is Rainbow St, a spot that defies the constantly moving trends of Amman and continues to be current by pure stubborn-headedness in attracting interesting people and spots. Jebel Amman, and especially the first three circles, is also an excellent showcase of the changing architectural styles of Amman, from the establishment of the city to this day – keep an eye out.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Friday Market

2Jordan Museum

3Mar Yousef’s Pizza

4Rainbow Art House Theater

5Shams El Balad

6Souk Jara

7Wild Jordan Center

SIGHTS

8Rainbow Street

SLEEPING

9Battuta Hostel

10Nomads Hotel

(see 7)Wild Jordan

EATING

11AlQuds Falafel

12Fakhreldin Restaurant

13Nafisa

14Shawerma Reem

15Sufra

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16After Eight

17Alibi

(see 16)Amigo Pub

18Books@Cafe

19Buffalo Wings & Rings

(see 20)C.LING Rooftop

20Cellar

21La Calle

(see 15)Salam Kanaan Gallery

22The Corner’s Pub

SHOPPING

23Trinitae
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While some spots in Jebel Amman are popular year-round, Rainbow St in particular is sedate during the winter months, partially due to the on-street or open seating preferred by most of the interesting locations here. If you’re visiting in winter or early spring, focus your explorations elsewhere.



Mar Yousef’s Pizza

Pizza with soul

Just off First Circle is an anomaly among churches: one that contains a pizzeria. As part of a training and employment program for Christian Iraqi refugees, Father Mario Cornioli, an Italian priest stationed in the Jebel Amman parish, has taken the initiative to teach participants Italian cooking to help them find work here and elsewhere. Pleasantly, Mar Yousef is not only humanitarian, it is also quite good, with fresh mozzarella and gelato on offer alongside the pizzas, all for reasonable prices.

Wild Jordan Center

A chill cafe with more than meets the eye

Below the hustle of Rainbow St is the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature’s attempt at profitability: Wild Jordan, a combination gift shop, cafe and booking centre. The booking centre, open until 4pm, can help plan a tailored trip to Jordan’s protected areas. They also provide accommodation and meals, but, crucially, not transport. Ask about experiential tourism for something different. The modern, casual cafe downstairs serves good food, beer and wine off menu, and breathable air (there’s a ban on indoor smoking). At sunset the view from the terrace is stunning.

Shams al-Balad

Somewhere beyond relaxed

Off Rainbow St and on the cusp of the Downtown is Shams El Balad, an entirely outdoor cafe and bar that hosts weekly or bi-weekly events, ranging from talks on the Palestinian Territories to mixology. Not many places in Amman can match Shams’ relaxed atmosphere, punctuated by calming jazz music and a rustic garden aesthetic. This is unsurprising given its huge secluded courtyard, with dried flowers hanging from the ceiling and your choice of couches or standard chairs. Although the service can be a little inattentive due to the online ordering, this is made up for by the atmosphere and the mezze, which are fantastic. Try the kubbeh alongside an afternoon refreshment for a nice way to round out the day.

Souk Jara

Rainbow St’s summertime tradition

Every summer, from around the start of June to the end of August, the Jabal Amman Restaurant Association (JARA) blocks off a few streets to organise Souk Jara, an open-air souq that takes place every Friday off Rainbow St from 10am to 10pm. Stalls sell handmade goods, ranging from embroidery to pickles, ands there’s the sound of gentle haggling and an ever-present feeling of friendliness – everybody under the colourful cloth canopies of red and yellow seems happy to be there. While part of the market is covered, much of it isn’t, which means that the activity picks up around sunset, by which time the area is well and truly packed. For a more relaxed experience go during the afternoon and take your time browsing the clothes, antiques and art pieces. For night owls who don’t mind overstimulation, see how the street lamps reflect off of the cloth coverings, stalls and masses of people. Most of the merchandise is cash only and there’s a festival-style food court at the end.


DOS & DON’TS: DRINKING IN AMMAN

Contrary to popular belief, drinking in Jordan is both legal and largely normal. The local liquor, arak, is anise flavoured, highly alcoholic, and usually mixed with water in a one-third, two-thirds ratio, similar to Greek ouzo. It is particularly refreshing when served over ice and accompanied with a BBQ but be warned of the proverb, ‘Arak is a friend to nobody.’

Due to heavy taxation, the only economical way of drinking in Amman is either by sticking to arak, which remains suspiciously cheap, or by visiting bars during happy hour, which usually go till 7pm-ish and provide up to 50% off drinks and sometimes food.

The legality of alcohol doesn’t extend to public drinking or to obvious public drunkenness, so avoid going overboard.



Rainbow Art House Theater

The cultural mainstay of Rainbow St

Many places in Amman are named after cultural mainstays that have shaped the city; Gardens St, for example, is named after the once famed Garden’s Restaurant while Rainbow St is named after the Rainbow Cinema. While the original closed down long ago, an homage has been rebuilt in the form of the Rainbow Art House Theater, a small cinema and theatre showing Hollywood films and local productions. The events and local film program is far better than the Hollywood flicks on offer, so try to attend the former. Showing times are available on social media.



Rainbow Street’s Open-Air Gallery

[image: jpg]

Amman’s graffiti used to be a means of communication mostly composed of scrawled names, expressions of love and, if urban myth is to be believed, phone numbers of drug dealers masquerading as surveyors (and presumably some very confused surveyors). Since the mid-2010s, however, a veritable street-art scene has developed in Amman with massive murals decorating the sides of buildings as well as loads of tours and research on Amman’s street art. This tour both covers some street art and the Rainbow St area.

Start on Omar Bin-Khattab St with 1 Nu Fifty Two Hotel, across from which is a huge, colourful mural titled Fruitful Future. Continue on the street, taking note of the view on your right and the multiple pieces down the cafe-laden and street-art-rich street until you reach 2 Books@ Cafe. Shortly after, take a right onto the 3 public stairwell next to the graffiti of the lemon creature and the tiger. Take a left onto Othman Bin-Affan St and go uphill to reach the end of Rainbow St. Keep on Othman past 4 Wild Jordan to find a few small pieces by 5 Sardine, who draws many of the robots found in the city; check out the bright blue stairwell on your right, which is full of lemon-heads.

Continue uphill and into Rainbow St, taking a right and passing 6 Sufra. Between two small plazas overlooking the city, take a right downhill to see a few odd pieces, including 7 Graduate Octopus. Walk past 8 Nomads Hotel to arrive at the pet-shop street which contains some pieces hidden in plain sight. Walk uphill and you’ll be at 9 First Circle, an ideal place to grab a refreshment and plan your next steps.




Taking it Easy Around First Circle

A fun night out

Around First Circle and Rainbow St is one of few areas in the city dedicated to entertainment, and certainly the largest. As well as the restaurants, art galleries and the Rainbow Theater, there is a host of shisha cafes and bars to while away the evening hours under the inconsistently spread-out fairy lights. On the uphill next to First Circle is a trio of bars, the first of which – Amigo Pub – is an average dive bar with a pool table, while the second, After Eight, is a dimly lit pub with no windows and a smoky wooden interior. The latter is great for conversation and a drink. On First Circle itself is Buffalo Wings & Rings, a sports bar in all but name. It serves cheap booze and great wings to awful music.

Down into Rainbow St you’ll find a stretch of shisha cafes. The first few are neon-lit monstrosities – interesting to look at but it’s better to skip these. Slightly further down the road, Salam Kanaan Gallery is a far better choice. It has comfortable couches, a piano that guests are welcome to play and the aesthetic of an Arab grandparent’s house. Continue downhill to find La Calle, which has good food and drinks, and hosts fun parties on Tuesdays that get packed. The dancing and mingling get more intense as you ascend the three floors. Last but not least is Books@ Cafe, a fusion bookstore, cafe and bar that has a laid-back atmosphere and is one of the few relatively LGBT-friendly spots in Amman.
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Staying in Amman

La Locanda Boutique Hotel: Heritage hotel with themed rooms inspired by classic Arab musicians. $$

Wild Jordan: Five studio-style suites are decorated in wood and nature themed. $$

Bulbul B&B: A passion project with spacious, gorgeous studios. Breakfast (JD5) available. $$$


AMMAN’S SEASONAL FRUITS

Among the things that make Amman special are the seasonal fruits available from street stalls and local farms for a short time each year. Spring brings hamleh, sweet and firm unripe chickpeas, usually cooked with saltwater. Early summer brings jerenek, a type of green plum that is crisp and sour at the start of the season, and sweet and tender near the end. Later in the summer there’s sabbar, which is a sweet cactus fruit that should not be handled without gloves. At the same time is fig season, with big, juicy purple or green figs. As autumn rolls in, the cold brings sweet and sour, citrusy pomelos.



Fine Dining in Amman

Sometimes, more is more

For a nice meal that will probably leave your wallet in tears, try one of many the classy spots in Jebel Amman. These are places that prefer reservations and lend themselves to dressing up, but unlike many of their counterparts globally, they boast excellent, unpretentious service. Keep in mind, though, that a full experience at one of these restaurants can come up to JD50 per person and probably much more if alcohol is involved.

For Western food, the French Brasserie La Capitale, located in the Four Seasons, sits far above all others, offering fantastic food in a retro-futuristic setting. The bouillabaisse is ridiculously good, as are the signature cocktails. To keep things less expensive focus on the appetisers.

For more local fine dining, Levant and Fakhreldin near Second Circle and Sufra on Rainbow St are your best bets. They’re a bit cheaper, but that’s not reflected in the food’s quality or the service. Levant offers unique Arab-Armenian fusions alongside more classic dishes, and has beautiful garden seating. Fakhreldin offers Levantine, particularly Lebanese, cuisine in a renovated heritage house and is a local staple. Last but not least, Sufra is the most beautiful restaurant in Amman, with a geometrically tiled indoor area and an outdoor courtyard with soft lighting and a fountain. The food, too, is delicious and unique, from fukharat to local daily dishes. While Sufra can be enjoyed as a small or intimate group, Levant and Fakhreldin are best enjoyed with a large group, over a long time, with arak and shisha.

Great Arabic Food for Cheap

AlQuds Falafel: A staple falafel sandwich shack on Rainbow St with a well-deserved constant line. $

Bab al-Yemen al-Saeed: Traditional, cheap Yemeni fare on Abdullah Ghosheh St. The hearty meat stews are especially delicious. $$

Ammani Restaurant: Good food and generous portions right off Fifth Circle in a cosy vintage setting. $$




Abdoun & Swefieh

SHOPPING AND BOUGIE SPOTS


The dividing line between Abdoun and Swefieh is unclear even to locals – but there are relatively few similarities between them. Abdoun is situated on a hill which, according to oral history, was once populated by monkeys alongside a small village. The urbanisation of the 1980s forced out the original villagers and replaced them with bourgeois villas. Although largely residential, Abdoun also hosts a smattering of higher end restaurants, pubs and ice-cream parlours.

Nearby Swefieh, on the other hand, is Amman’s shopping district, characterised by narrow streets, hideous grey buildings and speciality shops. It’s packed with potential and has hidden gems of all kinds. It is particularly notable for its very hidden, very authentic international restaurants and supermarkets. Swefieh is unique in that it routinely goes in and out of fashion, with specific spots or shopping districts within it going from current to passé in the blink of an eye.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Biera

2Tipsy Cow

SIGHTS

3Abdoun Ruins

4Wakalat Street

EATING

5Al-Usrah

6Foron Rex

7Four Winters

8Izakaya

9Khashoka

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

(see 1)Al-Ameed Coffee

SHOPPING

10Galleria Mall

11Swefieh Village
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Swefieh is a nightmare to drive in, or to, during the daytime hours when it’s most active and there’s an omnipresent traffic jam along with a lack of parking. Abdoun has the opposite issue, and is relaxed before 5pm, but difficult to enter later, until late at night. Plan accordingly.



Tipsy Cow

Drinking and classic rock

In Abdoun, down a long staircase and hidden just barely away from the bright lights and bustle of the main road, is the Tipsy Cow which focuses on a simple trinity of drinks, hamburgers and classic rock. The place is almost exclusively decorated with murals of cows. While the choice of decor is odd, the hamburgers are great, the music is better, and the cocktails almost justify their cost. If you want to chill out with some classic rock, a good burger and a nice beer, you can’t do much better.

Biera

The best and only microbrewery in town

Look for the sign above the open doorway between al-Ameed Coffee and a parking lot. Go into the alley and up to the 4th floor of an apartment building to find Amman’s only microbrewery and one of the most suave-looking bars in the city: Biera. During the winter a wall of warm, hoppy air greets you as the heat from the brewery warms the cosy interior. During the summertime there’s outdoor rooftop seating that boasts a cool breeze and excellent views. The beers are all made in-house and served in massive mugs, with the debatably pleasant fact that the alcoholic content of their beers seems greater than advertised, and depending on the batch, putting down two beers can really wipe you out. Luckily, the food is well-made standard pub fare of greasy burgers, so eat heartily and drink merrily. Swefieh is not particularly attractive in the daytime, but a visit at night shows off Amman’s streetlights and accentuates Biera’s soft lighting and cosy atmosphere.

Fun Icy Flavours

Ice-cream break

There’s nothing quite like a cold ice-cream during a hot day, and Four Winters certainly has the coldest and freshest ice cream in town. This is no surprise as the ice cream is made in small batches at all hours of the day using liquid nitrogen. The super-cooling, small-batch method means that they have the chance to experiment with flavours, and they do not shy away from that. From offering oddities like pretzels and peanut-butter flavour, to more standard flavours like strawberry cheesecake, their ice cream is as delicious as it is difficult to resist.

Abdoun Ruins

The markings of a long-lost age

There is a Byzantine-era olive press in Abdoun located between a Starbucks and an office complex that is continually being built, rebuilt or renovated. The press is not much to speak of – it is poorly maintained, quite small and only accessible by jumping through the office’s parking lot and a copse of pine trees. However, it’s hard to imagine Abdoun having enough olive trees to warrant a press decorated with carvings of lions and crosses, and even harder to imagine the way Amman must have been at the time, which makes it worth seeing.

The Abdoun olive press is one of tens, if not hundreds, of tiny ruins throughout the city that are curiously located and freely accessible. Nearby, on Irbid St there’s a rujm, a local term for a stone structure built for an unknown reason, and yet another in Jebel Amman called Rujm al-Malfouf, or the ‘wrapped mysterious stone structure’. If you have the time, some exploration may lead you to more questions than answers, but certainly more appreciation for Amman.


BEST SHAWARMA IN AMMAN

Shawerma Reem: This staple shawarma shack on Second Circle has a well-deserved reputation for having the best meat shawarma in the country. $

Zayouna Restaurant: Greasy chicken shawarma that’s hearty and minimalistic. Crispy toasted shraq, a kick of garlic aioli and short glimpse of heaven from Rabea. $

Farouj Zaman: Sweet, sour and slightly spicy, Farouj’s Syrian-style shawarma in Shmeisani is lighter on the tongue, but no less devastating to your future mobility. $

Shawerma Aldaya’a: Undoubtedly the cleanest shawarma place in town, and the one with your best chances for avoiding a post-meal nap. It has many branches all over the city. $

Shawerma 3a Saj: Known for taking risks with their shawarmas! They make shawarma in saj, a local bread similar to shraq but with subtle differences in flavour. $



Amman’s Newer Shopping District

Spices, coffee and clothes

While the Downtown tends to specialise in used and vintage goods of all kinds, Swefieh is the place to go for newer products, often at suspiciously low prices. Similar to the Downtown, a whole slew of speciality shops dot Swefieh’s rather grim, narrow streets. There are a variety of locations, each of which specialises in something. For larger shopping centres, Galleria Mall and Swefieh Village are the go-tos; the former is a large, air-conditioned and worryingly empty mall, while the latter is an open-air shopping and restaurant space modelled on a modern plaza.

Neither compare too well to the raw sensory overload of Swefieh proper, which has everything from outlet malls for factory-rejected clothing, to modern video-game shops, to places that exclusively sell hair-ties and accessories. These are all fun to visit and window-shop in, but Swefieh is also known for foodstuffs, especially spices and coffee. These spice shops are not as authentic as those Downtown, though the coffee sellers provide unique Arabic coffee infused with spices in blends that are hard to find anywhere else. The best of these is Al-Ameed Coffee, which is hard to miss as merely walking past it slaps you with the powerful smell of roasted coffee, cardamom and other flavouring spices. These are coffee emporiums with different types, strengths and spice mixes lining the walls, and present a convincing look into paradise for caffeine addicts. As with everywhere else in Amman, walk around and you will surely find something.


Wakalat Street

An intriguing ghost street

Once the only pedestrian street in Amman, filled with life and activity, Wakalat St is today a landmark of a bygone era. In an effort to keep up with newer trendy locations, a cobbled road was introduced for cars. This had the opposite of the intended effect, and people moved away from Wakalat, making it something of a ghost town. Shuttered stores line the wide plaza and few people walk within it, though that in itself is a compelling sight to see. Luckily, Wakalat is centrally located, and is therefore an ideal starting point for your explorations of Swefieh.
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Eating in Abdoun & Swefieh: Breakfast

Al-Usra: In Abdoun, al-Usra offers delicious hummus, fuul and falafel in an extremely casual setting. $

Khashoka: Great breakfasts in an air-conditioned cave-style restaurant in Abdoun. Accessible by a hidden staircase. $

Foron Rex: Swefieh’s European baked goods and sandwich breakfast stop; the cured meats are intensely good. $$




Amman Outskirts

OUTDOOR FUN AND RUINS


Amman is a large and densely populated city, but as the city fades into the olive groves, oak trees and deserts of the countryside many avenues for fun and outdoor activities begin to show themselves. Whether that might be in the neighbouring Christian town of Fuheis, or in sparse, dry, Marj al-Hamam, the open rolling hills of the municipality have much to offer and even more to visually appreciate, especially on a long drive. Much of what is on offer comes in the form of freeform hikes and bike rides, but there are also places for horseback riding and rock-climbing.

These areas, especially the greener ones, are under constant threat of urbanisation as people flee dense, traffic-jammed Amman for a quieter atmosphere, and in doing so endanger that very solace that they came for. As a traveller, enjoy these spaces while you can, for they may not be long lived.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Arabian Horse Riding Club

2Blu Tactical

3Cave of the Seven Sleepers

4Iraq al-Amir

5Qasr al-Mushatta

6Speed Center

SIGHTS

7Martyrs’ Memorial Museum

8Royal Automobile Museum

9Scandinavian Forest

10Wasfi al-Tal Forest

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11B Adventure

12Climbat

SLEEPING

13Al Qasr Metropole Hotel

EATING

14Bab al-Yemen al-Saeed

15Farouj Zaman

16Logmeh al AlKanoun

17Watar Ziryab

18Zayouna Restaurant

19Zuwwadeh Restaurant

SHOPPING

20Sharmiran

21Treks Outdoor Sports
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While some of these places are accessible by other transit options, there’s no better way to explore the outskirts of the city than solo with a rented car. There are often fruit stalls on the way for fresh local produce, which varies by season – stopping for a bite is strongly recommended, but preferably washed first.



Arabian Horse Riding Club

For horse-riding enthusiasts

A family-friendly spot off Airport Rd, the Arabian Horse Riding Club is primarily a rental stable, though there are occasional horse-riding shows, short rides at variable prices (depending on experience, horse and duration) as well as lessons. It also has a pleasant shaded outdoor cafe overlooking the ring, which is an ideal spot to relax, have a refreshment and watch the shows. It is open from 9am to 9pm, but the rental offices close on Wednesdays.

Speed Center

Heaven for speed demons

On summer nights especially, Speed Center on the Airport Rd is an interesting place to be. The lines for the go-kart rentals are out the door and there is only one place to sit, a cafe that overlooks the racecourse from above. They offer karts of 9, 13, and 22 horsepower starting from JD15 for 10 minutes. Additionally, they have a zipline above the course just to increase the general high-octane atmosphere. That said, during the daytime it is almost empty. They open from 9am to 10pm.

Blu Tactical

Fun with pain-t

Blu Tactical is an excellent spot for a larger outing with a lot of people who wish to commit very mild violence on each other. A combination paintball, laser-tag and football arena, Blu, Red and Green Tactical are different parts of the same compound, which is an all-in-one recreation centre for aggressive team sports. The place is only open by reservation, and at a cost of JD15 per person for a group of around 10 people. The paintball and laser-tag arenas are actually quite well kept and dynamic, with a wasteland aesthetic complete with burned out and upturned cars and semi-destroyed buildings. For fun, see if you can spot the graffiti of a pharaoh in a Guy Fawkes mask.


Iraq al-Amir

Natural beauty, a small town, and ancient ruins

Following a drive through the rolling hills between Amman and Balqa – where olive groves stretch as far as the eye can see, slowly fading into the beige desert against the bright blue horizon – is the downhill stretch of road that leads into the small town of Iraq al-Amir. As you go lower in elevation and through the town, the scenery and vegetation become lusher, culminating in the bright greens of grapevines and fig trees near the base of the valley. Here you will find Qasr al-Abed, a large white stone palace constructed in the 2nd century BCE. The palace is stunning, with a line of life-sized carved lions around the long collapsed roof. The interior of the palace can be entered and some exploration is always fun, but most of the draws of the area are outside. Littered on the ground, as if they were worthless, are countless gigantic carved slabs from the same era which haven’t been reconstructed. It is free to enter and awe inspiring both due to the palace and the extreme natural beauty that surrounds it.

As you leave, support the local community by checking out the Iraq al-Amir Women’s Cooperative, a locally run and managed resto-cafe that sells handmade pottery and paper products.


GETTING HURT & HOSPITALS

In case the worst happens, it is best to know how to approach hospitals in Jordan. Most importantly, do not under any circumstances visit a public hospital or Philadelphia Hospital. The particulars of the situation do not matter, as these places may bring you out worse than you came in. Abdali Hospital and the hospitals near Third Circle are by far the best, but even they have instances of occasionally pushing for unnecessary procedures. Although their actual medical work is of high quality, try to get a second opinion for any major procedure and, if possible, bring someone with you to the hospital.



Cave of the Seven Sleepers

A religious monument

An ancient Muslim and Christian religious tale says that during the reign of a pagan Roman Emperor, some number of devout Christians, often asserted to be seven and their dog, fled to a nearby cave to consider their next steps. While they slept, God, in an act of mercy knowing they would be persecuted on their return, had them sleep for 300 years instead of one night, with the dog asleep on watch outside. Once they awoke, they returned to the town to buy food to find it changed and converted to Christianity and the townspeople marvelled at these strangers who spoke some antique dialect and used very old coins. Upon discovering their salvation, the Seven Sleepers (and the dog) died happy. There is a site in the east of Amman that is allegedly the cave itself, decorated in carved frescoes, surrounded by the ruins of some holy structure. The site is free to enter; uncovered women will be given an abaya at the door.


MORE DESERT CASTLES

For more Umayyad Desert Castles check out here and here. Many of these hidden wonders are tucked away near Azraq and in the Eastern Desert.



Umayyad Desert Castles

Many mysterious desert ruins

The Umayyads apparently found Jordan pleasant enough to build a large number of hunting lodges and palaces throughout the country. These are scattered all over, and many do not even look like ruins on first sight, with their dark brown bricks and arch-heavy architecture making them look almost like storehouses from the outside, though the inside is usually stunning. Qasr al-Mushatta, on the Airport Rd, is the exception and opposite. Known for its beautiful facade, partially appropriated by the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, it was never completed and is barren inside. It’s free to enter and worth a visit.
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Qasr al-Mushatta interior | Christopher Sprake/Shutterstock ©


BEST MUSEUMS WITH A TWIST

Royal Automobile Museum: Inside al-Hussein Parks is a treat for auto enthusiasts. The exhibit is taken from the late King Hussein’s personal collection. It costs JD5 to view.

Duke’s Diwan: Free to enter in the Downtown, this renovated 1930s house is meant to be sat in and experienced. It’s intriguing and a good place to regroup while exploring.

Martyrs’ Memorial Museum: Bring ID to see this melancholic military museum. The outer park is huge and quite beautiful, with wide open spaces that contain early modern military equipment. The inside is filled with errata from the history of the Great Arab Revolt, and the history of the monarchy. It’s free to enter in the Sports City.



How to Get Outdoors

Amman’s outdoor scene

Jordan has a well-developed outdoor-sports scene, with a focus on hiking, camping and bouldering. It also has a growing scene for cycling and rock-climbing. These are all accessible and there are many excellent places to meet like-minded adventurers. For bike trips Cycling Jordan offers rides all over the country with bike rentals from JD20. They’ll charge more if food, accommodation or transportation is necessary, but can provide all of these.

Hiking tours across Jordan and the neighbouring countries can be booked from B Adventure, Treks and JoNavigators. These companies all offer registered guides, transport from an Amman-based meeting point and oftentimes a meal. The differences between them are largely in the clientele they cater to. Prices tend to start from JD35. Get in touch by phone or WhatsApp for the best rates and options, and find the best fit for you.

For more a self-contained option and an interesting atmosphere try Climbat in Marj al-Hamam. With a set of indoor climbing walls of various difficulties, and a day pass with equipment rental for JD17, Climbat is the best and only option for meeting other rock-climbers. Some meet there to organise outings to the lesser known local climbing spots in the country, though this tends to be informal and at your own risk.

Eating in the Countryside

Logmeh al AlKanoun: A great Lebanese spot in Fuheis with a fantastic view and better kubbeh nayyeh. $$

Watar Ziryab: A long-standing Arabic restaurant with a great atmosphere and cosy decor in Fuheis. $$$

Zuwwadeh: A massive restaurant specialising in meats, raw and cooked, overlooking the countryside just before Fuheis. $$$

Amman’s Forests

A stroll in nature

Around Amman there are a couple of forests filled with tall, skinny pine trees that are great for a solo hike or stroll. The two forests of note are Wasfi al-Tal Forest, named after the assassinated former prime minister and poet of note Wasfi al-Tal, and the Scandinavian Forest, named so because the planting of the forest was a joint effort between Jordanians and Norwegians.

Midway between Amman and Jerash, Wasfi al-Tal Forest was the location of the final battle of the brief civil war of 1970 known as Black September between the Jordanian armed forces and Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organisation. It also has a zoo, which should be avoided. As you walk through the forest, the smell of pine wafting through the air as the needles and pine cones crunch softly below your feet make the experience a rather nice one, especially outside of the summer when it’s a bit colder.

The Scandinavian Forest is less storied, but it is denser and more beautiful, with a greater variety of trees and usually less litter. Between the pines there’s also oak and occasionally fig trees, owing to the more forgiving climate of the area.

If you’re aching for some movement, try these two locations. Crucially, avoid going on Fridays or Saturdays as these parks can become packed and very quickly full of litter, which can spoil the mood.


WHY I LOVE AMMAN
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Sanad Tabbaa, Lonely Planet writer

I was raised in Amman for the first 17 years of my life and recently came back to it, to find that everything stays but it still changes. Over the past 20 years it has gone from a small, tight-knit city with little to do, to the largest city in the Arab Levant. Even as things change, there’s a spark that continues to draw me back here. Between the really confusing taste, rampant friendliness and hospitality, and occasional extreme bluntness and directness of the people, combined with the architecture that’s so ugly it’s gorgeous, Amman is a conundrum to me – one that keeps growing and shifting around a mysterious, chaotic and beautiful core.



Where to Get Outdoor Gear

Treks: Located on Mecca St with a wide variety of gear, Treks is the climbers’ go-to.

Cycling Jordan: Just off Mecca St is the shop local cyclists trust. They also repair bikes.

Decathlon: In City Mall, this global chain provides a wide variety of well-priced items.





Jerash & the Jordan Valley
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VERDANT HILLS AND ROMAN RUINS

Ancient olive groves, idyllic villages and immaculate ruins dot the landscape north of the capital city.
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Nymphaeum, Jerash | Peter Unger/Getty Images ©

Travellers on whirlwind tours through Petra and Wadi Rum often skip over northwest Jordan entirely. However, this area is both a delight and a surprise for those who take the time to get lost among its ruins, forests and valleys. Scenic drives link the major sites, and the greenery is a nice reprieve from the mostly barren vistas further south.

Farmers set up shop along the highway just outside Amman, allowing visitors to catch a glimpse of what’s in season on their way into the countryside. In Jerash, you’ll find some of the most well-preserved Roman ruins in the world, with colonnaded streets, theatres and temples still largely intact. In neighbouring Ajloun, hikers can try to catch a glimpse of endangered roe deer before heading to Dibeen Forest Reserve to walk among towering Aleppo pine and oak. Community-led initiatives and homestays in the villages and along many of the trails have made it easier for visitors to connect with locals and enjoy a couple of sleepy days in the countryside.

Further north, Irbid, Jordan’s third-largest city, bustles with students passing by its old market and shifting in and out of cafes, making for a nice contrast to the countryside further east, where the Decapolis city of Umm Qais, with its stunning vistas, has garnered international attention in recent years. Salt, just outside of Amman, has also seen somewhat of a resurgence since its intricate Ottoman-era homes earned it a place on the UNESCO World Heritage List. New locally owned hotels and a flourishing cafe culture make it difficult to leave and head back to nearby Amman.
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Stone relief, Umm Qais | Stefano Ember/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

JERASH

Exquisite Roman ruins.

AJLOUN

Islamic castle and dense forests.

UMM QAIS & THE JORDAN VALLEY

Decapolis city and vast countryside.

SALT

Architectural splendor.




Find Your Way

Northwest Jordan – or ‘Gilead,’ as you may sometimes hear it referred to – is littered with natural springs, olive groves and winding country roads that all deserve a drive.
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Plan Your Time

Getting a bit lost is encouraged here. Don’t hesitate to turn onto some of the backroads, meandering your way through charming villages and sweeping hillside panoramas on your way to large attractions.
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Dibeen Forest Reserve | Nick Fraser/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Pressed for Time

•Make for Salt in the morning. Start with a drink at one of the city’s charming cafes before setting off to tour Beit Abu Jaber. From here, make your way to one of the forests in Ajloun or Dibeen for an afternoon hike. If immaculate Roman ruins are more your style, finish the day at a local restaurant after touring the expansive site of Jerash.




Five Days to Travel

•Start with a tour of the old city of Jerash. In the afternoon, head over to Dibeen for a hike to the monastery. The next day, climb to Ajloun Castle and have lunch in Beit Khairat Souf. An early hike through the countryside marks the third day. After a filling lunch, take your time reaching Umm Qais. On your last day, take the long way to Salt.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Emerald-green hills and countless wildflowers make for an extraordinary setting and the best time to visit.

SUMMER

The heat here isn’t (quite) as overbearing as in other parts, meaning outdoor activities are still a great choice.

AUTUMN

Harvest season sees farmers and their families take to the orchards to pick olives, figs and pomegranates.

WINTER

The winter months can get chilly, particularly at higher altitudes. Luckily, some of the wadis stay a bit warmer.




Jerash
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Old City Ruins | Roman Architecture | Culture & Arts Festival


Jerash, or Gerasa as it was called in ancient times, often serves as a gateway to northwest Jordan. From the main highway above, there’s little to tell it apart from some of Jordan’s other larger towns. However, as soon as you enter along the main road, the ancient city’s imposing 13m-tall Hadrian’s Arch comes into view – the first hint of Jerash’s grand past.

While there’s evidence that the site has been occupied since the Neolithic Age, it wasn’t until after Pompey’s conquest of Syria in 64 BCE that the city really began to prosper. Trade with the nearby Nabataeans (think Petra) and its inclusion as a Decapolis city led to subsequent expansions and population growth. A deadly earthquake struck the area in 747 CE and sparked the city’s decline.

Today the site boasts some of the best-preserved examples of Roman architecture in the world, thanks to the area’s dry climate. Just outside the site, Jerash’s packed streets bustle and hum.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Forum

2Hadrian’s Arch

3Roman Ruins of Jerash

SIGHTS

4Agora

5Cardo Maximus

6Cathedral

7Church of St Cosmos & St Damianus

8Hippodrome

9Jerash Archaeological Museum

10North Theatre

11Northern Tetrapylon

12Nymphaeum

13South Gate

14South Theatre

15Temple of Artemis

16Temple of Zeus

17Upper Temple of Zeus

EATING

18Jerash Rest House

INFORMATION

19Ticket Office




GETTING AROUND

Regular public buses from Amman’s North Bus Station travel to Jerash; expect to pay around JD1.50 for a one-way ticket. Alternatively it’s about a 45- to 60-minute drive from the capital. The only way to reliably travel outside of Jerash and visit the neighbouring villages is by car.




[image: ] TOP TIP

When visiting the site, your phone’s navigation will likely take you to the visitor centre and new museum, but that’s not actually where you enter. Luckily, it’s OK, as there’s plenty of parking along the street here. Just walk back to the ticket office, located next to Hadrian’s Arch, and enter from there.



The Grand Roman City of Gerasa

Wander the old city

New Jerash is laid out in much the same way that it would’ve been when the city was in its heyday. The now-ruined old city served mostly as a place of commerce and administration under Roman rule, while residential homes were situated on the eastern side of the wadi.

Enter the site through Hadrian’s Arch, built in 129 to commemorate the emperor’s visit to the city. From here, continue along the main path past the Hippodrome, which used to seat around 15,000 people for chariot races and games when it was first constructed.

The path is long, and the interior of the site is hard to make out from here, so it’s not uncommon for visitors to assume there’s nothing more to see and turn around. Have faith and continue towards the elaborately decorated South Gate, where you can hire a local guide at the ticket checkpoint to explore the massive sight in greater detail or grab a map from the nearby visitor centre. Set aside around two to three hours to see the main sights.

You’ll likely be immediately drawn to the grand colonnaded space that is the Forum, in the heart of the city, but if you can resist, first make your way left and up the ruined Temple of Zeus to the upper portion. From here, you’ll be treated to a spectacular view of the plaza. It’s a short walk from here to the South Theatre, which comes alive during performances held here during the Jerash Festival of Culture & Arts.

Take the path up the hill to the Church of St Cosmos & St Damianus to explore one of 15 churches contained within the old city. Give yourself some time to soak up the view on your way to the Temple of Artemis. The temple still has most of its grand Corinthian columns, and if you’re lucky enough to see them turn pink and gold during a setting sun or a cloudy day, you can imagine how magnificent the building might have looked when it was still used as a place of worship.

Continue on past the North Theatre until you arrive at the Northern Tetrapylon and Cardo Maximus. From here, it’s simply a matter of admiring Roman engineering and the approximately 500 columns lining the road as you pass by the Nymphaeum, Cathedral and Agora on your way back to the Forum. When you’re finally ready to head out, devote some time to viewing the inspiring marble statues that are housed in the Jerash Archaeological Museum (near the South Gate).
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The Forum and Cardo Maximus | David Ionut/Shutterstock ©


JERASH FESTIVAL OF CULTURE & ARTS

The ruins of Gerasa spring back to life every summer during the annual Jerash Festival of Culture & Arts (instagram.com/jerash.festival). Held since 1981, tens of thousands of people descend on the town to watch poetry recitals, opera performances, concerts and plays featuring artists from around the region. It’s one of the country’s biggest festivals and definitely worth the trip. Watching a performance in one of the old Roman theatres as it would have been done hundreds of years ago is a particular treat. Check the website for dates as it has deviated from its usual July showing in recent years.



Eating in Jerash

Jordan Rest House: The buffet is pretty diverse and salads are made using local ingredients. Alcohol available. Next to the South Gate. $$

Um Khalil: A bit pricier than other options, but a local staple serving traditional dishes that are considered some of the best around. Also known as Lebanese House. $$$

Artemis: Fresh Mediterranean dishes, outside seating with a view and warm bread that’s baked on-site – what more could you want? $$


ROMAN ENGINEERING

[image: author]

Tour guide Ahmed Bani Mustafa has 15 years of experience and spent countless hours playing inside the site as a child. @banimustafaahmed

The site at Jerash is a masterful example of Roman architecture, engineering and art. The old city is in such great shape that it’s easy for visitors to imagine what it must’ve been like to walk its streets when the city was still in use.

The highlight of the ancient city is the Cardo Maximus, a colonnaded street that runs through the city from south to north. Remarkably, the street still has most of its columns, flagstones and even its manhole covers. It’s a marvelous piece of engineering and art. It was made using six layers of gravel, sand and concrete, with flagstones covering the surface. At 800m-long, it’s one of the longest surviving Roman colonnades in the world.



A Taste of Local Life at Beit Khairat Souf

Tea, hikes and cooking classes

In recent years, Jordan has gone all in on community-focused tourism, and one of the highlights to come out of that push is Beit Khairat Souf (instagram.com/beit_khairat_souf), about a 15-minute drive outside Jerash proper. Housed in a charming stone building that was constructed in 1881, it employs more than two-dozen women from the community.

Beit Khairat Souf is something of a communal hub. While you’re here enjoy a meal of delectable local dishes like gallaya and diwali in the beautiful garden, arrange a hike, peruse locally made goods in the shop (it’s hard to pass up the jarred jams and honey) or learn how to make Jordanian dishes yourself. All of the money spent here stays within the community.




Beyond Jerash
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The tranquil forests around Jerash offer excellent hiking opportunities as well as some lesser visited sites.


The landscape turns decidedly more forested as you leave Jerash and ramble through some of the quaint villages that dot the countryside. Here olive groves, typical of much of the region, intermix with swaths of oak and Aleppo pine, in part thanks to the Dibeen Forest Reserve, southwest of Jerash, which contains some of Jordan’s last and largest stands. The switchback roads that lead out of towns and into the mountains make driving slow, but you won’t complain as you pass under towering trees and catch glimpses of the valley towns below.


Places

Dibeen Forest Reserve

King Talal Dam

Royal Botanic Garden




GETTING AROUND

Public buses to and from the areas around Jerash don’t operate on any set schedule so you’re better off driving. If you’re driving into Dibeen, exercise caution going up the mountain as the lane is barely big enough for one car, much less two trying to squeeze past each other at the same time. Typing Dibeen Forest Reserve into your GPS will take you to the Royal Society for Conservation of Nature (RSCN) visitor centre, where many of the main hikes start and end.



Dibeen Forest ReserveTIME FROM JERASH: 25 MINS [image: jpg]

Jordan’s forested past

The 8-sq-km Dibeen Forest Reserve sits at the heart of a larger 60-sq-km forest and is recognised as a national biodiversity hot spot. It’s just an hour’s drive from Amman, making it a great choice if you want to flee the capital for a day.

The hiking trails leading out of the RSCN visitor centre aren’t marked, but there is a large map posted at the centre that’s useful for getting your bearings. Alternatively take a bike to tackle the short or long bike trail, or simply bring lunch and a hammock to enjoy a picnic and scenic view a short distance from the centre. In March and April carpets of red-crown anemones fill the meadows beneath the pine-forested and sometimes snow-capped hills.

Gravel and dirt roads constitute most of the trails here, which can be tackled in a few hours. The highlight is undoubtedly the aptly named Monastery Trail, which takes you past some of the tallest examples of Aleppo pine in the forest and winds its way back up to the Monastery of the Virgin Mary. Take some time to explore the well-maintained grounds and admire the domed church. Opening hours are a bit all over the place, so it’s worth checking online if you want to go inside. From there, the trail loops back around, descending once more with the road before cutting back into the forest and climbing towards the visitor centre.


King Talal DamTIME FROM JERASH: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

A picnic and hike

A short detour from the road between Amman and Jerash, King Talal Dam is one of several dams Jordan has built to try and stave off the effects of the dry season. Fed by the Zarqa River, the dam serves as a recreational area for many Ammanis trying to escape the city during the warmer months. In addition to great views, there are also a couple of hiking opportunities, and a portion of the Jordan Trail passes by the dam.

[image: jpg]

King Talal Dam | Alez Zmeili/Getty Images ©

Royal Botanic GardenTIME FROM JERASH: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

A microcosm of Jordan’s ecosystems

At the time of writing, Jordan’s Royal Botanic Garden was closed to the public and slated to reopen in 2024. Situated above the King Talal Dam, this special area contains all of the conditions necessary to recreate Jordan’s different habitat zones. It also serves as a test bed area for reforestation efforts taking place throughout the country. There are plans to open new hiking trails and a research center, among many other lofty goals, so it’s worth checking out.


PINE & OAK

It might be hard to imagine while driving through northwest Jordan today, but much of the land here was once covered in forests similar to Dibeen. Sources diverge a bit, but most place Jordan’s current forest cover at around 1%, which is a precarious number that’s threatened by climate change, drought and illegal logging.

The towering Aleppo pines and wide oaks found in the reserve are some of the oldest of their kind left in the country. The reserve also provides shelter for Persian squirrels, rare birds and a little over 500 species of plants, including several species of rare orchids.






Ajloun
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Islamic Castle | Forest Reserve | Hiking


The busy main street and 600-year-old mosque are the only hints left that Ajloun was once an important point along a trading route that extended through modern-day Jordan and Syria. Today the area’s economy focuses mainly on agriculture and tourism, yet Ajloun retains much of the same flavour that characterised it hundreds of years ago. Try not to get stuck in traffic along its main road.

Upon ascending any of the hills surrounding the town, Ajloun Castle immediately comes into view, perched atop a steep cliff overlooking the valley. It’s hard to miss, even on days when visibility isn’t great. Outside of town, Ajloun Forest stretches out through the countryside so that you’re seemingly always crisscrossing in and out of its boundaries. The reserve itself is an important wildlife refuge and contains some of the best trails in the country.

Nearby Mar Elias is little more than a collection of stone ruins atop a hill. However, there’s still enough left for your imagination to make out how the grand Byzantine church that once stood here might’ve looked. And if not, the serenity and view from the hilltop are still a pleasant surprise.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ajloun Castle

2Ajloun Forest Reserve

SIGHTS

3Biscuit House

4Mar Elias

(see 3)Soap House

SLEEPING

5Ajloun Reserve Cabins

6Al Ayoun Homestays

7Rasoun Tourist Camp




GETTING AROUND

The sites around Ajloun are pretty stretched out, so having a car comes in handy here. There are bus stops scattered about the countryside, but they can be sporadic at best. Except for the main sites, the trustworthiness of your phone’s navigation should also be treated with a hint of scepticism.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The region of Ajloun is renowned for its olives. Many of its trees are hundreds of years old, with others thought to have been planted when Rome ruled here. If you stop by the city or any of the surrounding villages, it’s worth picking up some olives or olive oil. Zaatar (a spice blend) and other fine local herbs also make for good souvenirs.



A Hilltop Castle

A 12th-century Islamic castle

An excellent example of Islamic military architecture, the construction of Ajloun Castle was commissioned under Saladin (Salah ad Din) and entrusted to his nephew, ‘Izz ad Din Usama bin Munqidh. Work on the first phase began around 1184. It’s easy to see why this particular location was chosen, as even the hike from town feels like an expeditionary endeavour.

Instead, take a taxi from town or drive up to the visitor centre yourself and climb the still very steep hill leading up to the main gate. You can use the stunning view of the valley below as an excuse to catch your breath. The castle was originally built to counter the Crusader Belvoir Fort and protect the trade route that ran through Ajloun. Notably, it also served as a stop and launch point for carrier pigeons that could reportedly make it to Cairo in only a day.

Its deep moat and many of its towers are still intact, making for an imposing-looking defensive fortification. The castle would outlast the Crusaders it was meant to protect against and not fall until the arrival of the Mongols in 1260.

There’s a museum inside, as well as markers explaining what each room would’ve been used for when the castle was still in service. Take your time wandering through the massive rooms, and you’ll eventually find yourself on the top deck, where the view reaches out for kilometres on clear days.


THE RSCN & WILD JORDAN

The late King Hussein of Jordan established the RSCN in 1966 with a mandate to care for the country’s reserves and biodiversity. Today its rangers patrol the reserve borders, maintain trails and have played an outsized role in helping to establish many of the community-focused programs found around the parks.

The organisation has also helped return Arabian oryx, ibex and roe deer to the country after they were wiped out by overhunting. If you’re in Amman, stop by the RSCN-run cafe and restaurant Wild Jordan, which allows you to book cabin stays and sign up for community programs before you head out of the city.



Ajloun Forest Reserve

Expansive forest teeming with wildlife

Some of Jordan’s most pristine forest is located within Ajloun Forest Reserve. There’s a handy map posted outside the visitor centre showing all of the trails through the park. A self-guided and short 2km walk from the RSCN visitor centre is available for those wanting to get a taste of the area, but guides are necessary to trek further into the forest. If you have the time, it’s well worth exploring further to see glimpses of the valley, most of which is covered in oak, carob, pistachio and strawberry trees. The forest also serves as a sanctuary for boar, stone martens, striped hyenas, grey wolves and roe deer, which were once wiped out in the area.
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Ajloun Castle | Dmitry_Chulov/Getty Images ©


WHY I LOVE AJLOUN
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Jason Ruffin, Lonely Planet writer

Jordan is home to some truly amazing landscapes, from the craggy cliffs that characterise Dana to Wadi Rum’s ruby-red dunes. However, I always find myself longing for more time in and around Ajloun.

Through the hard work of residents, the area has slowly carved out a niche in a country rich in more famous destinations. That might be because they’ve known for a long time what others are just learning – that a walk in the woods is good for the soul.

There’s a sense of timelessness here. Ruins inhabit farms, stone walls assembled by generations of families still separate orchards, and olives are still harvested from trees planted hundreds of years ago. All of this rubs off on visitors, who can take their time travelling through meadows and driving the roads.



Staying in Ajloun

Ajloun Reserve Cabins: Rustic cabins within the reserve managed by the RSCN. Great views and modern amenities. $$$

Al Ayoun Homestays: Homestays organised by the Al Ayoun Society provide delightful accommodations in the nearby hamlet of Orjan. Ask about home-cooked meals. $

Rasoun Tourist Camp: Tent accommodation with good views and opportunities for climbing and hiking. $

Local Delicacies, Artisanal Soaps & Arabic Calligraphy

Community-run highlights

While you’re in Ajloun, swing over to the Soap House (or stop by the Ajloun Forest Reserve Visitor Centre) to peruse the locally made artisanal soaps. Standouts are made using local olive oil, pomegranates and lemons. The Biscuit House, within the same facility, serves up tasty treats you can snack on while you wait to try your hand at Arabic calligraphy. Hours vary, so first call the reserve or Wild Jordan to make sure both places are open and to book appointments.

Hike the Countryside on the Al Ayoun Trail

Blissful walk through villages and valleys

A short way from Ajloun, a small cluster of villages has made a strong impression on hikers in recent years. The 12km Al Ayoun Trail begins at Mar Elias, where you’re given a bit of background on what’s thought to be the Prophet Elijah’s birthplace amid the fresh morning air. From there, the trail meanders through the villages Rasoun, Baoun and Orjan, with the occasional stop to admire the view as you climb in and out of valleys. The scenery is dreamy, but the interactions along the way are what makes the Al Ayoun stand out. The walk into the wadis and underneath pomegranates pass by abandoned mills and olive trees that are some of the oldest in the region. Village homestays and extended hikes can be arranged through a guide or the Al Ayoun Society (facebook.com/alayounsociety).
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Ajloun Forest Reserve | lrosebrugh/Getty Images ©


BEST HIKES IN AJLOUN

[image: author]

Eisa Dweekat is a guide and outdoor enthusiast with 20 years of experience. He has been involved in setting up some of Jordan’s most renowned trails. @eisa_dweekat

Ajloun Castle to Baoun

From Ajloun Castle, it’s a 12km walk along the fertile wadi to Baoun village. Along the way, Byzantine ruins are said to still hide treasure.

Afana to Rasoun

Start from Khirbet Afana, with its tombs and Roman cisterns, and continue 12km downhill through tended fields. Iron-age dolmens overlook Rasoun village.

Rockrose Trail

The 8km trail is named for the flowers that cover it every spring; it passes through thick woodlands, countryside and the villages of Rasoun and Orjan.

Burqush to Rasoun

The 13km hike begins in Burqush Forest and passes by old rock walls and fields on the way to Rasoun village.






Beyond Ajloun
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Some of the country’s lushest scenery is more reminiscent of southern Italy than what most people have in mind when they think of Jordan.


It’s hard not to get purposely lost as you drive through the interior of the northwest. Nearly every side road beckons with possibilities, and you’ll find yourself tempted to turn off and see for yourself exactly what’s around the corner. Sometimes it turns out to be just a dead end, but other times, the cramped country road opens up, and you may find yourself struggling to keep your eyes forward as lush vistas and valleys pass you by. Budget some time for simply driving around and bring a packed lunch for when you do find that view.


Places

The Jordan Trail: Ajloun to Salt

Burqush Forest




GETTING AROUND

A car is mandatory to get around, since none of the major draws are visited by buses, although if you plan on thru-hiking this section of the Jordan Trail, you could take a bus to Ajloun and be picked up either in Salt or Fuheis.

If you’re hiking alone through Jordan, it’s not a bad idea to carry a walking stick with you in case you come across shepherds and their dogs. Most dogs won’t attack, but if one seems like it’s a bit more bite than bark, you can easily ward it off with a stick.



The Jordan Trail: Ajloun to Salt

A scenic countryside hike

Thankfully, the second, 62km leg of the Jordan Trail starts with a descent after a tough climb to Ajloun Castle. Once you pass through the town of Anjara, it’s mostly olive groves and sleepy villages as you ramble onwards to Khirbet Al Souq and King Talal Dam. The mixed Christian and Muslim village of Rmeimeen awaits the next day. Not longer after, you’ll be faced with a choice. You can either continue on to Fuheis, which used to be punctuated by a much enjoyed stop at the Carakale Brewery (sadly it’s now closed), or you can head towards the historic city of Salt. This section of the trail takes around four days.

Burqush ForestTIME FROM AJLOUN: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Explore a vast oak forest

Burqush, perhaps Jordan’s largest forest, is rarely visited by travellers not already tackling the Jordan Trail. Gnarled oaks retreat from one another on the outskirts of the forest, but the vegetation gets much denser the further in you go. Despite not being as popular as Ajloun Forest, Burqush’s airy views and leafy canopies rival its neighbour to the south. Nearby residents often picnic here, lounging under oaks and enjoying meals together. Take their lead or set out to tackle Zoubia Trail, which runs through the heart of the forest. There’s no official visitor centre but you can access a couple of the trails directly from the road.




Umm Qais & the Jordan Valley
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Decapolis City Ruins | Community Tourism | Hiking


The area that encompasses the Jordan Valley, Umm Qais and Irbid is steeped in history. To the northwest, the fabled ruins of Gadara command views over neighbouring countries and the Yarmouk Forest Reserve. South, the city of Pella, which is mostly a collection of stones today, once served as a Decapolis city. In its prime, it was an important economic and cultural centre that bore witness to more than 6000 years of human history. Further east, Jordan’s third-largest city, Irbid, is a vibrant hub, home to one of the region’s top universities. And between all of this, rolling hillsides and wadis seem to all undulate towards the country’s breadbasket in the Jordan Valley.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Umm Qais Resthouse

2Western Theatre

SIGHTS

3Decumanus Maximus

4Lookout Point

5Ottoman Village

6Roman Mausoleums

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Yarmouk Forest Reserve

SLEEPING

8Beit Al Baraka

EATING

9Yamama Umm Qais




GETTING AROUND

The only reliable buses to Umm Qais are found in Irbid and private cars from Amman are relatively expensive. Driving yourself is the best option.




[image: ] TOP TIP

It might be tempting to try and knock out Umm Qais in a day, but the region and surrounding area offer an assortment of great places to stay, as well as some surprisingly good dining options. There are also a number of hikes and other ruins in the region to keep yourself occupied.
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Yarmouk Forest Reserve and the Sea of Galilee | Sabena Jane Blackbird/Alamy Stock Photo ©


The Fabled City of Gadara

Impressive views and dining

Tucked into the northwest corner of Jordan, the Decapolis city of Umm Qais (Gadara in ancient times) looks out beyond the sun-soaked Yarmouk Valley to the Sea of Galilee, the Golan Heights and the Palestinian Territories. Start at the Western Theatre, constructed of black basalt, and take the Decumanus Maximus road to the lookout point to enjoy the incredible view. A bit further down the path, there are Roman Mausoleums dug into the earth. The old Ottoman village at the centre of the site contains a museum housed in the former Ottoman governor’s home. Finish your visit with a stop at Umm Qais Resthouse to enjoy a fresh juice or a meal from their seasonal menu on the cosy terrace overlooking the valley.

Beekeeping & Cycling in Umm Qais

Community-oriented activities

The tiny village of Umm Qais has snatched up a number of awards and international attention in recent years because of its community-focused approach to tourism. You might choose to don a veil and suit while you gather honey from local beehives, hop on a bike for a guided tour of the countryside, or learn how to weave baskets in the village. Tours and classes can be booked via Baraka Destinations (barakadestinations.com) at their B&B Beit Al Baraka.
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Umm Qais ruins | Bildagentur Zoonar GmbH/Shutterstock ©

Venture into Yarmouk Forest Reserve

A forested valley

From Umm Qais, it’s possible to descend down into Yarmouk Valley. The reserve contains 20 sq km of deciduous oak, along with hiking trails that start at the RSCN visitor centre right outside of town. Guided hikes can be booked via Wild Jordan in Amman. In spring, the meadows and hills pop with colour as wildflowers and grass blanket the reserve and clouds cast shadows across the valley. During this time the reserve is a great place to spot Jordan’s national flower, the black iris.


JORDAN’S BREADBASKET

The Jordan Valley is a storied area that might first bring to mind biblical connotations, but this part of the Great Rift Valley, running all the way to Africa, has played just as important a role in the development of human history. It was here, around 10,000 years ago, that people first began to plant crops, marking a shift away from the hunter-gather lifestyle.

Today the Jordan Valley provides enough water and sunlight to make the area one of the best in Jordan for growing crops and serves as the sort of breadbasket of the country. The Jordan River also marks the dividing line between Jordan to the east, and Israel and the Palestinian Territories to the west. After the Six Day War in 1967, the population here plummeted to a mere 5000, but it has since rebounded to around 100,000 due to development and agriculture.



Eating in Umm Qais

Yamama Umm Qais: A short drive from the site with excellent views, fresh fruit cocktails, mezze and an open-air dining area. $$

Umm Qais Resthouse: A memorable restaurant set inside an old Ottoman-era home inside the ruins. Wine and a seasonal assortment of classic Arabic dishes are on the menu. $$

Galsoum’s Kitchen: Hearty homemade meals using local ingredients that require booking ahead through Baraka Destinations. $$$


BEST STAYS IN NORTHWEST JORDAN

Day trips from Amman to any area in the northwest are possible, but you’ll quickly grow tired of trying to outrun the city’s traffic every morning, so we’ve gathered some of the best stays in the region.

Beit Al Fannan

The former residence of Jordanian artist and architect Ammar Khammash is situated on a hill overlooking Pella. Stylishly furnished rooms and views of the countryside are a good excuse to take advantage of the art materials inside the home. $$$

Beit Al Baraka

Run by Baraka Destinations, this B&B in Umm Qais specialises in excellent service and all things local. $$

Al Ayoun Homestays

Local homestays and homemade meals along the Jordan Trail in Orjan, Rasoun and Baoun. $

Wadi Al Sham Cabin Resort

These clean and cosy cabins are nestled within close proximity to the forest near Dibeen. $$



The Jordan Trail: Umm Qais to Ajloun

Traditional start of the Jordan Trail

The first leg of the Jordan trail begins in Umm Qais and runs 80km to Ajloun Castle. The ruins of Umm Qais mark the beginning of the trail, if you tackle it north to south, as most do. Set off towards Ziglab Lake, a small reservoir nestled among hills and meadows. After surveying what’s left of the ancient city of Pella, make for the wooded villages of Rasoun, Orjan and Boun. Olive groves give way to Ajloun Forest Reserve and a steep trek towards Ajloun Castle.

[image: jpg]

Pella | Suzuki Kaku/Alamy Stock Photo ©




Beyond Umm Qais & the Jordan Valley
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Colourful towns and hidden countryside await those willing to explore a little more.


The plains and low-lying hills outside of Umm Qais are home to some of Jordan’s most pristine countryside. They’re also some of the least visited places in the country. Venture out and enjoy a coffee- or tea-filled morning roaming the old market in Jordan’s third-largest city, Irbid, or clamber among the unexcavated ruins of what used to be some of the region’s most important cities. Alternatively, you could just roam around a bit, only stopping to take in some of the area’s spectacular views.


Places

Irbid

Pella




GETTING AROUND

Buses to Irbid from Amman, or anywhere from within northwest Jordan for that matter, are pretty reliable. However, to venture out anywhere else requires a car. As with the interior of northwest Jordan, try to get off the main highways and meander the countryside. Rural villages and meadows make for experiences that are often just as memorable as the sights themselves.



IrbidTIME FROM UMM QAIS: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

A bustling university town

Nicknamed the Bride of the North, Irbid is thought to sit atop the Decapolis city of Abila. Today it’s probably better known for Yarmouk University, one of the region’s top schools. You won’t find much in the way of ancient ruins here, but you will find an old downtown filled with charming cafes. Peruse the used clothing stores for vintage finds, with breaks in between for coffee or tea. If the noise gets to be too much, break towards Dar As Saraya Museum, where the villa is just as impressive as the mosaics, before venturing a few doors down to Beit Arar museum in the courtyard of Jordan’s late poet Arar.

Amateur archaeologists might be interested in the amphitheatre in Beit Raas or the unexcavated Decapolis of Abila 10km north, where unkept frescoes await.

PellaTIME FROM UMM QAIS: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

Decapolis city left to time

About 30km south of Umm Qais lies the deserted remains of the once proud Decapolis city Pella. At its peak, some 25,000 people are estimated to have lived here. The columns of the Civic Complex Church are the biggest tell, but rural hikes among this once-great city’s ruins and views out over the Jordan Valley make it a worthwhile stop. The folks at Pella Countryside Hotel in town have maps of the site and can point you in the direction of hikes.




Salt
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Architecture | Interfaith Harmony | Walking Tour


Walking past Ottoman-era facades and brick-lined roads, it’s easy to see why UNESCO-listed Salt was named a World Heritage Site in 2021. Salt was an important administrative centre for the Ottomans during the last 50 years of their rule and they left their mark on the city. After Amman was declared the capital of Transjordan, the city went into decline and many of the buildings here fell into disrepair. Luckily, the UNESCO designation has led to something of a revival in recent years and many of the gorgeous homes and buildings that once amounted to little more than rubble have been converted into charming cafes and B&Bs.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Beit Abu Jaber

2Salt Archaeological Museum

SIGHTS

3Al Ain Plaza

4English Hospital

5Great Mosque

6Hammam Street

7Latin Church

8Oqba Bin Nafe Plaza

9St George’s Church

SLEEPING

10Jordan Heritage Madhafah

EATING

11Aktham’s 1881 Cafe

12Al Salam Restaurant

13Beit Aziz

14City Balcony

15Iskandarani Cafe

INFORMATION

16Tourist Office




GETTING AROUND

Salt is only about a 40-minute drive from Amman, and buses to and from the North Bus Station are pretty reliable. Getting into the city through the narrow main road can be downright tortuous due to heavy traffic. So, once you’re in, immediately try to get off the main road and find a parking spot along a side street. The drive here from the capital is particularly scenic.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Being passed over as Jordan’s capital city may have been a blessing in disguise, as Salt’s historic architecture and walkable streets were spared the whirlwind development that still plagues Amman. Pick up a map or book an in-depth tour at the information centre next to Beit Abu Jaber and prepare for a lot of walking in the best way possible.



Tour Salt on Foot

Historic homes, venerable churches and vibrant cafes

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were somewhat of a golden age for the city of Salt. Trade and Ottoman reforms attracted merchants from Syria, Lebanon and Nablus who built grand homes using the area’s yellow limestone. Beit Abu Jaber, a magnificent mansion turned local history museum, is a good place to start. Visit the small tourist office next to the museum’s main entrance to grab a map before you set off.

Next duck across the street and towards the stairs behind the Great Mosque, where you can climb up to the storied English Hospital, built in 1849. Continue climbing for rewarding views of the downtown area, before looping around for a visit to the shrine at St George’s Church (Al Khader in Arabic).

Descend into Hammam Street and the old souq for a little shopping or spend some time sipping coffee in one of the lovely cafes. Next make for the historic Latin Church before finishing your walk at the Salt Archaeological Museum, housed in a well-restored Ottoman-era building. If you’re in need of sustenance, head to Jordanian restaurant Beit Aziz – from here you can further survey the city.


Lunch & Learn with Locals

Stories, coffee and local dishes

If you’d like to venture past the historic Ottoman-era facades and into family homes to enjoy dishes like manakeesh (baked flatbread with toppings like cheese and minced meat) and makloubeh (chicken, rice, vegetables and spices cooked together and turned ‘upside down’), get in touch with Salt’s local tourist office (visitas-salt.com/en). Home visits are a great way to get a sense of Salti hospitality and some of the special traditions that set Salt apart from other areas of Jordan; you’ll also be treated to a delicious home-cooked meal. Each home visit is a bit different, so ask about what exactly is included when you book.

Lounge About Salt’s Plazas

Hang out in the heart of town

In Salt, all things seem to lead outward from Al Ain Plaza in the heart of town. The shaded public space sits directly in front of the Grand Mosque and connects to Hammam St, as well as stairs leading up both mountains surrounding the city centre. Residents also gather here to play mangaleh and backgammon, holdovers from the Ottoman era.

Down the street, the renovated Oqba Bin Nafe Plaza is dotted with palm trees and flower beds. To the east of the park, vendors set up shop at the bottom of a couple of Ottoman-era buildings. The Salt Archaeological Museum sits at the bottom of the mountain to the west, with a number of historic homes providing a delightful backdrop on the hill.
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Salt | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©


BEST CAFES & RESTAURANTS IN SALT

Al Salam Restaurant: A local favourite serving up affordable Arabic options. If you’re asking for directions, it also goes by Abu Khamees. $$

Beit Aziz: Set inside a converted Ottoman-era home, this hotel and restaurant offers great views of the city; the manakeesh options are especially tasty. $$

Iskandarani Cafe: A charming restaurant-cafe with a stone interior and cheap bites right off Hammam St. $$

Aktham’s 1881 Cafe: Traditional coffee options with a gorgeous interior boasting views over central Al Ain Plaza. $

City Balcony: Enjoy fresh pastries, hummus and falafel, or a full Jordanian spread on the shaded terrace or from the balcony of this historic building. $$



Staying in Salt

Jordan Heritage Madhafah: Beautifully furnished rooms set within one of Salt’s historic buildings on Khadir St. Look for the turquoise-painted ironwork adorning the balconies. $$

City Balcony: Simple rooms set within a renovated historic building. Start your day at the charming cafe in the main building. $$

Beit Aziz: A converted home with a limited number of rooms, but the building itself is gorgeous and the descent into downtown passes by some of the city’s best examples of Ottoman architecture. $$




Beyond Salt
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A varied natural landscape with scenic roads leading into the countryside.


From Salt, it’s possible to enter into the Southern Jordan Valley west or turn north towards the countryside. The northern route leads through quaint hamlets and olive groves set into small valleys and hillsides. Heading west, the land turns markedly more arid but offers spectacular views as you drop into the Jordan Valley. There are fewer big draws in the area, but it’s still a pleasant drive nonetheless.


Places

Wadi Ash Shu’aib

The Jordan Trail: Salt to Wadi Zarqa Ma’in




GETTING AROUND

A car is the only way to see the area outside of Salt. The roads leading into the Southern Jordan Valley are winding and sometimes steep, so drive with caution. Petrol stations can be hard to come by in either direction; top up the tank before you head out.



Wadi Ash Shu’aibTIME FROM SALT: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Free-flowing water and hiking

Springtime provides hiking in and around the valley, around 20km south of Salt. There’s usually a shallow flow of running water, and the tall trees make it a decent place to cool off if the heat is on. There are also some old stone structures and caves to explore in the area. The usually tanned hills turn green in spring.

The Jordan Trail: Salt to Wadi Zarqa Ma’in

Taste Jordan’s arid landscape

The 84km leg of the Jordan Trail that leads from Salt to Wadi Zarqa Ma’in feels like a long one. The trail reconnects with the route from Fuheis just south of Salt, before heading for the ruins of Iraq al-Amir, west of Amman. Large boulders crop up along the route towards Husban. The next day takes you past Mt Nebo, where you catch glimpses of the Dead Sea. The landscape gets rockier and more arid as you make your way along the old Roman Rd and finally to Wadi Zarqa Ma’in. This is the third leg of the trail and takes about four days.





The Dead Sea Highway
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Extravagant Resorts & the Great Salt Sea

The road around one of the world’s most famous bodies of water is defined by luxury accommodation and spa experiences, panoramic views and links to antiquity but also a surprising amount of life.
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Nubian ibex | Luciano Santandreu/Shutterstock ©

There’s something both beautiful and sombre about driving along the shores of the Dead Sea, its emerald-blue waters, set in the Great Rift Valley, contrasting starkly with the clay-coloured Judaean Hills to the west and Transjordan Plateau to the east.

Further north, the Jordan River hosts the site where Jesus Christ is said to have been baptised, along with a slew of new churches representing the different denominations of Christianity. More waters flow into the Dead Sea at Wadi Mujib to the south, one of the country’s loveliest parks and home to one of its largest populations of Nubian ibex.

The roads into the mountains take you to Hammamat Ma’in, a collection of mineral-rich thermal springs and waterfalls that have been in use for centuries. Further south, along the shore, local groups have popped up to connect visitors with residents and trails in the area, providing a nice foil to the walled-off resorts further north.
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The Dead Sea | O. Alamany & E. Vicens/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

THE DEAD SEA

Resorts, public beaches and Jesus’ baptism site.

WADI MUJIB & MA’IN

Lush canyon reserve, thermal springs and the southern shore.




Find Your Way

The Dead Sea Highway (also known as Hwy 65 and Jordan Valley Hwy) – dotted with inviting roadside panoramas, ancient springs and oasis-like villages – runs along the eastern length of this ancient body of water.
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Plan Your Time

It might be hard to pull yourself away from the resorts, but be sure to pencil in some time for the outdoors between spa visits.


[image: jpg]

The Dead Sea Highway | Konrad Zelazowski/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Pressed for Time

•Start your day with a hike in the Mujib Biosphere Reserve. Afterwards, invest in a day pass at one of the hotels or resorts and spend the rest of the day lounging around the pool and bobbing in the Dead Sea. In the evening, drive up to the Dead Sea Panoramic Complex to watch the sun set over the Judean Hills.




Five Days to Explore

•Spend a couple of days unwinding at a resort, such as the luxurious Kempinski Hotel Ishtar or the more laid-back Mövenpick Resort & Spa. Visit Bethany Beyond the Jordan and the Jordan River, before heading to the Ma’in Hot Springs. Finally, head south for a day hike with Al Numeira Environmental Association.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Spring

Early spring provides the best window to visit when temperatures haven’t yet skyrocketed

Summer

Summers here can be intense, even if you have a predisposition to warm weather so take precautions.

Autumn

Autumn brings a drop in temperatures, but rains and flooding aren’t uncommon in the later months.

Winter

Its still possible to float the Dead Sea in winter, but check before heading because it can still get a bit chilly.




The Dead Sea
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LUXURY RESORTS | SPA INDULGENCE | RELAXATION


A strip of modern resorts sprawled out along the shoreline welcomes visitors as they reach the tip of the landlocked Dead Sea. However, they are far from the first to recognise the sea’s health benefits. Humans have rubbed their faces with Dead Sea mud and harvested its salt and minerals for thousands of years. The ancient Egyptians used Dead Sea minerals for mummification, and it’s said that both Herod the Great and Cleopatra constructed spas along the shores.

Today the Dead Sea’s shores are slowly receding largely due to human-made factors, but hundreds of thousands of people from all over the world continue to visit the Dead Sea each year to experience its therapeutic qualities for themselves. Inside the resorts, lavish spas offer just about every treatment imaginable. And an oftentimes steep walk down from the highway, visitors and families wade into salty waters to float and lounge in the sun at 408m below sea level.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mövenpick Resort & Spa

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Dead Sea Marriott Spa

(see 5)D’Sante Spa

3Resense Spa

4Zara Spa

SLEEPING

5Crowne Plaza

6Dead Sea Marriott

7Dead Sea Spa Resort

8Hilton Dead Sea Resort & Spa

9Kempinski Hotel Ishtar

EATING

10Elite Restaurant & Cafe

(see 10)Rovers Return




GETTING AROUND

JETT has daily bus services to the Dead Sea (one way/return JD10/15). Minibuses depart from Amman’s Muhajireen bus station and drop you a couple of kilometres north of the resort strip. If you prefer to take a car, most taxis will deliver you one way from Amman, but don’t expect to pay any less than JD25. Driving yourself takes around 40 minutes from the capital, while roads from the King’s Highway to the Dead Sea Highway wind through scenic terrain.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Temperatures soar to 41°C or higher here during the summer months. If you decide to stop along the road and climb down to the water, make sure to bring plenty of water with you and wear sun protection. Treks from the road can sometimes appear shorter than they actually are.



Floating in the Dead Sea

Public beaches and day passes

Finding a suitable place to enjoy the Dead Sea is much more of an ordeal for day trippers and those just passing through than it once was. Most of the hotel resorts require that you book a room ahead to access the water. Amman Beach, a public facility with showers that used to be a popular spot for families and residents, closed in 2020, and as of writing, there are no imminent plans to reopen. While you will see signs that read ‘public’ beach along the highway, these usually require a small fee and are covered in litter. Privacy can also be hit or miss.

Technically speaking, you can walk to the Dead Sea anywhere that’s not fenced off along the main highway. However, the incline is usually pretty steep and sharp rocks can be hazardous. Some of the more accessible spots are found along the highway after you pass Wadi Mujib. Bring your own water to wash off all the salt after you’re done, and remember that it’s recommended that soaks last a maximum of 15 minutes.

The Dead Sea Spa Resort, within the main stretch of hotels, offers day passes (JD20) that include pool access and showers. The beach is a bit of a walk, but the facilities are nice, and the beach itself is clean. Porto Dead Sea, around 3.5km down the road, also offers day passes (JD20) with a close beach and large pool.


BEST RESORT SPAS

Zara Spa: Mövenpick’s 6000-sq-metre spa can be accessed by guests and nonguests. The entry fee includes access to hydro, tranquility and Dead Sea pools, as well as many other facilities.

Resense Spa: Kempinski’s spa has an elegant design that matches the rest of the resort, with Dead Sea saltwater pools, private outdoor pool and Moroccan-styled hammam (bathhouse).

Dead Sea Marriott Spa: Marriott offers both guests and nonguests access to its lavishly marbled spa, but expect to pay a premium if you’re not staying at the resort.

D’Sante Spa: The Crowne Plaza’s spa is a bit pricier than others but treatment options and packages are plentiful.



Indulge at a Dead Sea Resort

Luxury compounds, pools and spas

Resorts line the highway along the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea, practically on top of one another, just south of the area of Suweimeh. Each is a small town unto itself, filled with upscale restaurants and bars, scenic pools, decadent spas and a ton of different room options.

Mövenpick Resort & Spa is a local favourite, with warm service and palm-lined paths that meander past lush gardens and Mediterranean-styled apartments. An infinity pool and bar provide excellent views looking out over the Dead Sea and the resort offers day passes. The resort’s Zara Spa is considered one of the best in the area. The Dead Sea Marriot is another favourite with spacious rooms and a terraced landscape that slowly descends toward the Dead Sea. A day pass that includes access to the beach, pools and a meal in one of its well-regarded restaurants costs JD75.

If you’re looking for the height of luxury, then the opulent Kempinski Hotel Ishtar is a good place to start. A massive glass wall draws your eyes as soon as you enter the lobby and provides a sweeping view of the Dead Sea. The resort’s design was inspired by the Hanging Garden of Babylon, with infinity pools and olive trees decorating nearly every level of its cascading terraces.

The Hilton Dead Sea Resort & Spa is the strip’s newest addition, and it’s popular among trendy Ammanis. The poolside bar is the place to be, but spa options are pretty limited. Just north of the strip, the Holiday Inn Resort Dead Sea has modern rooms surrounding a set of pools that flow down towards the shore. The resort is popular with families.

The Crowne Plaza resembles a massive villa with apartments surrounding an enormous pool set in the middle of the resort.
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Kempinski Hotel Ishtar | Tom Mackie/Lonely Planet ©


DEAD SEA FACTS

While the ‘Dead Lake’ doesn’t quite have the same ring to it as the Dead Sea, that’s actually what this body of water is. Fed mainly by the Jordan River and runoff from surrounding wadis, the three-million-year-old Dead Sea doesn’t have an outlet – which is one of the reasons for its high salt content (around 34%). This also means that the water here is incredibly dense, hence why you only really float in the Dead Sea.

Industrial mineral harvesting and a choked-off Jordan River have caused the Dead Sea to drop some 45m since the mid-20th century and that rate is increasing rapidly. At last count, water levels were receding 1.2m per year.

Another conse-quence is that the underground aquifer that provides water for farmland south of the Dead Sea is being depleted, and sinkholes are becoming a common nuisance, stripping away valuable farmland and impacting livelihoods.



Eating Outside the Resorts

Rovers Return: A cosy pub-style restaurant and bar with an outdoor seating area within Samarah Mall. $$

Elite Restaurant & Cafe: Mezze and traditional Arabic dishes as well as international options. $$

Panorama Restaurant: Spectacular views and tasty local dishes; it’s a 20-minute drive south of the resorts and requires a small entry fee. $$$




Beyond the Dead Sea
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The Jordan River runs through what is one of Christianity’s most sacred sites just outside of the Dead Sea area.


An unassuming collection of reeds, ruins, paths and fragmented mosaics make up the original site where Jesus is said to have been baptised in the Jordan River. Above, high on the hill, new churches representing the different sects of Christianity are being erected. The earth here was once well-trodden by early pilgrims, but after the 14th century, it was lost to neglect. However, in recent decades researchers, church leaders and UNESCO all declared this area to be the site of Jesus’ baptism. Today a sprawling new visitor centre and museum greet both pilgrims and secular travellers making their way down to the river.


Places

Bethany Beyond the Jordan




GETTING AROUND

If driving from the capital, use the same road that takes you to the Dead Sea. The road will eventually split, with large signs directing you left towards the sea and right towards the baptism site. Public buses will only get you to within 5km of the site, but organised tours of other sites in the area also go to the site directly.



Bethany Beyond the Jordan

The baptismal site of Jesus Christ

Regardless of your religious persuasion, it’s hard not to feel at least a little serenity while walking between the dense collection of tamarisk trees towards the Jordan River. Take some time to walk around the small museum at the visitor centre, which contains various coins, mosaic fragments and other artefacts found in the area. There’s also a useful section explaining how archaeologists determined that the site you’re about to visit is the same one that early Christians believed to be Jesus’s baptism site. (Hint: it involves a certain mosaic in Madaba).

Just down the road from the visitor centre, Tell Elias is where legend says Elijah ascended into heaven. In 2000, Pope John Paul II visited the hill. Nearby, the ruins of a 3rd-century prayer hall mark one of the earliest places of Christian worship. The shuttle bus departs from the visitor centre and drops you off just outside the manicured grounds of an Orthodox monastery. The bus and guided tour are included in the entrance fee.

The path is shaded, and after a short walk from the Orthodox monastery, you’ll arrive at the baptism site. All that remains of the Byzantine churches that once stood here are foundation stones and scattered mosaics further away from the pool, but there’s enough left to tell that this area was once considered to be of great importance. The remains of the different churches were only rediscovered after landmine removal began in the mid-1990s. The Spring of John the Baptist can be reached from here.

A short trek in the opposite direction leads you to the Jordan River and past a domed Orthodox church. The ornately decorated interior and alleged hand of John the Baptist are worth a look before making your way down. On the other side of the river, only metres away, are Israel and the Palestinian Territories. The newly built Israeli Qasr Al Yahud complex on the other side also claims to sit atop the original baptism site. However, after intense debate, academics settled on Jordan’s side of the river. UNESCO and most Christian leaders concur.

The weather is extremely warm here in the summer, so bring a hat, sunscreen and water.


POLLUTION & TENSIONS ALONG THE RIVER

The Jordan was once a mighty river, though that’s difficult to imagine today. Now only around 5% of the river’s historic flow reaches the Dead Sea. Dams, irrigation agricultural runoff, untreated sewage and war (the area was heavily mined after the 1967 Six Days’ War and remains no-man’s land outside the baptism site) have all taken their toll on the river.

Perhaps nowhere has this been felt more than in the Dead Sea, which itself is split down the middle, with Israel and the Palestinian Territories on one side and Jordan on the other, a fact made all the more obvious by random checkpoints spread out along the road leading to the lowest place on Earth.
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Orthodox church, Bethany Beyond the Jordan | marcobrivio.photography/Shutterstock ©




Wadi Mujib & Ma’in
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HOT SPRINGS | WATERFALLS | CANYON HIKES


Not far past the strip of high-end luxury resorts on the northern shore of the Dead Sea, an entirely different version of the area comes into focus. The road, clinging to the cliff, passes mesmerising views of the sea and families that have pulled off to the side to enjoy shisha and coffee.

Splashes of green decorate the deep gorges emptying out into the water – your first hint that there might be more life here than the sea’s name implies. Above, the road twists and turns on its way towards sea level and Ma’in Hot Springs, a set of renowned thermal springs and waterfalls.

Further away, Wadi Mujib’s crystal-clear waters cascade through the canyon and invite hikers to break from the area’s stifling heat. The gorge is only one part of an expansive park set up to protect the area’s rare biodiversity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dead Sea Panoramic Complex

2Mujib Biosphere Reserve

SIGHTS

(see 1)Dead Sea Museum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Ma’in Hot Springs

SLEEPING

(see 3)Ma’in Hot Springs Resort & Spa

4Mujib Chalets

5Royal Chalets




GETTING AROUND

There is no transport to the area south of the Dead Sea resorts so you’ll need your own wheels. Checkpoints are set up along the highway, so make sure you have your passport. Despite this, traffic moves pretty swiftly.

The Dead Sea Highway is particularly treacherous at night and there is a lack of street lights along the route towards the southern portion. The roads on the cliffs above can get steep.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The wadis lining the Dead Sea Highway make for great day hike destinations, but they’re also prone to flooding during winter – which is why many of the trails close around the end of October.



The Lowest Reserve on Earth

Canyon hiking

The RSCN manages the 212-sq-km Mujib Biosphere Reserve along the Dead Sea Highway. The visitor centre is a bit hard to make out from the road, but you’ll know you’re coming up to it when you spot the palm orchard and peninsula jutting out towards the Dead Sea.

The reserve contains some of Jordan’s most unique hiking, with wet trails that follow the water along the bottom of the canyon as it winds through the gorge. (Bring a towel and some spare clothes as you’ll be wading through some areas.) The self-guided Siq Trail is the most visited; it’s a breathtaking 2km trek that concludes with a waterfall. A bit of fitness is required to cross deeper sections and traverse wet rocks. For longer treks, the guided Canyon and Malaqi Trails both require you to conquer your fear of heights and rappel down an 18m-high waterfall on your way back to the centre. The latter is the more difficult of the two and takes around five to seven hours to complete. All three wet trails are open from April to October, although exact dates vary.

A rugged half-day hike called the Ibex Trail is open during winter and offers a chance to spot the reserve’s star inhabitant. The views over the Dead Sea are also pretty nice. Guided hikes can be booked at the visitor centre, but it’s often best to call ahead to ensure a guide is available if you want to tackle one of the longer trails.


BIODIVERSITY IN MUJIB

Most of the land that makes up the Mujib Biosphere Reserve isn’t visible from the Dead Sea Highway; the park is expansive and incorporates several different wadis, as well as the surrounding land on the plateau.

The area’s dramatic rises and falls in elevation, as well as an abundance of freshwater, mean that everything from grey wolves, striped hyenas and caracals to aquatic frogs and fish call Mujib home. Over 250 species of animals and 500 species of plants are found here. Scores of migratory birds make use of the reserve every year. It also serves as a sanctuary for the Nubian ibex, which was reintroduced here after being hunted to extinction in the country. Today, the RSCN estimates that there are around 600 ibex in Jordan.



Hammamat Ma’in

Historic thermal springs

The Ma’in Hot Springs (also called Hammamat Ma’in), the area’s most popular, are a 25-minute drive south from the Dead Sea resort strip. On approach, the springs look like a series of steep waterfalls until you get up close and feel the heat radiating from the water and pools. The water here is rich in minerals, including magnesium, calcium and potassium.

There’s a JD15 entrance fee to access the two waterfalls closest to the entrance, sometimes referred to as the Roman baths, while a third is located within the resort. You’ll need to bring your own towel. Try and see how long you can sit directly under the falls, which range in heat from barely bearable to scalding hot.

Just past the Roman baths is Ma’in Hot Springs Resort & Spa. The hotel itself is in need of a refresher, but there’s no denying that it still offers gorgeous views of the area’s largest thermal waterfall from the thermal pool and deck. There are also two pools where the water is collected and retains its warmth. The aptly named Cascade Spa offers various massages and treatments, and staff can organise hikes into the wadi.
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Ma’in Hot Springs | OSTILL/Getty Images ©

A Road Trip to the Highland

Views from sea level

The northern portion of the Dead Sea’s only intersection is a short drive south from the resort strip and leads to Madaba to the northwest, and the Ma’in Hot Springs and the King’s Road to the southwest. Both connections provide excellent scenery. If you’re short on time, the 20-minute drive from the Dead Sea Highway to the hot springs is the most rewarding detour. It’ll be hard to keep your eyes on the road as you drive from the lowest place on Earth to the Dead Sea Panoramic Complex at sea level. Don’t worry – the complex itself provides one of the best views in Jordan, as well as a museum and well-manicured grounds to wander about. Continue on to zigzag through the burnt orange hills of Wadi Zarqa Ma’in or turn back towards the Dead Sea.


BRIMSTONE & FIRE

You may notice an unusual rock formation high up on a cliff as you drive towards the southern tip of the Dead Sea. Local legend says the rocks are the biblical remains of Lot’s wife, who turned back towards Sodom as it was being destroyed by brimstone and fire. While it’s most likely just a legend, the area’s complex geological features have inspired many archaeologists to theorise that if such places of debauchery and sin did exist, their remains would be found here.

At the Bronze Age site of Babh Adh Dhra near Wadi Kerak to the east, the ruins of a small town contain some 20,000 tombs with around 500,000 remains. Both Babh Adh Dhra and another site near Wadi Numeira to the south (which some link to Gomorrah) contain deep layers of ash. However, in a critical blow to the theory, the two sites were abandoned or destroyed centuries apart.



Staying outside the Resorts

Mujib Chalets: A collection of small but stylish chalets with personal patios staring out over the Dead Sea; right outside the reserve. $$

Al Numeira Environmental Association: Hostel-like accommodation and opportunities for biking and hiking in Gawr Al Mazraah, next to the southern tip of the Dead Sea. $

Royal Chalets: Clean and contemporary chalets equipped with small pools south of Wadi Zarqa Ma’in. $$$




Beyond Wadi Mujib & Ma’in
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Surprisingly vast fields of green and the lowest museum on Earth punctuate the land just south of the Lisan Peninsula.


The fertile soil just past the Dead Sea has been cultivated for centuries, and the leafy green fields here may come as a surprise after passing the massive industrial complex on your way south. You’ll sometimes hear it referred to as Southern Ghor or Ghor El Safi, and some of the archaeological sites here date back to the Early Bronze Age.

Today small farming communities dot Southern Ghor. The area isn’t on most visitors’ radars, but a cheerful community-run initiative here aims to change that. The portion of the highway connecting Southern Ghor to Aqaba is beautiful in the evenings, when the sun turns the cliffs pink, and Wadi Numeira and others provide stunning backdrops for lesser visited trails. Be aware, though, that this is also one of the warmest places in Jordan during the summer months.


Places

Southern Ghor

Safi




GETTING AROUND

A car is the only way to get around near the southern tip of the Dead Sea. If you need to fill up when you get here, there are petrol stations near Potash City and 15 minutes down the road from the Al Numeira Environmental Association, otherwise petrol stations are scarce.



Southern GhorTIME FROM WADI MUJIB: 35 MINS [image: jpg]

Eat, hike and stay

If you prefer a more intimate look into what life is like around the Dead Sea these days, then look no further than Al Numeira Environmental Association. The association is run by a group of locals and they’re located just outside Ghor Al Mazra’a proper. Cheerful staff and a charming outdoor patio area with views over neighbouring farmland make this a great place to have a coffee or tea after a long drive along the Dead Sea.

If you want to spend some time in the surrounding area, they also operate a hostel and restaurant here that uses food grown in the garden out back. The association has worked to set up bike trails (rentals are available on-site) and connect visitors with locals and farmers. You can arrange hikes here into nearby Wadi Numeira. At certain times of the year, the trail includes a clear stream that runs through a deep gorge with banded sandstone. Money goes back into cleanups and ecofriendly projects in the area.


SafiTIME FROM WADI MUJIB: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

The world’s lowest museum

On a hazy day you might mistake the neighbouring town of Safi and its date-palm orchards for a tropical forest. Just before you drive into the town, you’ll see a sign directing you towards the Lowest Point on Earth Museum and Lot’s Cave. Take the left and spend some time checking out the museum’s surprisingly interesting collection that represents the area’s history. A large mosaic floor, the site and ruins of a Byzantine monastery, and mummified Nabatean remains are just a few of the museum’s highlights. Just outside the museum, the path up the hill leads to Lot’s Cave. This is where Lot, along with his daughters, is said to have sheltered after Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed. The ruins of another Byzantine church guard the entrance, and an inscription found inside the cave refers to Lot. It’s a steep trek to the cave.
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Wadi Numeira | Dmitriy Feldman svarshik/Shutterstock ©


MINERAL HARVESTING

Just south of the Lisan Peninsula, you’ll pass a sprawling facility and huge pools on the highway, which belongs to the Arab Potash Company. They, and an Israeli company on the opposite shore, use the evaporation pools to capture potassium chloride, bromine and calcium, which are mostly used to make fertilisers. The company is one of Jordan’s largest, and it’s the eighth-largest producer of potash in the world. However, the huge evaporation ponds in the area are also partly to blame for the Dead Sea’s sinking water levels.







Madaba & the King’s Highway
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BIBLICAL LANDS AND HERITAGE SITES

Byzantine mosaics, Roman outposts, wadi wanders and Crusader castles: the King’s Highway was trodden and shaped by many empires.
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Shobak Castle | Thomas Wyness/Shutterstock ©

Of the three roads running north to south through Jordan from Amman to Aqaba, the King’s Highway is the slowest and least direct. It’s also by far the most interesting, thanks to its historic significance as a trading route, along which numerous towns and cities have formed and flourished through the centuries. Officially labelled Hwy 35 (or Darb ar-Raseef, meaning ‘paved road’ in Arabic), the King’s Highway is devoid of any major engineering, always rolling over the undulating mountain spine of Jordan, never above, through or under. You’ll creep through the heart of busy market towns at a snail’s pace, and you’ll hairpin your way into dusty, deep canyons, where only the hardiest Bedouin live.

To travel the King’s Highway is to encounter some of Jordan’s finest natural and historic heritage, including the imperilled biome diversity of Dana Biosphere Reserve, the mighty Crusader Fortress in Karak, the yawning canyon of Wadi Mujib, and significant Byzantine mosaics in Madaba. The road strings together relics left by a long procession of empires and peoples, who have used the route to move, to rule or to trade for millennia. The Nabataeans used it to base their capital city Petra, the Israelites fled from Egypt north along its course, Romans and then Crusaders fortified it, before a succession of Islamic caliphates swept them out of Jordan. Yet despite this, the route is not thought to be named after any individual or group of monarchs or rulers.
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Mosaic, Moses Memorial Church | Richard I’Anson/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MADABA

Magnificent mosaics and biblical attractions.

KARAK

Crusaders and caliphates.

DANA BIOSPHERE RESERVE

Mountain views and wadi hikes.




Find Your Way

Although Hwy 35 officially starts at the Syrian border, the 300km of road south of Amman, through the core of Jordan to the point where it joins with the Desert Highway north of Wadi Rum, is conventionally known as the King’s Highway. This chapter covers as far as Petra.
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Plan Your Time

Take in the mosaics and religious landmarks and castles, but also spend a few days off the beaten path, exploring Umm ar Rasas or delving deep into Dana on foot.
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Stylite Tower, Umm ar Rasas | Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©


King’s Highway in Three Days

•The drive from Madaba to Petra along the King’s Highway takes around five hours. Break this up into two halves, with Karak in the middle. On the first day, tackle the ruins and mosaics of Madaba in the morning, then drive south, stopping at a panorama or two as you descend into Wadi Mujib.

•After spending the night in Karak, get up early to wander the ramparts of its Crusader Castle. Press on south, stopping in Dana Village (for the valley views, particularly at sunset.

•For your final day, hike down into Wadi Dana and back for a different perspective, before continuing to Shobak and onwards towards Wadi Musa.




Five Days with a Car

•Make Madaba your base for a few nights, starting with a day wandering the Madaba Heritage Trail and stopping by the Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist.

•On days two and three, take trips west to Mt Nebo, where Moses is said to have been buried, and to the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Umm ar Rasas to see ruins of the Roman outpost and Byzantine churches.

•For days four and five, consider the full Wadi Dana hike to Feynan Ecolodge, where you can participate in unique cultural experiences, including learning to make bread with a local Bedouin.




More Than a Week

•Take your time to experience the local way of life with a farm tour near Madaba and a workshop at the Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration. Stop by the Bani Hamida Weaving Centre to learn about the charitable weaving project then visit the site of King Herod’s former stronghold at Machaerus.

•Later in the week, pay a visit to Shobak Castle. It may be smaller than the Crusader outpost at Karak, but it has a more impressive setting over a desolate landscape dotted with caves. After spending the night nearby, find the trailhead for Wadi Ghuweir and hike to Feynan.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Madaba stays pleasant throughout the year, while the uplands remain relatively cool in summer. In the winter months you can expect some snow.

March

Hiking season begins amid cooler temperatures and decreasing rainfall, as many trails and wadis become safe to explore once more.

April

Wildflowers, such as Jordan’s national flower, the black iris, carpet the fields around the ruins and trails.

May

Perhaps the best month weather-wise, perfect for the plethora of outdoor attractions and activities that characterise trips along the King’s Highway.

June

Most shops and restaurants close to celebrate Eid al Adha, the end of the hajj to Mecca. It falls in June in 2025, then in May until 2028.

August

Performances, visual arts and handicrafts are celebrated all over the country, including Madaba, during the Jordan Festival. Dates vary.

September

Migratory birds pass through the region in abundance, with raptors such as sooty falcons particularly visible further south near Dana.

December

Christmas celebrations in Madaba include a horse-drawn Santa handing out chocolates to children and musical concerts throughout the month.




Madaba

[image: jpg]

History | Archaeological Riches | Madaba Map


Madaba is the first major stop along the King’s Highway, 34km south of Amman. The charming city thrived in antiquity until it was rattled to its very foundations by a series of devastating earthquakes from 746 to 749 CE (that of 747 was particularly deadly). The ruins were only repopulated (with Ottoman authority approval) in the late 19th century by dozens of Arab Christian families fleeing religious persecution in Karak. They subsequently unearthed many exquisite Byzantine-era mosaics and churches. These ruins remain the key reason to visit Madaba.

In Madaba (a name derived from an Aramaic word meaning ‘the water of the fruit’), most sights cluster together in the old quarter (Tell Madaba), crowning a hill overlooking a relatively vital stretch of farmland where shrubby pomegranate trees and silvery olive groves bear their flavoursome fruit. The city may have Christian heritage, but Islam is far more prevalent nowadays. These two main religions coexist in relative harmony, setting a profound, if oft-ignored, example of religious tolerance for the wider region.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist

2St George’s Church & Mosaic Map

SIGHTS

3Archaeological Park I

4Archaeological Park II

5Church of the Apostles

6Dar Al Saraya

7King Hussain Mosque

8Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration

9Madaba Museum

10Visitor Centre

SLEEPING

11Black Iris Hotel

12Tell Madaba Hotel

EATING

13Abu Jabber Sweet

14Ayola Cafe

15Bawabit Madaba Restaurant

16Carob House

17Fokar & Bhar

(see 19)Haret Jdoudna

SHOPPING

18Frankfurter Supermarket

19Haret Jdoudna Complex

20Maiaah Carpets Weaving




GETTING AROUND

The Queen Alia International Airport is only 18km or so by car from Madaba, and it offers a friendlier, less chaotic alternative to Amman. Regular minibuses depart from Amman’s Tabarbour (North) bus station to Madaba bus station, a 10-minute walk east from the visitors centre. Onward buses run as far as Dhiban along the King’s Highway, or further south via the Desert Highway. Madaba’s old town is compact and easily navigable on foot.




[image: ] TOP TIP

With plenty to see in the city and dozens of top sights no more than two hours away, Madaba makes for the ideal alternative base to Amman from which to explore the north of Jordan.



A Middle East Mosaic Map

Historic insight into the region

When the Christians resettled in Madaba towards the end of the 19th century, one of the first religious structures they rebuilt was St George’s Greek Orthodox Church. In 1884, during construction, workers stumbled upon an unusual treasure: the Madaba Map. The colourful floor mosaic depicts biblical cities and their key buildings across the region, complete with labels in Greek. This map remains Madaba’s marquee sight. Revered for being the oldest known map of the Palestinian Territories – roughly dated to 560 CE – it is, nevertheless, incomplete and its full extent may never be known. At the time of research, St George’s Church was undergoing extensive reconstruction (slated for completion in 2025), with the mosaic map likely to be sporadically off limits to visitors.


READING THE MADABA MOSAIC MAP

The Madaba Map delicately depicts a Dead Sea beset by waves, holding two small boats, a Jordan River teeming with fish, Jerusalem with its Church of the Holy Sepulchre, plus Bethlehem, Jericho and Gaza. Created long before cartographic convention placed north at the top, the map’s perspective hovers above the Dead Sea looking east, so that the top of the map (closest to St George’s altar) is modern-day Jordan, and the bottom is the West Bank in the Palestinian Territories. The right shows parts of the Sinai Peninsula and Nile delta. In Jordan, Lot’s Cave and Karak, already showing defiant city walls, are clearly marked.



Cross-Section of Madaba’s Past

Ancient tunnels and city views

The Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist, as the name suggests, memorialises a grisly Bible passage said to have occurred in nearby Machaerus. The current religious complex includes an active nunnery, church and, to the right of it, a 19th-century chapel repurposed as the ticket office (Jordan Passes don’t cover most churches, including this and St George’s). Most of what you see above ground was built in the 20th century, over a fascinating series of older foundations. Within that subterranean jumble is the Acropolis Museum, where you’ll find a working 3000-year-old Moabite well and a warren of low tunnels built during Roman times. Elsewhere, a vaulted crypt contains an impeccable model of the old city, alongside replicas of mosaics found elsewhere around the region. Haul yourself out of the underbelly and up the precarious system of ladders and stairs that skirt their way around the bells up onto the belfry’s precipitous, vertigo-inducing ledge. The city view is worth the climb.
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Madaba Map, St George’s Greek Orthodox Church | WitR/Shutterstock ©

Eating in Madaba

Carob House: Beautiful old house with an elegant garden. Delicious dishes use organic products, often grown on the owner’s nearby farm. Meat, vegan and vegetarian options aplenty. $$$

Ayola Cafe: Lofty ceilings and an interior designed to mimic the traditional stone homes of Madaba’s early-20th-century inhabitants. Cold beer and arak (distilled spirit) served here. $$

Bawabit Madaba: Perfect rooftop terrace spot for a sunset dinner, overlooking the old town. Best for grilled meats. $$$

Haret Jdoudna: Pleasant courtyard dining, shaded by a single tree, at the front. Can get a little busy when tour buses are in town. $$$

Fokar & Bhar: Streetside seating on the main tourist street, serving decent muttabal, cheese sambousek, fattoush and various potato dishes. $$

Abu Jabber Sweet: Huge trays of the stringy, syrupy kunafeh, drizzled in more sugary syrup and topped with soft-crunch pistachios. $


THE REAL ST STEPHEN MOSAIC

While the Church of the Beheading of St John the Baptist contains replicas of part of the celebrated mosaic found in the Church of St Stephen, you can see the real deal in all its glory at Umm ar Rasas.




A Local History in Two Parks

Madaba’s archaeological spaces

Among the archaeological riches of central Madaba are two large tracts of the old town preserved as open-air museums (both included in the Jordan Pass). The easternmost, located 75m uphill from the visitor centre, is Archaeological Park I. Its main structure, covered by a protective roof, is Hippolytus Hall, part of a 6th-century Byzantine mansion that was built atop an earlier Roman hall. Its main mosaic was inspired by the Greek tragedy Hippolytus by Euripides. Three rectangular panels surrounded by acanthus scroll borders depict characters and scenes, including Phaedra and her handmaidens, and Aphrodite and Adonis seated on a throne, the former waving a sandal at a Cupid, while another cradles her foot. Beside the Hippolytus Hall are ruins of the Church of the Virgin Mary, with its geometric mosaics, a section of Roman road, and the Church of the Prophet Elias, which sits above a crypt (you might need to hunt around for the light switch) filled with mosaic pavements, bearing intricate images of fruit trees and birds.

Further northwest, look for an opening in the souvenir shops on your left as you walk uphill along Al Amir Hasan St. Here Archaeological Park II contains the Burnt Palace, a 6th-century mansion destroyed in a fire following an earthquake in 749 CE. Elevated walkways allow you a closer look at the geometric pattern mosaics. The infinite loops represent life; the closed loops denote death. The main building here is the late-6th-century Martyr’s Church, aka Church of the Holy Martyrs and, locally, Al Khadir. All living things depicted on its vast mosaic were destroyed during the First Iconoclasm.


TOUR GUIDES

It’s not uncommon to enter a site and find that the person who checked your Jordan Pass or sold you your ticket is now guiding you around the site. They won’t have asked if you want a guide and it will seem like it’s part of your entrance fee. But it’s not. The quality of these unofficial, unsolicited tours is variable. A hefty tip (often higher than the entrance fee) is then requested. A simple ‘No, thank you’, perhaps reaffirmed a few times, should be enough to dissuade this, if you’re not interested. Information panels are often excellent at the Madaba sites anyway.



Make Your Own Mosaic

Madaba’s mosaic restoration institute

The Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration was set up by the Jordanian government to train future mosaic technicians in traditional techniques used by the Romans and Byzantines and to preserve and restore the country’s mosaic heritage. The school is open to visitors, who are welcome to look around for free, purchase finished pieces made by local artisans at fair prices set by the government, and to take part in mosaic-making classes (unofficial and usually for an on-the-spot negotiable fee). In two hours you can make your own mosaic using coloured limestone gathered from around Jordan.

To enter the site, walk through the black and gold gate on the corner between Archaeological Park I and the Visitor Centre. Check in at the gatehouse on your right, then continue down to the green all-weather football pitch on your left. The standalone building to the left of this holds an exhibition of the students’ works. Facing it, near the pitch’s halfway line, is the school entrance, where you’re free to explore and ask questions of the friendly graduates who work here.
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King Hussain Mosque | leshiy985/Shutterstock ©

Staying in Madaba: Hotels

Black Iris Hotel: Exceptional hotel from which you’ll leave feeling like part of the family. Yanal and Diana are happy to help you book tours, and offer cooking classes. $$

Tell Madaba Hotel: Great location a few blocks from Madaba Museum. Warm welcome and a traditional Jordanian buffet breakfast included. $$

Rumman Hotel: Clean, spacious rooms in a quieter part of Madaba, 1km from the old town (a safe walk). As with all hotels listed here, the hotel has on-site car parking. $



Madaba Heritage Trail
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A brown line in the pavement of the old town maps out a Heritage Trail, beginning at Madaba’s excellent 1 Visitor Centre (8am-6pm). Inside, there’s an excellent exhibition outlining Madaba’s story through the ages. Exit the visitor centre onto Abu Bakkr as Siddiq St, picking up the brown line on the left side of the street. Follow it to 2 Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration, located inside the heritage Al Sunnaa’ and Kenda houses, both built in 1930. Further uphill on the left is the 3 Archaeological Park I. At the T-junction, turn left (south) onto Al Amir Hasan St, walking two blocks. Deviate slightly to the dominant, gold-domed 4 King Hussain Mosque on your right. You’re welcome to visit outside of prayer times. Back on the trail, continue until it deviates right (west) over the road and up the steps to 5 Dar Al Saraya. Built in 1896 as the Ottoman administrative centre, it remains closed following successive failed attempts at a rebrand. Circumvent the building and you’ll reach Prs Haya St. Take a quick detour left to 6 Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist then, rejoining the trail, walk three blocks downhill and look left for the oddly shaped doorway of 7 Haret Jdoudna, an ideal stop for a tea break. Refreshed, continue north, following the trail to 8 St George’s Church to visit the Madaba Map. The trail then backtracks and heads east down the souvenir-shop-lined Al Amir Hasan St. Look for the alley on your right to find your final stop, 9 Archaeological Park II.




Madaba Museum Relics

Mosaics and historic homes

The Madaba Museum occupies a handful of the homes built during the 19th-century revival of the city and contains a modest collection of pottery, coins and jewellery recovered from local dig sites such as Tell Hesban and Tell Madaba. The entrance (included in the Jordan Pass) is down an alley off the south side of Balqa St (look for the white box sign above the pavement). Of the small mosaics here, the Bacchic Procession is a highlight. Surprising in its immodesty, it depicts a nude satyr and a suggestively clad maenad playing cymbals attached to her hands and feet. Both are followers of Dionysus (or Bacchus, to the Romans), god of winemaking.


CHURCH OF THE APOSTLES

Central Madaba’s outlier is the 6th-century Church of the Apostles, which sits south of the old town at the bottom of the hill beside the King’s Highway. It’s worth the visit (included in the Jordan Pass) for its huge, beautifully preserved mosaic alone. The central panel depicts Thalassa, Greek goddess of the sea. Note the small octopus on her bottom right. Elsewhere, there are scenes of youths, stags, sheep and gazelles interspersed with pomegranate trees and grapes (known as the Tree of Madaba) and other flora. Further inside the church on the west side, opposite the entrance, there’s an exceptionally detailed and intricate mosaic of the apostles. There’s also a weathered Roman mosaic of Achilles.



Shopping in Madaba

Haret Jdoudna: Wide variety of local crafts such as embroidery, clothing and mosaics, located in the back of Haret Jdoudna restaurant.

Maiaah Carpets Weaving: Lovely owner Zaid has his loom right in the doorway, so you can watch as he makes his carpets. He’ll likely want to show you the documentary about him.

Frankfurter Supermarket: The place to go for packaged speciality food and sweets. They also serve the best coffee in Madaba from the cafe across the street.




Beyond Madaba


[image: jpg]

The countryside around Madaba features heavily in the Bible, while Roman ruins and plenty of natural landmarks are also worthy of attention.


As you begin your exploration of the King’s Highway, Madaba’s surroundings offer the perfect snapshot of what’s in store along its full length. Expect biblical scene settings, including the last acts of Moses at Mt Nebo and the dark deeds of King Herod at Machaerus; a ruined fortress that guarded the fringes of the Roman empire at Umm ar Rasas; and the starkly beautiful brutality of Jordan’s own grand canyon: Wadi Mujib, whose best viewpoints are on the northern side, including from the partially excavated ruins of Al Lahun. The landscape around here has inspired great art, both historic, with some of the world’s finest Byzantine mosaics, and with artisans at Bani Hamida making traditional, hand-woven carpets and rugs.


Places

Mt Nebo Pilgrimage Site

Carob Farm

Tell Hesban

Fortress of Machaerus

Mukawir

Umm ar Rasas

Upper Wadi Mujib Panoramas




GETTING AROUND

Public transport rarely crosses Wadi Mujib, so a private taxi or rented vehicle is really the only way. You’ll see plenty of locals hitchhiking in this zone, too. A few minibuses visit Umm ar Rasas a week from Madaba. Alternatively, catch one of the regular buses to Dhiban from key King’s Highway towns north of Wadi Mujib, then arrange a private taxi from there (roughly JD25 return). Buses leave regularly from Madaba to Mukawir, but you’ll need to walk onwards to Machaerus.



Mt Nebo Pilgrimage SiteTIME FROM MADABA: 15 MINS [image: jpg]

The final resting place of Moses

‘We will travel along the King’s Highway and not turn to the right or to the left until we have passed through your territory,’ declared Moses at the head of the Israelites in the Bible’s Book of Numbers 20:17.

Despite being denied access to the King’s Highway, Moses and the Israelites made the journey anyway. For Moses, having finally seen the Promised Land, the perilous journey culminated with his death 700m above sea level on Mt Nebo, in what was then ancient Moab, in view of what is modern-day Palestinian Territories’ West Bank. He was 120.

Beyond the Bible, Mt Nebo (also known as Siyagha) is an important place of pilgrimage. Franciscans built the modern Moses Memorial Church here after excavating ruins of the Diakonikon Baptistery Chapel, which was built by the Byzantines as a memorial to Moses in 530 CE and enlarged in 597 over an earlier church. It contains the site’s most significant tangible relics, namely mosaics so exquisite that they will pull anyone out of the stubbornest of mosaic fatigue. The main panel depicts scenes of hunting and animal handling, including a man with an ostrich, and a youth with a zebra and an odd camel-giraffe.

Elsewhere, the Book of Love Among Nations commemorates the kinship between faiths that worship Prophet Moses (namely Jews, Muslims and Christians). Beyond this is a small but fascinating museum exploring how the site came to be recognised by Egeria, a (possibly Spanish) nun, in 384 CE.

While there’s no consensus on where Moses was buried, the Memorial Viewpoint marks the point where Moses is said to have first laid eyes on a Promised Land he could never enter. On a clear day, the Dead Sea and the Palestinian Territories are clearly visible. The Brazen Serpent Monument, created by Italian artist Gian Paolo Fantoni, marks the spot. It merges the Crucifixion with a tangled metal serpent curling around a ragged staff, which was erected by Moses to protect his people against snakes sent to them as punishment.
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Moses Memorial Church | Emad aljumah/Getty Images ©

Detours on the road to Mt Nebo

Mt Nebo is roughly 9km from central Madaba. Along the way, a few disparate sights demand a brief detour. About 6km out from Madaba, look for a white sign pointing left (south) saying ‘Hotel’. The road weaves through a few kilometres of arid farmland to the gates of the Church of SS Lot & Procopius. A custodian is usually on hand to unlock the doors of the unassuming building during the daytime (except Friday and Sunday) which contains the ruins of a church built in 557 CE. Its mosaic floor depicts a serene pastoral scene, complete with vintners at work, alongside grazing deer, hares and excellent examples of the Tree of Madaba. Entry is free, but a tip in the region of JD1 per person is appropriate.

Another kilometre along the main road, the ethnographic Al Hakaya Museum (formerly La Storia Tourism Complex) is a family-friendly, walk-through diorama of Jordanian life. The series of often sweet but unintentionally amusing depictions of traditions, farming practices and souq life are self-explanatory, although there are a few information panels.

Immediately after (west of) Al Hakaya Museum, there’s a steep, winding country road on the right. It leads to Moses’ Spring (Ayoun Musa), an underwhelming and insalubrious spot, blighted by some half-finished buildings that fell into ruin before ever realising their intended purpose. It’s only worth visiting if you’re here on a pilgrimage and want to see a contender for the rock Moses is said to have struck to summon water.


DRIVING THE KING’S HIGHWAY

The King’s Highway alternates between built-up areas and deep, arid valleys, making for a varied and thrilling driving experience. The towns require defensive driving as all sorts of (mostly human-made) hazards leap out, including drivers merging onto the road or pulling into your lane without looking, people crossing the street without looking, or opening car doors, again, without looking. But when you reach those open spaces, particularly in Wadi Mujib, the traffic drops away almost entirely and you’re left with a sweeping jumble of Earth’s dusty pleats. Beware roving speed checks along the route, despite road signs being scant. Generally, speed limits are 60km/h or 50km/h through the towns and 80km/h in the countryside.



Shopping around Mt Nebo: Souvenirs

Tree of Life: Art, handicrafts and larger items such as tables with mosaic tops are par for the course in this souvenir shop.

Art River: Expansive souvenir store and active workshop behind Al Hakaya Museum, where you can watch mosaics being made.

Nebo’s Pearl: Closer to Madaba. Don’t believe the line about it being supported by the royal family. Bargain hard and offer much lower than quoted.


SPRING RUMOURS

The spring at Mt Nebo is one of two sites along the King’s Highway rumoured to be where Moses struck rock and summoned water. Another candidate is the spring near Petra.




HIKING FROM MUKAWIR TO MA’IN HOT SPRINGS

Shepherd trails crisscross the landscape around Mukawir, providing plenty of hiking opportunities around a region that boasts some expansive views over the Jordanian Rift Valley. A popular option leads from Mukawir to Ma’in Hot Springs (12km). Walking up to the Fortress of Machaerus, you’ll see other trails leading down the gully to the left of the hill, when you’re facing the Dead Sea. As these paths are often precipitous and challenging, it’s best to organise a private guide at a hotel in Madaba, such as Black Iris, and avoid hiking alone.



Carob FarmTIME FROM MADABA: 15 MINS [image: jpg]

Farm tour, fine dining and cooking classes

Jordan is the second-driest nation per capita in the world, after Mongolia. But around Madaba, Carob Farm uses zero-waste, chemical-free, organic permaculture to thrive. Tours of Carob Farm are run by founder Rakan Mehyar (who also opened the Carob House restaurant in Madaba in 2022) and Farm Education Coordinator Tamara Faouri. Guests can experience the full farm-to-table journey, with al fresco dining beneath the cooling canopy of fruit and pine trees. Back at the restaurant, head chef Sarah Yassin also runs cooking classes on request. As it’s one of the best dining experiences on the King’s Highway, you’ll be learning from the best.

Tell HesbanTIME FROM MADABA: 20 MINS [image: jpg]

One site, many cultures

Tell Hesban is a diverse yet oft-overlooked archaeological site containing ruins of a Mamluk governor’s private residence, a Roman public space, and a marketplace where evidence of trading from Babylonian, Assyrian and Persian rule have been found. At the latter, clay amphorae containing fish bones – used to make the fermented fish sauce garum, popular in ancient cuisines – were among many sundry items discovered in this rich archaeological trove. To reach it, drive north on the King’s Highway taking a left (west) at the first traffic lights you see after you’ve passed beneath the footbridge in Hisban (after about 1km).

Fortress of MachaerusTIME FROM MADABA: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

King Herod’s citadel

Herod the Great’s Fortress of Machaerus (aka Castle of the Gallows), around 30km southwest of Madaba, was built in 30 BCE. Its strategic hilltop position provides views across the Dead Sea as far as Jericho and Jerusalem. It was here that Salome is said to have danced for Herod the Great’s son, known in the Bible as King Herod (aka Herod Antipas, King of Judea from 4 BCE to 39 CE), convincing him to behead St John the Baptist, who was already imprisoned in the town below Machaerus after criticising King Herod for his adultery.

The castle and town are long gone, eroded by earthquakes and long exposure to the elements. The hillsides, which are pinned back in places and have slid into the wadi elsewhere, are striated with tight folds of sedimentary rock, and some former cave dwellings. From the car park, follow the curving path round to the left of the hill, which corkscrews up to the hilltop where you’ll find some low ruins, a few reconstructed columns and a deep cistern. Due to the hill’s eroded state, it’s best to return by the same path. Entry is free with the Jordan Pass.
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Machaerus hill | Paul Stafford/Lonely Planet ©

MukawirTIME FROM MADABA: 45 MINS [image: jpg]

The weavers of Bani Hamida

Located in Mukawir town, 2km before the Fortress of Machaerus, Bani Hamida Weaving Centre & Gallery is a charitable foundation. Started in 1985, Bani Hamida now employs hundreds of women from the local region, who wash, card, dye and spin sheep’s wool, teach others how to do so, or as hand-weave kilim carpets. Amal, who started with Bani Hamida in 1990, can help arrange visits from the centre to meet local women and watch them at work, often in their own homes, so long as you have your own transport. A carpet measuring 170cm by 120cm takes about two months to weave by hand. Access to Google Translate or other translation device is handy if you don’t speak Arabic. There’s no charge, but there’s a tacit understanding that you’ll buy something back at the Bani Hamida shop afterwards. Prices start around JD5 for a hand-spun and -woven bracelet. Opening hours are sporadic, but usually from 9am to 3pm Sunday to Wednesday.


HOW ECOTOURISM CAN IMPROVE FARMING

[image: author]

Rakan Mehyar manages Carob Farm and Carob House (carob.earth) restaurant. He was born and raised in the countryside between Amman and Madaba.

What is the main purpose of opening your farm to visitors?

We wanted a place that connects people directly to local farmers. The restaurant stayed more as a community space, designed to revive farming as a local culture.

How can you grow clean and nutritious food in a country with water scarcity?

What simplifies food production is the complexity of the soil. By adding organic matter, changing the practice of tillage so that the soil becomes the storage of carbon, we are solving climate issues while adding fertility. The results can be tasted at Madaba-based Carob House.



Staying along the King’s Highway: Rooms with a View

Al-Karak Countryside Hotel: Beautiful canyon views at this great jumping-off accommodation for visits to Wadi bin Hammad and Ar Rabba. $

Wadi Alwala View Camp: Of the few hotels along the King’s Highway, this one has the finest views, sited above a small wadi north of Dhiban. $$

Wadi Al-Hassa Camp: Alpine-stye chalets with Jordanian-style wadi views, sited next to the flowing river of Wadi al Hasa, midway between Karak and Dana. $$


MORE THAN AN OASIS

From the fortress viewpoint at Machaerus, it might seem as though nothing green grows for miles around. But only a few kilometres away, Ma’in not only boasts water, but core-heated hot springs, too.



Umm ar RasasTIME FROM MADABA: 40 MINS [image: jpg]

Quirky UNESCO-listed ruins

On the edge of Jordan’s dreary desert plains, a series of Roman fortifications, known as the Limes Arabicas, marked the edge of that once great empire’s territory. Among them, the UNESCO-listed World Heritage Site of Umm ar Rasas is frequently overlooked by visitors. The expansive site (free to enter with the Jordan Pass) was referred to as Kastron Mefa’a in Roman texts and the Bible, as well as in early Islamic writings (confirmed by a Greek inscription found at the site).

The 3rd-century-CE Roman garrison side of town, known as Lehum, is still being excavated, although you can climb steps up the eastern wall to gaze over what must have been a heavily fortified outpost, as well as offering unbroken views across the arid ochre dirt, devoid almost entirely of trees or vegetation. The Byzantine sector is fully accessible and includes 16 churches. But even here, Umm ar Rasas still has the air of an archaeological site in the discovery phase, with piles of rubble and columns lying undisturbed exactly how they fell.

The mosaics found in St Stephen’s Complex, among the churches to have been fully excavated, rank among the King’s Highway’s finest treasures. Down either side of the mosaic are depictions of important Christian cities including Madaba, Philadelphia (Amman), Gaza and Jericho.

Located barely 1km north of the main site, one outlying ruin is among the most enigmatic and unusual to be found anywhere in the Middle East. Known as the Stylite Tower, it is possibly the only remaining proof of the practice whereby ascetic monks spent time in complete isolation at the top of a thin, 15m-tall tower with windows at the top but no stairs. Circumvent this hermit’s tower and you’ll see no evidence of how anybody got in or out of that tiny room at the top.


THE MESHA STELE

You’ll no doubt hear regular mention of the Mesha Stele (aka Moabite Stone) during your time along the King’s Highway. The ancient missive was carved into stone around 840 BCE by Mesha of Moab and talks (in the Moabite language) of the struggles between the kingdoms of Moab (in modern-day Jordan) and Israel. It was tragically destroyed by villagers of Dhiban in 1869, a year after its discovery, when nobody could agree on its ownership. Luckily a squeeze (papier-mâché impression) taken by archaeologists at the time of discovery preserves its information. The reassembled remains of the stele are on display in Paris’ Louvre Museum.



Upper Wadi Mujib PanoramasTIME FROM MADABA: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Views from roads and ruins

Jordan’s very own grand canyon is a sight to behold, particularly on a crisp winter’s day when the sun is lower in the sky, contouring the canyon’s features. It’s thrilling to drive the winding road down into its almost 1km depth, across the dam in its belly and then back out again. On both sides, panoramas with attached cafes make for the ideal stop off. The best is found soon after passing through Dhiban, as you begin your descent on the northern side. The Wadi Mujib Panorama, on your right, has a viewing platform. The canyon walls here drop away precipitously in a cascade of rock and dust, scribbled on by the serpentine road that weaves down to the wadi floor. It’s an ochreous panorama sculpted with such grandeur by the wind and the one resource that is scarcest in Jordan: water.

All along the canyon’s edge, there are excellent viewpoints. The ruins of Al Lahun, which sit south of the main road between Dhiban and Umm ar Rasas (keep an eye out for the brown signs), crown a precipice overlooking Wadi Mujib. Nobody comes here, so you’ll be sharing the view with goatherds leading their flocks through the Bronze Age village ruins.
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Wadi Mujib Panorama | Chiara Salvadori/Getty Images ©


THE JORDAN TRAIL: THREE WADIS TO KARAK

Hikes into Wadi Mujib are possible, with the best option being to follow all or part of the section of Jordan Trail between Wadi Zarqa and Karak. This section is 75km and takes around four days. In addition to the Zarq and Mujib canyons, you’ll also traverse Wadi Hidan. This is considered the most physically challenging stage of the Jordan Trail, with steep descents and climbs. By the same token, it’s the most visually remarkable. Visit jordantrail .org for more information, maps and logistical help.




MAIN BODY OF THE WADI

Wadi Mujib gouges its way westwards through the Earth’s crust until it reaches the Dead Sea, from which point you can access the Mujib Biosphere Reserve.






Karak
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Crusader Fortress | Archaeological Museum | History


The name Karak comes from Aramaic karka meaning ‘walled city’ and it would seem that this has been the site of a fortified position since well before recorded time. Under the Moabs it was called Charakmoba, or ‘the fortress city of Moab’, although it is now best known as the mighty Crusader fortress of the Franks that took Saladin and his army four attempts (the final one only successful after an eight-month siege) to defeat. Either way, this mighty bastion is a highlight of any King’s Highway trip.

Karak is a conservative corner of Jordan. Arab Christian families were forced to flee at the end of the 19th century and particularly during times of regional conflict. Indeed, Karak presents an inconsistent atmosphere: derisive comments directed at Western tourists are balanced by an effusive welcome by most locals. Nevertheless, provisions for tourism are slim and there’s little of interest beyond the castle walls. Hotels are cheaper here than elsewhere on the King’s Highway, however. Around the fortress, you’ll notice the robust presence of tourism police, to ensure that a repeat of the Islamic State attack here in 2016, which left 10 people dead, will not happen again.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Karak Castle

SIGHTS

2Castle Plaza

3Crusader Church

4Crusader Gallery

5Crusader’s Gate

6Glacis

7Karak Archaeological Museum

8Mamluk Keep

9Mamluk Palace and Mosque

10Prison Cells

11Rosette Gallery

12Statue of Saladin

SLEEPING

13Karak Dream

14Old House

EATING

15Adel Halabi

16Kir Heres

17Old Restaurant & Cafe




GETTING AROUND

The old town is walkable but not particularly easy to drive around. Getting anywhere north of Wadi Mujib along the King’s Highway from Karak without your own transport is tricky because buses use the Desert Highway to reach Aqaba (three hours) and Amman (2½ hours). The bus station is located south of the city, down the hill from the castle, beside the King’s Highway. From here, take minibuses to Tafila and change for onward buses to Wadi Musa (for Petra), Qadsiyya (for Dana) and Shobak.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Consider hiring a guide at the entry gate. Information panels within are patchy. Be sure to test your prospective guide’s language skills first, as the price requested is often a steep JD20 (JD10 if you’re willing to haggle).



Visit the Karak Archaeological Museum

Stone relics and model castle

Within the walls of Karak Castle, Karak Archaeological Museum is the finest source of history and artefacts outside of Amman or Petra along the King’s Highway. Turn left and ascend the steps after passing the ticket office, right before crossing the bridge to the castle’s Ottoman Gate. The museum contains a good replica of the Mesha Stele, and a fragment of stone discovered in 1958 containing one of the few known inscriptions written in the Moabite language.

Also in the museum, you’ll find the Karak Lion, part of a lion carving believed to be from the Moabite Kingdom. This bas-relief likely formed part of a gateway to Karak. Lions represent royal power in the Levant. Karak, one of the major towns in the Moabite Kingdom, flourished during the Iron Age from 1200 to 550 BCE. The Ammonite kingdom was to the north and the Edomites south. The King’s Highway connected all three kingdoms.

There is also a good model of the castle, with information and detailed descriptions of what each section is. It is far better than much of the information contained within the castle walls.

Evenings in Castle Plaza

Statues and al fresco dining

While you wouldn’t exactly call Karak a party town, the most happening area if you’re staying in the city overnight is around Castle Plaza. Dominated by a large statue of Saladin on horseback, brandishing his scimitar, this is a place where locals socialise and kids play football. Restaurants and cafes line its fringes and, as Karak is the capital of mansaf (the goats in the region are said to produce a sweeter milk for the jameed yogurt), it’s worth trying the local cuisine. See here to read more about mansaf.


STAYING & EATING IN KARAK

Old House: A small family home with a big family welcome. Rooms are basic but there’s a pleasant terrace and meals can be arranged. $

Karak Dream: Excellent budget accommodation close to Castle Plaza. $

Kir Heres: A good place to try the local mansaf. The tahini aubergine salad is also a highlight. $$

Adel Halabi: One of the few restaurants in town with vegan and vegetarian options, to which meat can be added on request. $

Old Restaurant & Cafe: If you’re tired of Arabic coffee, this place has coffee pods. Also serves a decent hummus platter. $





Top experience
Karak Castle

The Crusaders (Franks) used Jerusalem, which they conquered in 1099, as a base to take Jordanian territory, then called Oultre-Jourdain. By 1142, they had bolstered Karak Castle into something akin to what you see today, improving upon previous fortifications in order to help protect Jerusalem, and to block or control trade and communication along the King’s Highway. Renovations and extra fortification was done under the Ayyubid Caliphate and the Mamluks.
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Leonid Andronov/Shutterstock ©


Jordan Passes allow free access to Karak Castle and its adjoining Archaeological Museum. Scan this QR code for more information.
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Gates, Towers & Walls

Entrance to Karak Castle is via the Ottoman Gate after crossing a deep fosse (ditch), which Saladin filled in with soil during one of his sieges. Fortified towers and thick lofty walls preside above the valley, creating a formidable and impressive presence. Below the eastern wall, there’s also a glacis (a steep, rocky slope) that was impossible to climb or escape down.


Don’t Miss

Gates, Towers and Walls

Crusader Gallery

Crusader Kitchens

Crusader Church

Mamluk Palace and Keep

Halls and Prison Cells

Islamic Lower Court



Crusader Gallery

After passing through the Ottoman Gate, climb the steps on your left (east) and double back on yourself. This vast facade is the castle’s Crusader North Front. Enter the vaulted Crusader Gallery, used as a horse stables. Midway along, steps down to the left lead to the Crusader Gate, originally the main entrance, but now closed off. Leading from the gallery, as with the entire site, is a warren of small rooms and passages. At the far end of the gallery, emerge beneath the ruined northeast tower. Beside the low, semi-arch doorway, whose staircase ascends the tower, there’s a bas-relief stone carving of a soldier (now headless) from the 2nd century CE. Some archaeologists believe it formed part of a former Nabataean temple.

Crusader Kitchens

Delve southwest into the tunnel, which leads to the barracks. Before exiting, turn right into the subterranean warren of the Crusader Kitchens. You’ll see brick ovens placed below patches of blackened ceiling and ventilation holes. Elsewhere there are cisterns, millstones and a warren of partially excavated rooms that you’ll need a torch to explore.

Crusader Church

Wander southeast down the steps, past remains of a vaulted structure on both left and right. This is what remains of the old Crusader Church. In the sacristy there are arrow slits in the walls suggesting it was once the outer line of defence. Much of the castle south of here was built by the Mamluk sultans, possibly over earlier Crusader structures destroyed by Saladin.


The History of Saladin’s Victory Over the Crusaders

Saladin founded the Ayyubid dynasty and, as sultan, used his previous experience as army commander to wage war on the Franks. Karak under the Crusaders was no stranger to sieges, with Nur al-Din Zangi’s troops failing in 1170. Saladin’s first three attempts failed due to the arrival of Crusader reinforcements. Saladin defeated the Crusaders in the Battle of Hattin in July 1187. It was a shortage of food after eight months that caused the Frankish garrison at Karak to finally surrender in 1188.



Mamluk Palace & Keep

The large structure looming above you on the southern wall is the Mamluk Keep, with its two levels of arches, built by Sultan Beybars in 1260. This is considered the strongest point of defence in the castle. Explore these ramparts then take the steps down to the rooms of the Mamluk Palace added by Sultan Al Nasir Muhammad in 1311. It exhibits a regional variation on the four-iwan hall, common to classical Islamic architecture, consisting of four chambers off a qa’a (central court). Beyond this reception space are what would have been the Mamluk Governor of Kerak’s personal quarters. Above this is a small mosque that could hold up to 30 worshippers.

Halls & Prison Cells

From either here, the main entrance or the Crusader Church, you can access the castle’s two main subterranean corridors, off which you’ll find all sorts of rooms, including niches that held a souq, seven prison cells, and the Rosette Hall, so named for a carving found at the bottom of the stairs.

Islamic Lower Court

Drop down to the western wall. At the southwestern end are the quarters of Mamluk notables or perhaps commanders. Heading back north towards the entrance, ascend the metal and wood staircase onto the battlement.


TOP TIPS

• Give yourself about three hours to fully explore the castle, otherwise it’s possible to whip round the site in 1½ hours if you’d prefer a quick tour.

• Bring a torch or use the one on your phone as there are some spaces that aren’t well lit.

• Proceed with caution, particularly if you’re travelling with children, as there are many areas where the castle is in poor condition, including poorly guarded holes between floors.







Beyond Karak
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The arid land around Karak holds ruins of the past and some impressive natural landscapes.


The landscape north of Karak is mostly dry and uninviting, with only a few small towns and little to stop for, with the exception of the Roman ruins at Ar Rabba. From the spring to early autumn months, Wadi bin Hammad provides some fantastic canyon hiking, although flash floods are a real danger here and caution is advised. Further south, the King’s Highway passes through a succession of busy market towns (best bypassed where possible). However, the section through Wadi al Hasa (the biblical Zered Valley) should not be missed, as it offers some of the best driving on the entire route, with ancient, ruined towns such as Khirbet et Tannur out in the dust, accessible only by hiking or with a 4WD.


Places

Ar Rabba

Khirbet et Tannur




GETTING AROUND

You can experience the stretch of road between Karak and Tafila in one of the regular minibuses between the two cities. Besides that, you’ll struggle to reach most of these sights even with your own transport. A 4WD vehicle or, better yet, a private guided tour (from Karak or Wadi Musa) are the best options.



Ar RabbaTIME FROM KARAK: 30 MINS [image: jpg]

Pit stop for Roman ruins

If you’re driving the King’s Highway, the small set of Roman and Byzantine ruins at Ar Rabba make for the ideal place to stop off and stretch your legs before or after tackling the Wadi Mujib drive. They lie incongruously in the centre of town, right beside the King’s Highway and are free to enter. Amid the jumble of rubble, a few discernible ruins remain, including a Byzantine church with a surviving arch, plus some toppled columns with carvings of acanthus leaves. Ar Rabba was called Areopolis during Hellenistic-Roman times, when an administrative centre and headquarters for the Roman governor of Arabia. The further south you travel along the King’s Highway from Karak, when asking for the bill, you’ll be invited to stay for ‘hospitality’ which often means free mint tea or Arabic coffee. If you’re prepared to wait until after your meal to drink it, you won’t have to pay for the drink.

Khirbet et TannurTIME FROM KARAK: 50 MINS [image: jpg]

Ruins in the Dust

When you emerge from Wadi al Hasa on the south side, the landscape of beige topsoil broken by the occasional bulwark of black volcanic scree seems no less barren, but it was unlikely to have always been this way. Two ruined towns, neither of which is accessible by metalled roads, suggest a much more productive landscape in antiquity. After passing Tannur Dam, there’s a small road to your right that isn’t always open. Follow it for a few kilometres then park up. It’s a steep 20-minute hike from the road up to Khirbet et Tannur, where you’ll find the scant remains of a Nabataean temple. Some important statues were discovered here. That of Atagarsis is on display in the Jordan Museum. Nine kilometres further south, there’s another set of ruins visible east of the King’s Highway. This is Khirbet al Dharih, best reached with a 4WD vehicle via the dirt track. The turnoff for it is 1.5km north of the site.
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Ar Rabba | Paul Stafford/Lonely Planet ©


CANYONING ALONG THE KING’S HIGHWAY

The deep wadis along the King’s Highway are often the only places you’ll see greenery around these parts. They are also excellent locations for outdoors adventure. Wadi bin Hammad, Wadi Labun near Karak and Wadi Zarqa Ma’in near Madaba all have technical canyoning routes requiring abseiling, climbing and swimming. Most are closed during the winter months due to the elevated risk of flash floods. Canyoning is not well established in Jordan, so unimpeachable preparation is imperative. Contact the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN; rscn.org.jo) for organised tours. Walks, Treks, Caves, Climbs & Canyons by Di Taylor and Tony Howard is best for solo trips, but outdated in places.






Dana Biosphere Reserve

[image: jpg]
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Dana Village is the main gateway to Jordan’s largest and most diverse nature reserve, a rugged hodgepodge of canyons, valleys, mountains and oases. Despite sitting on UNESCO’s tentative list for World Heritage Site status since 2007, Dana Biosphere Reserve protects land that is rich in minerals, particularly copper, meaning there are constantly moneyed designs on what lies beneath. This is particularly evident in Qadsiyya, which lies outside the park, along the King’s Highway. When you see the huge cement factory, it’s time to turn west, off the main road, and glide down the steep slope to Dana Village, a once-dying community that was revivified by the arrival of the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN).

This is merely the base from which to venture into the park’s roughly 300 sq km of protected land, with Wadi Dana at its core. You’ll find hiking, cycling trails, cooking classes, stargazing, and bird- and wildlife-watching opportunities amid the acacia trees and oleander. Syrian wolf, lesser kestrel, sand cat, caracal and spiny tailed lizard, many of which are endangered species, all exist here, although spotting anything other than bands of hungry goats is lucky.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Dana Biosphere Reserve

2Feynan Ecolodge

3Wadi Dana Trail

SIGHTS

4Dana Jewelry-Making Workshop

5Feynan Heritage Museum

6Khirbet Feynan

SLEEPING

77 Caves Hotel

8Al Nawatef Camp

9Dana Guesthouse

(see 8)Dana Sunset Eco Camp

10Dana Tower Hotel

11Feynan Wild Camp

12Hobbit Village

(see 7)Montreal Hotel

13Rummana Campground

EATING

14Dana Gate Rest House

15Finan’s Way

INFORMATION

16Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

After walking the Wadi Dana Trail, it’s possible to hire a driver and pickup truck to ride from Feynan Ecolodge to Dana or Shobak. This drive will take you along the Wadi Namalah Rd. Prices are around JD55 to Dana. Buses connect Qadsiyya with Tafila (for onward trips to Karak) and Aqaba. Take a taxi from the plateau-top town to Dana Village. As ever, car hire is the easiest way to explore the region.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Get to know the RSCN. Founded in 1966, it was set up to create and manage national parks independently of the Jordanian government. The group has a strong presence around Dana, particularly at the wildly successful Feynan Ecolodge. The RSCN also works with the local Bedouin to help preserve and promote their culture.



Around Dana Village

Vistas and handicrafts

Dana Village was all but abandoned during the last century, until it was turned into the administrative centre of Dana Biosphere Reserve, founded in 1993. As such, this former ghost town’s restored buildings provide a unique sense of how Jordanian towns might have looked during the 19th century. Nowadays, half of the buildings serve as guesthouses, while the other half remain in a state of ruin. If you’re driving here, stop at the village’s first large car park that you come to on your left.

The road to the southwest (left), immediately after the car park, leads to Dana Visitor Centre. Besides a handful of pamphlets, the main reason to visit is the viewpoint (best at sunset). From here, you get the perfect introduction to the impressive nature reserve, with a tunnel-vision vista right down Wadi Dana towards Feynan. At Dana Jewelry-Making Workshop, housed in the basement floor of a building on the north side of the complex, you can watch local women handcrafting bracelets and necklaces from copper, silver and bronze into designs inspired by the local life and environment.

Staying in Dana Village

Dana Guesthouse: Exceptional views from comfortable rooms whose balconies overhang Wadi Dana. Run by the RSCN. Book well in advance. $$

Dana Tower Hotel: A range of rooms in a renovated traditional home in the heart of Dana Village. Includes single rooms. $

Hobbit Village: Set back from Dana on one of the farmed terraces and full of friendly animals. Bring earplugs, as nature can, unsurprisingly, be quite noisy. $$


COMMON FLORA & FAUNA IN DANA BIOSPHERE RESERVE

Sinai agama

You might spot the electric-blue males first. Iron-red spots on the females are the only thing differentiating them in colour from the rock.

Sooty falcons

These migratory, charcoal-coloured raptors, their talons shining a bright yellow, hunt around Dana, particularly during the late summer.

Syrian anabasis

Stout plant whose twig-like leaves are ground up and used by the Bedouin to make soap.

Oleander

The one thing the goats don’t eat, whose pink flowers bring colour to the wadi floor.

Acacia trees

Hardy survivalist providing welcome shade to Bedouin shepherds on the dry valley floors.



Hike the Wadi Dana Trail from Dana

Down through Dana’s biomes

At its highest point near Qadsiyya, Dana Biosphere Reserve is around 1500m (4920ft) above sea level. At its lowest near Wadi Araba, it’s only 100m (328ft). The Wadi Dana Trail doesn’t scale the full distance, but certainly passes through most of the reserve’s biomes. The route runs between Dana Village and Feynan Ecolodge. Hiking there and back is around 16km, starting with a steep descent from the forested terrace gardens of Dana, down through the wadi to the semi-tropical river-hugging wadi oases, where tamarisk, oleander, palm and reeds thrive. The path is fairly obvious and fine to tackle self-guided. If in doubt further down, follow the dirt vehicle track along the dry river bed. As you near Feynan, you’ll pass Bedouin camps, animated by goats. You may even be invited to have Bedouin tea, so keep a little cash handy. Set out early, before the sun rises, and bring more water than you think you’ll need.
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Wadi Ghuweir | iwciagr/Shutterstock ©

Other Hikes from Dana Village

Gardens and mountain retreats

The White Dome Trail laces through the lovely, terraced gardens of Dana Village, through thick vegetation and past the dramatic wadi bluffs surrounding Rummana Campground. This 8km-long trail can only be tackled with a guide (JD20) from mid-March to October.

For a shorter guided hike, try the 2.5km Nawatef Trail. You can get a lift or self-drive with your guide to Al Barra, where the trail starts and ends. The main sight en route is the Nawatef Nabataean ruins. The lost civilisation had a number of spiritual sites in the mountains here. This trail is open year-round, as is the difficult Fida Canyon Trail, which is a similar distance from Al Barra but much trickier, leading to the Nabataean retreat of Shaq Al Reesh (the Canyon of Feathers).

Eating in Dana & Beyond

Finan’s Way: One of the few places to get a hot meal in Dana. Terrace seating is best in the evening. Sit inside to escape the midday heat. $$

Dana Guesthouse: Decent buffet dinner in the evenings with the benefit of having the best view in Dana Village to go with it. $$$

Dana Gate Rest House: A little on the pricey side but this King’s Highway pit stop, 16km north of Dana, is ideal for anybody passing through. $$$


THE RSCN BEYOND DANA

The RSCN advocates for protection of Jordan’s natural spaces across the country, including Azraq Wetlands Reserve, Mujib Biosphere Reserve and the Wild Jordan Centre in Amman.



Hikes from Rummana Campground

Wildlife and wilderness

The RSCN-operated Rummana Campground is perhaps the best located in Dana Biosphere Reserve in terms of wildlife-spotting. Setting off early along one of the trails leading from the camp enhances the chance you might spot something. The Rummana Campground Trail is a self-guided, 1½-hour hike that weaves through groves of trees, and skirts rock formations and the edges of Wadi Dana. Possible sightings may include the bright-blue Sinai agama lizards, birds of prey such as griffon vultures and, on rare occasions, nimble-hoofed ibex. The trail is only open from mid-March to October.

As the name suggests, Rummana Mountain Trail is a little harder, but still possible to attempt self-guided, although as with all trails in Dana, the way is not always clear and a guide’s experienced eye can prove very useful for spotting wildlife. Guide fees usually cost between JD15 and JD20, depending on the trail. The 2.5km route heads up Rummana (Pomegranate) Peak, from which you can see out towards Wadi Araba’s sand dunes.

Hiking the Wadi Ghuweir Trail

Palm oasis and canyon wildlife

A challenging yet rewarding hike to Feynan Ecolodge, and a good alternative to the route through Wadi Dana, passes through the dramatic Wadi Ghuweir. Navigating 16km of narrow valley, along a river that flows for most of the year (unlike the one in Wadi Dana), this trail should be avoided if rain is at all expected. The main trailhead lies north of Shobak and the full route should take around six hours in total. Some previously tricky areas with boulders are simplified with metal rungs now drilled into the rock. The route’s highlight is the green oasis of palm trees, which appears around 6km from Feynan Ecolodge. This section of the canyon is narrow and winding, with vertical cliffs towering in all around. The presence of water makes it alluring to wildlife, with sooty falcons, ibex, snakes, lizards, plenty of flora and even freshwater crabs among the potential sightings.


THE JORDAN TRAIL: DANA TO PETRA

An ancient city and a scenic nature reserve have fast made this section of the trans-Jordan hiking route the most popular. You’re unlikely to find much better hiking anywhere in the Middle East, in fact. The four-day section passes through 73km of Jordan’s very finest landscape, with Feynan Ecolodge offering a perfect place to rest for a night or two in comfort. Most human contact is likely to be with the Bedouin, until you emerge at the other end of the sandstone mountains in front of Petra’s stunning Monastery. Maps, route notes and important information can be gleaned from jordantrail.org.



Stay at Feynan Ecolodge

Hiking, stargazing and meeting Bedouin

The Feynan (pronounced fee-nan) area sits on the alluvial plains of Lower Dana where two dramatic valleys meet: Wadi Dana and Wadi Ghuweir. The landscape here seems inhospitable. And yet the closer you look, the more you’ll see human imprints dating back millennia – a brick wall, a hole cut in the mountainside, an assemblage of sheets and plastic denoting a Bedouin farm. At the heart of it all, roughly 7km from the nearest paved road, is Feynan Ecolodge, a comfortable gateway in this otherwise hard land.

Designed by Jordanian architect Ammar Khammash, Feynan Ecolodge is an experience-focused, all-inclusive hotel. The nightly fee includes three excellent meals a day (all food served is ecofriendly and vegetarian), and a full program of activities. A typical day might begin with a post-breakfast hike to nearby Wadi Ghuweir, where you can enjoy Bedouin tea with your guide. After lunch you might visit with a local Bedouin family to learn how to make arbood bread (the bread served at each meal at Feynan may well be the best in Jordan), weave a goat-hair tent or look after goats while spending a day with a shepherd.

The RSCN and the ecolodge run Feynan in partnership, aiming to employ at least one person from each of the 100-plus local Bedouin families. Many work as guides or artisans, helping to preserve their valuable way of life and local knowledge of the landscape. The lodge itself is completely powered by solar panels. Locally made clay water pots in the rooms replace glass, and corridors and rooms are lit at night with candles made by the Bedouin (bring a torch to navigate the stairs).

Each evening after dinner, guests decamp to the rooftop, where tea is served and a member of staff leads a stargazing talk, pointing out key constellations and detailing their names in English and Arabic, along with some of the stories attributed to them in local lore. With little electricity and no major settlements for many miles around, nothing obstructs the Milky Way from appearing in handsome form. The stargazing is followed by a closer look at certain planets using the ecolodge’s high-power telescope.


TOP TIPS: DRIVING THE KING’S HIGHWAY

At petrol stations, attendants fill up the cars. Keep an eye on the pump meter to ensure that what you’ve paid is what has gone into your tank.

Watch out for speed bumps! They are often poorly marked.

Turn signals are variable in meaning. People often use them to instruct you to overtake them on highways. They have a more traditional use in the towns, however.

Speed limits aren’t always clear, yet ticketing for speeding is regular.

Often you’ll get a much better car-hire deal through proprietors of the more reliable hotels, such as Black Iris in Madaba, who can negotiate a better rate.



Staying South of Dana: Hotels

7 Caves Hotel: Cosy lodging with some rooms situated inside a cave. Breakfast is included, served upstairs in the communal space with a perfect castle view. $$

Montreal Hotel: Simple rooms and a common room with a gas fire (much needed in winter). Good view of the castle set amid the surrounding countryside. $$

Dana Sunset Eco Camp: Simple lodgings at this well-laid-out site just south of the biosphere reserve. Breakfast included. $$

Feynan Valley Relics

Mines, cemeteries and ruins

Stand atop any bluff overlooking the flat expanse of land in this lower realm of Dana Biosphere Reserve and you’ll see a dry symphony of beige, ochre, champagne and black rock. Once your eyes are attuned, it’s possible to pick out human imprints everywhere. The gravel trail from Feynan village to the ecolodge passes the Byzantine ruins of Khirbet Feynan.

Trails from Khirbet Feynan head northeast to the Wadi Khalid mines. Mining activity has taken place here since the Chalcolithic Age, around 7000 years ago. A Roman pit mine and some Iron Age mine shafts dot the surrounding hills, where copper ore was extracted. Keep an eye out for the telltale blue of oxidised copper in some of rocks as you wander the trail.

South of Khirbet Feynan, on the south side of the channel where Wadi Ghuweir emerges, there’s a slag heap left over from historic copper smelting, a Byzantine cemetery, a Roman aqueduct, and some pictographs etched into the rock of ibex and camels possibly from the Bronze Age. A tour guide from Feynan Ecolodge is the best way to encounter these relics, although what amount to some of the best information panels anywhere along the King’s Highway are placed throughout this remote valley.

In Feynan village, the dirt track ends and metalled roads begin. Here Feynan Heritage Museum has a few artefacts, a fantastic topographical model of the area, and a wealth of information on detailed panels. These and the panels in the valley were compiled by a team of archaeologists led by Reading University in the UK, presenting their meticulous findings from digs across the region.
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Bedouin tea, Feynan | lrosebrugh/Shutterstock ©


BEST HIKING TOURS ALONG THE KING’S HIGHWAY

Wild Jordan: The RSCN tourism arm runs hiking tours from Amman along the Rift Valley Mountain trail from Dana and to Little Petra. Hikes last six days, include a support vehicle for your luggage, and cost around JD100 per person per day. Enquire at the Wild Jordan Centre.

Eisa Dweekat: Eisa’s experience with the Al Ayoun Society and leading hikes along the full Jordan Trail, particularly the sections along the King’s Highway, is invaluable. See hike-jordan.com.

Terhaal: Amman-based tour operator with high ecofriendly credentials. Particularly good for hiking hidden trails around the King’s Highway. See terhaal.com.



Staying in Dana Biosphere Reserve: Ecolodges

Rummana Campground: RSCN-run, Bedouin-style campsite in a dramatic wilderness setting with trails from the front door. Open from mid-March to October. $$

Al Nawatef Camp: Sited at the head of a Wadi Ghuweir tributary with impressive views of Dana Biosphere Reserve. Basic services but good value. $

Feynan Wild Camp: Budget-friendly alternative campsite in Feynan using Western-style tents. Perfectly situated for hikes to or from Wadi Ghuweir. $$




Beyond Dana Biosphere Reserve
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Jordan’s most spectacular road and most dramatic Crusader castle enliven the remote landscape beyond Dana.


The landscape around Dana may well be a wilderness, but humans have traversed the mountains and valleys of the region for millennia. You can see evidence of this in the remotest corners of Jordan on a drive through the stunning Wadi Namalah. Meanwhile, back on the King’s Highway, the road follows the exposed and windy plateau south to Shobak, where a striking Crusader castle presides over a rugged landscape pockmarked with caves. Started in 1115 under the guidance of King Baldwin I, it was the first to be built by the Crusaders in Jordan. Shobak endured a siege of 18 months (beating Karak’s eight), holding out for almost a year longer than any other King’s Highway castle before falling to Saladin’s troops in 1189.


Places

Shobak Castle




GETTING AROUND

Shobak Castle can only be reached by car. Shobak Visitor Centre, opposite the castle hill, has a car park and toilets. The King’s Highway from Shobak to Petra is a popular cycling route.



Shobak CastleTIME FROM DANA VILLAGE: 30MINS [image: jpg]

A windswept bastion

No conical hill along the King’s Highway goes unfortified, it seems. But none quite so dramatically as Shobak Castle (aka Montreal). After passing through the gatehouse, you may be offered a guide’s services. Ask for Tahar, whose insight and knowledge really bring Shobak to life. To self-guide, follow the path to the left, passing a large banquet hall and a deep well before dropping down to the first of two churches. The reconstructed apse is flanked by two alcoves and there’s a baptistery in the adjoining room.

Follow the faded red arrow signs along the main route. Emerging onto the western bulwark, look down to the bottom road and you’ll see a small section of the original outer wall of the castle. Continue into the passage of half arches and arrow-slit windows. This was the main souq. A large millstone on the floor was used for grinding wheat and making olive oil.

The main keep looks out over the main valley and has four arrow slits. Messenger pigeons and smoke signals were used as forms of communication from here. The Kufic script on the brickwork, which translates to ‘Allah. There is no god except He’, is a passage from the Quran added by the Mamluks.

On the upper part of the castle, a series of ruins in the centre was once Turkish baths. Look out for the ammonites in the paving stones here. At the highest point of the castle are ruins of newer Bedouin houses. On the opposite side of the hilltop is the main surviving church. Above the sturdy rectangular door was once a cross, which has since disappeared. It was converted into a mosque after Saladin’s victory.

Entry to Shobak Castle is included with the Jordan Pass.
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Shobak Castle | Warren vdHoef/Shutterstock ©


SCENIC WADI NAMALAH DRIVE

Arguably the most scenic drive in Jordan runs between Feynan town and Little Petra. Known as the Wadi Namla road, you can start in Feynan by heading west, then south, skirting past the lofty Dunes of Wadi Araba. From here, the Wadi Namalah Rd bends to the southeast, heading straight for the morass of sandstone. It’s a steep, precarious road that passes ancient Neolithic settlements such as 9300-year-old Shkarat Musay’id along the way. The whole route feels forgotten until you’re churned out the other side at Little Petra, where the tour buses will jolt you back to modern Jordan.







Petra
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ROCK-CUT TOMBS AND MOUNTAIN RUINS

At this magnificent world wonder, ancient Nabataean city architecture is connected by dusty trails through rose-red valleys.
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Mosaic, Petra Church | DeAgostini/Getty Images ©

The first memorable imprints of Petra were chiselled into the roseate sandstone by the Nabataeans around 2350 years ago. The enigmatic city’s sheltered position along a key trading route between Saudi Arabia, Asia and the Mediterranean swelled the Nabataean coffers, allowing society to burn brightly for a few brief centuries (perhaps not even 400 years), enough to fashion a unique culture deep within the mountains. During its peak, Petra held up to 30,000 inhabitants. The Nabataeans soon became masterful manipulators of water, stonemasonry and art. But there was little anyone could do about earthquakes, which likely contributed to the city’s demise by 363 CE.

Yet over a thousand monuments, including temples, tombs, homes and a theatre, remain. An exquisite time capsule, ensconced deep in the mountains. It wasn’t until 1812 that Swiss explorer Johann Ludwig Burckhardt gained and then betrayed the trust of Petra’s Bedouin custodians, becoming the first westerner to access Petra in centuries, whereby he discovered that the tales of a magnificent lost city were understated. Poet John William Burgon ended his famous 1845 ‘Petra’ sonnet with the couplet: ‘Match me such a marvel save in Eastern clime, a rose-red city half as old as Time.’ Although he never visited the city (Petra’s colours are far more nuanced than simply rose-red), those words capture the wave of fascination unleashed by Petra’s mesmerising magnetism that has never abated. Petra deserves every superlative thrown its way, along with its place among UNESCO’s finest heritage sites and in the New Seven Wonders of the World. But it’s also a geological wonder, with nature deserving a Turner Prize for its beautiful rock patterning alone.

The Nabataeans imbued their facades with Hellenistic, Assyrian, Ancient Egyptian and Roman architectural motifs. Proof of the considerable influence empires had on one another at the time. Today little can dissuade visitors from the gates of Petra. Mercifully, the site is vast and rarely feels too crowded, and with the modern tourist facilities of Wadi Musa nearby, it’s possible to explore the site in relative comfort. But with the longest entry ticket allowing for only three consecutive days of entry to Petra, you might leave feeling that you’ve only begun to scratch the surface.
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The Siq and the Treasury, Petra by Night | salajean/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

PETRA’S MAIN TRAIL

Heart of the ancient city.

AD DEIR (MONASTERY) TRAIL

Steps to Petra’s tallest monument.

AL KHUBTHA TRAIL

Royal tombs and regal views.

HIGH PLACE OF SACRIFICE TRAIL

Sacred hilltops.

PETRA’S WILDER TRAILS

Serene corners of Petra.

LITTLE PETRA & THE BACK DOOR

Creative ancient suburb.

WADI MUSA

Good food and home comforts.




Find Your Way

Petra is a city made for walking. Indeed, lovers of hiking, history and architecture will be hard pressed to find a better experience anywhere on the planet. It’s easy to get lost in the warren of wadis (valleys). Fortunately, there’s always an obvious way back out onto the main path.
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Plan Your Days

Start your adventure by threading through Petra’s ancient core, before digging deeper into the city’s more remote treasures along thrilling trails through the mountains.
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Back Door Trail | Norbert Eisele-Hein/Getty Images ©


Day 1

Morning

• Arrive at Petra Visitor Centre to get your ticket bright and early and beat the crowds. Once inside, follow the path as it loops around into the Siq, emerging at the Treasury.

Afternoon

• Continue along the Main Trail into the heart of the ancient city, where you’ll discover palaces, temples and churches from various eras. Then head to Petra Museum to steep everything you’ve seen in some valuable context.

Evening

•After the site has closed, return to Petra by the light of a thousand candles, which illuminate your way through the Siq during Petra by Night.




Day 2

Morning

• Take the free shuttle bus to Little Petra. After exploring this self-contained suburb, discover the Neolithic village ruins of Bayda.

Afternoon

• Take a 4WD deeper into the wadi and then hike the Back Door route to Petra’s magnificent Monastery, where you’ll find refreshments at As Deir. Then descend the steps into the ancient city and get a new perspective from atop Al Habis.

Evening

•After a day of activity, head into downtown Wadi Musa for a calorie-balancing dinner at one of the many great restaurants.




Day 3

Morning

• Pass through the Siq into Petra and follow the Al Khubtha Trail for mountaintop views of the Treasury as the sunlight hits it. Then drop back down via the Royal Tombs.

Afternoon

• After stopping for a pomegranate juice at one of the Bedouin stalls around the Theatre, prepare for another climb, this time up to the High Place of Sacrifice, where narrow wadi steps will keep you mostly out of the afternoon sun.

Evening

•Put your feet up and toast to a World Wonder well visited at the Cave Bar in Wadi Musa, then soak those weary limbs at a Turkish bath.



YOU’LL ALSO WANT TO…

See the city from a different angle, learn to differentiate your mensaf from your makloubeh, and spot wildlife amid the ruins.

SOAR IN A BALLOON

Get an aerial view of Petra without the mountain hiking, with a trip up in the Petra Balloon.

TAKE A COOKING CLASS

Learn how to make traditional Jordanian dishes with a cooking class at Petra Kitchen.

SHOP FOR HANDMADE SILVER JEWELLERY

Browse necklaces and bracelets made by the Nabataean Ladies Cooperative or at Petra’s souvenir stalls.

SLEEP UNDER THE STARS

Spend a night stargazing at a Bedouin camp in the desert near Little Petra.

LOOK OUT FOR WILDLIFE

Spot pink Sinai rosefinches year-round and sooty falcons during the summer and early autumn months in this protected natural area.

SOAK IN A TURKISH BATH

Unwind after a long day of exploration or scrub that desert dust away at a Turkish bathhouse.

TAKE A LONG-DISTANCE HIKE

Pass through the ancient city on your way to elsewhere, including Dana or Wadi Rum, while hiking the Jordan Trail.




Petra’s Main Trail

HEART OF THE ANCIENT CITY


In terms of thrilling world travel experiences, reaching the hidden ancient Nabataean city of Petra through a long slot canyon known as the Siq is hard to beat. What lies beyond the Siq is a dense concentration of tombs, their lofty facades etched directly into the rose sandstone, some towering above you, others partially submerged beneath centuries of dust. Whether you’re starting your first of three days or only have a few hours at Petra, the Main Trail weaves right through the old city centre and along the Roman Colonnaded Street, past mighty temples and the infrastructure of a long-lost empire’s capital city. Although Petra is a vast archaeological site, a large proportion of its best-loved monuments, such as Al Khazneh (The Treasury), line the Main Trail. Even then, what is available to see does not constitute the entire site. It is believed that much still remains undiscovered beneath the sand.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Petra Theatre

2The Siq

3The Treasury

SIGHTS

4Architectural Gallery

5Az Zantur

6Blue Church

7Colonnaded Street

8Djinn Blocks

9Great Temple

10Nabataean Baths

11Nymphaeum

12Obelisk Tomb & Bab As Siq Triclinium

13Petra Church

14Petra Museum

15Qasr al Bint

16Ridge Church

17Royal Palace

18Street of Facades

19Temenos Gate

20Temple of the Winged Lions

21Tomb 67

22Tomb 70

23Tomb 825

24Unayshu Tomb

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

(see 29)Petra by Night

EATING

25Nabataean Tent

26The Basin

SHOPPING

27Stalls on the Street of Facades

28Umm Raami’s Shop

INFORMATION

29Petra Visitor Centre




[image: ] TOP TIP

Buy your tickets only at the Petra Visitor Centre. If you have a Jordan Pass, you must show it at the ticket counter to receive your entry ticket and map. All non-Jordanians must present their passport when buying tickets and when entering the site. Petra by Night tickets are sold (cash only) at a separate booth down the hall from the main ticket counter. The site is open daily from 6.30am to 5.30pm. When running, Petra by Night lasts for two hours, from 8.30pm.



Starting out at Petra Visitor Centre

Orientation and information

The Main Trail starts at the Petra Visitor Centre, where you’ll find the main entry gate to the site. Besides getting your tickets, you can also hire licensed tour guides here (expect to pay around JD50 for a few hours, JD100 for half a day), and request a ride in one of the electric ‘club cars’ unveiled in 2022. These incur additional fees but are ideal for anybody with mobility restrictions, allowing you to cover the 2km down to the Treasury without walking. The Visitor Centre also has toilets, an information desk and an excellent exhibition about Petra, best visited in the afternoon to escape the heat.

The free shuttle buses to Little Petra depart from behind the Visitor Centre, next to the main entry gate.
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Obelisk Tomb | Vova Shevchuk/Shutterstock ©

Eating near Petra Visitor Centre

Old Street Cafe & Restaurant: Great hospitality, traditional Jordanian dishes and decent options for vegetarians and vegans. $$

Pizza House: While the pizza quality near Petra is generally unremarkable, the much-needed carbs here are welcome. $$

My Mom’s Recipe: Open-air, 2nd-floor Jordanian restaurant, decked out to look like a Bedouin tent. $$


A BRIEF HISTORY OF PETRA

Petra was called Raqmu by the Nabataeans, of whose existence the first concrete historical mention is dated to 312 BCE. Petra flourished as their capital for centuries, thanks to its vital position along various trade routes. But those routes moved and in 93 CE the Nabataean capital was moved with them, to Bosra (modern-day Tafila). By 106 CE, the Romans took over, renaming it Arabia Petrea. The city was destroyed by the 363 CE earthquake, just as the Roman Empire was foundering. Although Petra declined, Crusaders built forts nearby, suggesting the city was still known until the late 12th century, when it vanished from outside view until rediscovery in 1812.



Vivid Pictures of Nabataean Life

Petra’s history and ethnography

Directly uphill on the north side of the visitor centre complex is the purpose-built Petra Museum, which inherited the 280 artefacts formerly housed within two smaller museums inside Petra proper on opening in 2019. Highlights include carved statues of Nabataean deities such as Dushara and al Uzza, as well as interactive information panels that provide depth on many facets of Nabataean life, including trade, the different types of tombs and their construction, and Nabataean religious beliefs. You can also learn more about the ways in which the Nabataeans were able to stay powerful without having a vast standing army, by becoming experts in diplomacy, water management and food production.

Aim to visit Petra Museum either during the afternoon to escape the midday heat, or in the evening; entry is free and it stays open roughly three hours after Petra’s gates have closed. Allow at least an hour to explore.

Eating & Drinking in Petra

The Basin: Arguably the one decent restaurant in Petra. Buffet-only dining, high prices. Air-conditioned seating indoors. $$$

As Deir: A lifeline at the top of the Ad Deir Trail. Decent hummus, shawarma or cheese wraps. Even the prices aren’t bad by Petra standards. $

Nabataean Tent: Fine for a snack on the go if you forgot to bring a packed lunch with you. Don’t expect high quality or low prices. $$


First Glimpses of Petra

Gateway to the past

The moment you enter Petra, you’ll hear a crunch of grit and gravel beneath your boots that will accompany you throughout. You’re now in the Bab as Siq. The path passes stables on your left, introducing you to the Bedouin, whose petitioning for your business will also become familiar. Technically, a mule ride to the Siq is included in your ticket fee but avoid doing so, if possible. The improper treatment of these poor beasts of burden aside, hefty tips are often demanded once you arrive.

Midway along this 800m stretch of path, you’ll see the first thrilling glimpses of the ancient city. First up are the Djinn Blocks, three weathered stone outcrops carved into thick, squared-off pillars. Although their use is uncertain, they may have been unfinished tombs. Slightly further on is the Obelisk Tomb, topped with four steep pyramidal obelisks known as nefesh. Five people were buried within, while the structure with a columned facade below is the Bab as Siq Triclinium, used by relatives of the deceased as a banqueting hall.

The path ends at the Dam and to the right you’ll see a tunnel built by the Nabataeans, both working to prevent flash flood waters from entering the Siq. The dam was rebuilt in the 1960s. There’s a toilet located nearby, although you’ll find more restrooms inside the ancient city.

Hide & Siq

Petra’s dramatic entrance

The path delves downhill into a narrow, serpentine slot canyon called the Siq, whose twists and turns toy with visitors, promising adventure and revealing snapshots of Petra’s importance as a place of pilgrimage. It’s a 1.2km drumroll for the main event. The vertical sides of this canyon seem to push out and then move back in, occasionally claustrophobically, as you head further into the unknown. Note how the weathered striations of rock on one side often match those on the other, demonstrating how it was torn apart by tectonic activity. You’ll also see Nabataean water channels and terracotta pipes for bringing water into the city in a controlled manner, and carved niches where baetyls (sacred stones of the god Dushara) were placed and worshipped. On the canyon floor, stretches of paved stones are remnants of the original Roman road, added soon after the Nabataeans were defeated in the 2nd century.

Staying in Wadi Musa: Hotels

Petra Plaza Hotel: Brilliant mattresses, plenty of free treats and fruit provided to guests, and helpful English-speaking staff, making this Petra’s best hotel. $$

Petra Moon Hotel: Cheery rose-coloured exterior with a rooftop pool and terrace, and a popular buffet restaurant. $$$

Petra Marriott: Opulent hotel where everything from the rooms to the outdoor pool capitalises on the magnificent view of Petra from its upper Wadi Musa location. $$$



Petra in One Big Day
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With some planning and plenty of energy, you can tackle the lion’s share of Petra’s main monuments in one day. Start early, wandering along Bab as Siq past the 1 Djinn Blocks and 2 Obelisk Tomb. Pass through the 3 Siq and spend some time taking in the 4 Treasury. Enter the Outer Siq next along the 5 Street of Facades. Passing the 6 Theatre on your left, stick to the Main Trail as it snakes east onto the 7 Colonnaded Street. Climb the steps of the 8 Great Temple, then wave at the guards as you pass through Temenos Gate and reach the temenos courtyard of 9 Qasr al Bint. All that thirsty work makes it a good time to take a break at one of the restaurants or in the shade with a picnic lunch. Provided you have at least four more hours available, tackle the many steps up to the a Monastery. Doing the rest of this tour in less time is ill advised; it takes some stamina to take on the steps then get back out. At the top, sip Bedouin tea at As Deir restaurant while marvelling at the view. Then head back down the steps. Near the bottom, double back through a narrow canyon to b Lion Triclinium. From Qasr al Bint, take the trail on the north side of the water channel to the c Temple of the Winged Lions, then up to d Petra Church. There’s a vantage point here for photos of the Royal Tombs and Grand Temple. Marshal the last of your energy to explore the e Royal Tombs as the sun hits them in the afternoon. Follow the rock face around to f Unayshu Tomb, then back down to the Main Trail and out through the Siq.




THE BEDOUIN OF PETRA

When the Nabataeans were consigned to the past and Petra lay in ruins, their ancestors, the B’doul Bedouin, became the site’s custodians. They maintained their nomadic lifestyle in the shadow of the crumbling ruins well into the 20th century until, in 1985, UNESCO World Heritage Status was awarded to the ancient city. Although the Bedouin were no longer permitted to live in these buildings, since the COVID-19 pandemic, you’ll notice that many caves and tombs are being used as homes, stables and, lamentably, latrines. It’s all part of an uneasy compromise between the Jordanian government and the Bedouin, who are understandably loathe to yield their ancestral rights to the site.




Archaeological Riches of the Treasury

Petra’s Holy Grail

When you start to feel as though the Siq will never end, it gets narrower and more claustrophobic. Then, suddenly, the natural folds of stone elegantly frame a vast structure clearly shaped by human hands. Al Khazneh, better known as the Treasury, is one of Petra’s finest rock-cut tombs and by far the easiest to reach. The result is that much like the Holy Grail (which fictitiously lay within the Treasury in the film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade), the site inspires greed: you’re unlikely to have much space to appreciate the Treasury for all the camels, pushy influencers pretending to be there alone, and touts trying to convince you to pay them to lead you up steps that are freely accessible. All this commotion aside, find a relatively secluded nook to appreciate the Hellenistic influence in lofty Corinthian columns, and an entablature with acanthus leaf carvings topped by a 3.5m-high funerary urn. The bullet holes in it are real, made by those who believed the urn contained the riches of an Egyptian pharaoh. It was built during the reign of Nabataean King Aretas IV, whose 49 years in power (9 BCE to 40 CE) saw a colossal uptick in the construction of Petra’s largest monuments. Al Khazneh may have been built to inter the remains of King Aretas IV. These facades were created from the top down. Note the grooves running up either side of the temple, which were created by the stonemasons as they chiselled the mountain into shape. It’s no longer possible to enter the tomb itself, although the exterior is where all the interest lies.

Petra by Candlelight

The city in a different light

Three nights a week (Monday, Wednesday and Thursday), you can head back into Petra after the gates have officially closed. Starting from the main gate, Petra by Night allows you to wander the Bab as Siq and down through the Siq in the low light of a few thousand candles. The stars (the Milky Way is often visible) unfurl over the mighty stone structures and a reverential hush descends over the Siq. All senses are heightened, the reverberations of footsteps off the canyon walls seem more nuanced, voices ebb in excited whisper. Then you reach the Treasury, which is as far as you can go, where hundreds more candles cast eerie shadows on the astonishing structure. This is where the mystique tends to break down a little, however. An ‘organised’ program includes reedy Bedouin music and a presentation, although the atmosphere is occasionally fractious and crowded. You’ll likely be served Bedouin tea, but the highlight is the walk in. Don’t expect to get great photos without a tripod and a wide aperture lens. Tickets cost a fairly steep JD17, are cash only and are sold in the Petra Visitor Centre. You must already have a regular ticket to Petra, which you present alongside your night ticket and passport upon entry. Entrance is from 8.30pm and lasts two hours.


TOP TIPS FOR VISITING PETRA

Treasury sunrise

Sunlight warms the facade every morning, starting at around 8am in summer and 9am in winter.

Royal sunset

At 5pm in summer and 4pm in winter, the unique colours of stone forming the Royal Tombs really come alive during golden hour.

Mules, donkeys and camels

Once you’re in the Siq, all animal rides offered to you are unlicensed.

Viewpoints

At the Treasury, Bedouin children will offer to show you a Treasury viewpoint. Decline politely then follow the dusty trails up to either the left or right of the forecourt for free.

Touts

A polite and firm ‘No, thank you’ is all that’s needed to dissuade the touts. They tend to seize upon uncertainty.



Staying in Upper Wadi Musa: Hotels

Mövenpick Nabataean Castle: For sophisticated Bedouin chic, Mövenpick’s upper Wadi Musa offering is even more elegant than its main hotel. $$$

Plaza View Hostel: Located 8km south of Wadi Musa, this excellent spot might not be in walking distance of the ruins but it’s the Petra region’s best value stay. $

Twilight Hotel Petra: Set high above the town, the views from this little gem are enhanced by the home-cooked dinners available. $$


UNDERSTANDING PETRA’S TOMB FACADES

The facades of Petra’s main Nabataean tombs are grouped loosely into eight styles, all of which have some sort of entablature, high above the door. These are then topped with either a large crow-stepped design or the pylon tomb style design, which are pyramidal- or obelisk-shaped rows, mimicking the nefesh (from the Semitic word for ‘spirit’), which in Petra memorialises the souls of the deceased. More complex tomb facades fuse Hellenistic and Roman features, such as pilasters, some with carved capitals, and pediments. This is particularly true of the most complex classical structures in Petra, such as the Treasury.



Tombs on the Street of Facades

Nabataean funerary architecture

As you face the Treasury, the canyon path to the right broadens into the Outer Siq. Here the wonder at individual monumental structures turns into awe at the funerary procession of whole clusters of towering tombs. The first structures along this Street of Facades appear on your left, behind a row of souvenir stalls. The first is Tomb 67, partially buried beneath the sand dragged in by flash flood; it’s a perfect example of the Nabataean Hegra style, with pilasters on either side, supporting an entablature and cornice, topped with a crow-stepped design redolent of Assyrian architecture. Unusually, the burial chamber opening is right at the top here. Tomb 70 is a 15.6m freestanding tower, similar to what the Djinn Blocks might have looked like when completed. Further down, past the public toilet, another cluster of tombs peer out, like dozens of eyes, from the rock. This necropolis is accessible, but the tombs are mostly filled with rubbish or smell of stale urine.
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Staying in Wadi Musa: Walking Distance from Petra

Mövenpick Petra: The ultimate location for visiting the ancient city, with arabesque decoration, a summer roof garden, marble fountains and prices to match. $$$

Petra Moon Luxury: Sister hotel of Petra Moon, the luxury instalment provides a seasonal outdoor pool, terrace and a fitness centre, all designed with consummate flair. $$$

Petra Icon: A comfort-centric hotel experience with thick mattresses and clean decor of wood and marble, five minutes from the visitor centre. $$$

Petra Guesthouse: Technically located in the Petra Visitor Centre area; rooms are spacious and the site is tastefully built around the rock that houses the Cave Bar. $$$

Petra Aretas Hotel: Bedouin tent-themed dining space and helpful staff with a friendly owner make this a top choice for those who like a good welcome. $$$

Petra Boutique Hotel: Comfortable rooms at this well-located hotel along Tourism St. Ideal for extra activities such as Petra Kitchen. $$$


A Typical Petra Tomb

The first of many detours

At this point in Petra, you’ll start to notice many staircases and paths leading away from the Main Trail. There’s no wrong choice, particularly if you’re here for more than a day. If time is short, one minor detour that hugs the Main Trail is well worth taking at this point. Cross the channel (dug along the right of the path to prevent damage from flash floods) via the spruce green bridge to reach the low-level tombs on the right. The largest, known as Tomb 825, is dedicated to the Nabataean Zayd Qawme bin Yaqum family. Peer through the grille to see 17 shaft tombs called loculi, each one capable of holding two bodies, separated by a stone slab. Carved into the interior wall on the left are large obelisk shapes called nefesh, representing souls of the deceased. Names of the family were written in the rectangle cut below the nefesh. Three holes at the top of the back wall held oil lamps.


UNDERSTANDING PETRA’S TOMB INTERIORS

Most of the monumental tombs in Petra had a burial chamber, a courtyard for family and friends to pay their respects or bid farewell, cisterns for cleansing and a reception room with two (biclinium) or three (triclinium) benches for hosting ritual banquets. Some have inscriptions saying byt’lma, meaning ‘home of eternity’. Most tombs began construction during a person’s lifetime. Graves dug into the ground or wall, known as loculi, held one or more bodies. Nefesh marks (upside-down V) on doorways or interior walls represent the souls of the deceased.



Scramble up the Sandstone

Caves, tombs and views

To extend the detour, scramble up the weathered steps to a series of heavily weathered caves and large rock-cut tombs, which are all still accessible. You’ll soon see why access is largely blocked elsewhere as some are crudely defaced by small minds with pens. Goats often pick around at the shrubs outside. Keep going round to the right to reach an outlier of the Royal Tombs called Unayshu Tomb (aka Tomb 813), named for an aide to Nabataean Queen Shaqilat II, wife (and half-sister) of King Malichus II (40–70 CE), who reigned alone from 70 to 76 CE, after Malichus died. The tomb contains a burial chamber, triclinium and water cistern. Wander west, away from the tomb, for an excellent viewpoint overlooking the Theatre. It’s best when illuminated by the sun from mid- to late morning.


A RIGHT ROYAL BURIAL

Unayshu is an outlier of a group of monuments known as the Royal Tombs, which you can visit next if you keep the cliff face to your right-hand side and follow the path around.



A Nabataean Production

Petra’s entertainment district

The Petra Theatre was created by the Nabataeans in the early 1st century CE and, in typical fashion, was chiselled directly into the mountainside. They cut 45 rows of seats that could hold roughly 3500 people. When the Romans took over in 106 CE, they enlarged it to accommodate 8500 spectators, sabring right through some extant tombs in the process. These are still visible above the theatre, where a row of facades to the left and right turns into a series of tombs in cross-section in a rock face scraped smooth in the middle. Marble columns and three entrance gates, including two barrel-vaulted passages to the right and left, are all that remain of the stage. Although once accessible, the theatre is now off limits.

Homes in Petra

Caves and other dwellings

After only a few hours in Petra, you might begin to feel as though you’re exploring the world’s most elaborate cemetery. The overwhelmingly funereal aspect of most surviving monuments is testament to the reverence accorded to the dead by the Nabataeans, who likely mostly lived in tents, similar to those used by the Bedouin today (according to Diodorus, the Nabataeans were still nomadic in 312 BCE and faced the death penalty for building houses). But the Theatre demonstrates how Petra was as much a city for the living. Directly across the Main Trail from the Theatre, the caves possibly served as homes. Inside some, addition rooms are carved out. Scramble up to see the beautiful marbling of the sandstone. Continuing down the Main Trail past the souvenir stalls, and toilets on the right, dusty trails lead west from the trail to Az Zantur. This Nabataean mansion from the 1st century CE remains under excavation. It suggests a move towards fixed, freestanding abodes (at least for the wealthy) before the city’s decline.


PETRA TRAILS: DIFFICULTY LEVEL & DURATION

The Main Trail

Easy. From the Petra Visitor Centre to Qasr al Bint, with the Treasury roughly in the middle, it takes around 1½ hours at a moderate pace, without stopping.

The Monastery Trail

Moderate. From Qasr al Bint up to the Monastery, it’s mostly stairs. If you’re fit, you might make it in 45 minutes one way.

Al Khubtha Trail

Harder. Allow 45 minutes from the Royal Tombs to the top.

High Place of Sacrifice Trail

Moderate. The full trail will take around two hours at a steady pace.

Al Habis Trail

Moderate to hard. Only 30 minutes one way from Qasr al Bint.



Shopping in Wadi Musa: Souvenirs

Nabataean Ladies Cooperative: The NLC works with Bedouin women to craft silver bracelets, rings and chains. Buy from the source in their 2nd-floor workshop.

Zara Souk: Furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl, antique silver and hand-loomed rugs of high quality are on sale at Zara Souk in the Mövenpick.

The Sand Castle: Only a few hundred metres from Petra Visitor Centre, this is the place for bottled sand art, jewellery and ceramics. On Tourism St.

Welcome to the Ancient City Centre

Places for water and commerce

Proof that Petra was as much a city for the living exists in the ancient city centre. Huge temples, churches and communal infrastructure line the Main Trail as it swings westward into the broad plain of Wadi Musa (after which the local town outside Petra was named). Now known as the Colonnaded Street, it starts with the Nymphaeum on your right as you head away from the Theatre. Only a few thick stone blocks remain of this Roman public fountain from the 2nd century CE, presided over by a centuries-old pistachio tree. The street continues past the stone steps to your left – all that remain of three large markets – then past the street’s surviving columns, ending at the Temenos Gate. This grand gate once consisted of three arched passageways to the sacred area (temenos) of Qasr al Bint, which were blocked by thick wooden gates. All that remain are sturdy pillars fringed with floral bas-reliefs, plus one depicting an archer with a quiver of arrows. A celebrated ‘garland frieze’ depicting winged chubby children (Eros) with a garland of fruit and leaves was taken from the gate and preserved at Petra Museum. Armed guards in period costume add a little pageantry.
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Temple or Party Mansion?

The mystery of Petra’s largest building

Buildings in this part of the city are conspicuous in that they’re freestanding. The largest yet known is the Great Temple, which sits beside Temenos Gate on the southern side of the Colonnaded Street. Climb steps through the Great Temple’s propylaeum (formal entryway) into the lower temenos (sacred enclosure) paved with large hexagonal stones and ringed by a triple row of columns. East and west stairways (the latter overlooking the Nabataean Baths next door) flank the temple’s sides to the upper temenos, with its thick columns, a theatron (possibly used for meetings or as a lecture theatre) and the main temple. This dates back to the earliest phase of construction in the 1st century BCE. There are six columns to the south and four facing north, which remain toppled in situ like fractured vertebrae. However, these days, the Great Temple is thought to have been a royal reception hall for banqueting guests, and possibly even part of the larger Royal Palace, which is now little more than a pile of stones on the opposite side of the valley, beside the Temple of the Winged Lions. Another theory is that it served as a capitol building that happened to have a temple inside it.


TREATMENT OF ANIMALS IN PETRA’S ANCIENT CITY

One of the harder things about visiting Petra is seeing animals being mistreated. Donkeys tethered in the blazing sun, mules whipped much too vigorously, and general mistreatment are not uncommon sights. Gentle visitor pressure is crucial to changing this, through refusing to ride or only choosing mounts that are big enough to carry your weight. You can also help by recording and reporting incidences of mistreatment to the Visitor Centre. Some visitors also risk a gentle admonishment, although that isn’t always welcomed by men from honour cultures. Similar pressures led the Petra Development & Tourism Region Authority to replace horse-drawn carriages with ecofriendly electric vehicles.

It’s worth remembering that many families rely on the animals for making a living. Conditions are improving, and most Bedouin take their duty of animal care seriously.



Shopping in Petra: Souvenirs

Umm Raami’s Shop: New Zealand–born Marguerite van Geldermalsen wrote Married to a Bedouin about building a life in Petra. Her stall near the Theatre sells jewellery.

Stalls on the Ad Deir Trail: A canopy provides shade most of the way up to the Monastery, also sheltering the many souvenir sellers.

Stalls on the Street of Facades: You can drive the hardest bargain at the stalls on the left side of the Street of Facades as you walk away from the Siq.


RELIGION IN PETRA

As with their architecture, syncretism defined Nabataean religion, borrowing and evolving gods from older civilisations. For example, the supreme god Dushara, a name derived from the Al Sharat mountains that enclose Petra, was linked to the Ancient Greek Zeus. The other primary deity, goddess al Uzza, is thought to have evolved from Aphrodite.

Byzantine historian Epiphanius documented that by the 4th century, the main Nabataean festival celebrating the birth of Dushara was on 25 December, suggesting a malleable religion perhaps linked to oral tradition rather than scripture. The gods were represented and worshipped as stone blocks known as baetyls, aka god blocks, often placed in carved niches, in tombs and along the Siq.



Two Temples, Two Deities

Lions and gods

Qasr al Bint, the best preserved of Petra’s freestanding structures, is thought to be dedicated to Dushara, the main Nabataean god. It was constructed in the early 1st century CE, during King Aretas IV’s reign, over an older religious structure in a sacred temenos hollow. A sacrificial altar, once covered with marble, sits atop a broad marble staircase, flanked by the remains of what were once magnificent columns. It was later repurposed to worship the cult of the Roman emperors, placing it among the most sacred of Petra’s buildings.

The other primary deity was goddess al Uzza, to whom the Temple of the Winged Lions is dedicated. Constructed in 25 CE (at the same time as the nearby Qasr al Bint) the inner sanctuary (cella) has a square podium, which potentially held an image of al Uzza, surrounded by a dozen closely packed columns whose capitals, long since fallen, depicted the namesake winged lions (now displayed in Petra Museum). Other fallen stonework from the temple is arranged on the ground in a small architectural gallery just to the east of the temple.

Petra Church Mosaics

Byzantine basilica and baptistery

Not everything ended in Petra with the great earthquake of 363 CE. Petra Church was built in 450 CE by local Christians at a time of regional Byzantine influence. The church itself has two semi-circular side apses, and a third apse to the south with a marble chancel. A 6th-century text (the Petra papyri) suggests the church was dedicated to the Virgin Mary, but around this time, fire destroyed most of it, possibly in another earthquake in 551 CE, after which it remained abandoned. A mosaic floor depicting birds, donkeys and an Arabian leopard (now extinct in Jordan) is remarkably well preserved. On the opposite side of the church courtyard is a small Baptistry dating to 450 to 500 CE, with a large square font. Note the smaller round basin at one corner, thought to be where infants were baptised.

Behind this church are two more Christian buildings: the Blue Church, with four columns of blue Egyptian granite, above which sits the Ridge Church, which has commanding views over the ancient city centre.

Shopping in Petra: Water

Why Not Shop: Along the Street of Facades, this is the perfect place to stock up before tackling the steps up the Place of High Sacrifice or Al Khubtha trails. Toilets here, also.

Nymphaeum: Once the fountain sprang water; now, you’ll find it in the kiosk just up the path from this Colonnaded Street bookend.

Ad Deir Fresh Juice: One of the many fresh-juice stands in Petra; located midway up the Ad Deir Trail steps with a covered seating area.




Ad Deir (Monastery) Trail

STEPS TO PETRA’S ICONIC MONUMENT


The Monastery (Ad Deir) is arguably Petra’s greatest monument. It is older (3rd century BCE) and larger (48.3m tall by 47m wide) than the Treasury. While both sport a complex classical facade featuring an urn crowning a circular structure called a tholos, the Monastery lacks the decorative finesse of its younger cousin. Yet the trail leading up into the mountains gives it an air of mystique. Following an old processional route through a ravine, the first glimpse of this iconic building at the top inspires audible gasps. Watching people gain their first view of it is an entertaining diversion. Mercifully, far fewer touts, influencers, camels and gawkers cluster in its forecourt. If you still have the steam, keep on climbing to one of the many excellent viewpoints set back from the Monastery, where you can indulge in a cup of Bedouin tea or a freshly squeezed pomegranate juice, while looking upon the Monastery on one side or over the mountains towards the west on the other.
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If you only have a few hours in Petra, avoid trying to visit the Monastery, which is a 10.5km round trip from the entrance gate but feels like a lot more over the tricky terrain. The overexertion isn’t worth missing everything else in Petra.



The Steps & Lion Triclinium

Ad Deir trail and a hidden tomb

From Qasr al Bint, turn north and cross the bridge. Pass The Basin restaurant and follow the path around to the left. The steps, all 800 of them, don’t relent until the top. The trail takes about 45 minutes if you’re in good shape or an hour to ascend at a steady, gentle pace. Those times will also vary depending on the heat of the day. A small wadi branches off to your left, if you’re ascending the stairs, after roughly 10 to 15 minutes. Almost everybody misses this, while busy trying to just keep it together up the steep steps, but it’s a brilliant detour. Follow it and you’ll discover the Lion Triclinium, with its fascinating upside-down keyhole entrance flanked by bas-reliefs of lions on either side at the bottom. In the frieze above each pediment is a carved head of Medusa, used in Petra to ward off thieves.


GETTING INFORMED

Within Petra, information panels often seem rarer than bird’s teeth. When you do come across one, it’s invariably weathered to the point of incomprehensibility. There are some good books and online resources worth consulting for more information. For architecture lovers, the Universes in Universe (universes.art/en/art-destinations/jordan/petra) website is the most comprehensive, freely available resource, offering real depth on the individual structures. Insightful books include: Married to a Bedouin by Marguerite van Geldermalsen (aka Umm Raami) for local life and customs; the guides Petra: A Traveller’s Guide by Rosalyn Maqsood and Petra by Jane Taylor; and Petra: The Rose-Red City by Christian Auge and Jean-Marie Dentzer for historical context and more depth about the site.



The Monastery in a Mountain

Petra’s hard to reach highlight

Buried in the mountains, Ad Deir – aka The Monastery – is something of an enigma. The name comes from crosses scraped into the inside walls by the Byzantines, but its original purpose is a mystery. There are no burial chambers, but two side benches (making it a biclinium) and an altar where a baetyl could be placed suggest it may have originally been a cultic brotherhood’s HQ, for hosting meetings and rituals. To get a sense of how deeply cut into Jebal al Dayr this monument is, look at how far out the mountain comes on either side of the facade.

Outside in the vast courtyard, wildflowers bloom in spring and wheatears flit about the ruins. There are dozens of other halls and monuments cut into the surrounding plateau. Climb the rock slope facing the Monastery, following signs to ‘The Best View’ past a deep rock-cut hall with a detailed (sadly graffiti-covered) pediment niche. Further up the steps is a cafe. The light is best during the afternoon.




Al Khubtha Trail

ROYAL TOMBS AND REGAL VIEWS


On paper, the Al Khubtha Trail seems like a simple little detour. While it may only be a 3.5km round trip up from the Main Trail near the Theatre to the spectacular Treasury viewpoint, the steep steps up Jebel al Khubtha are among Petra’s most challenging. However, the lower part of the trail is relatively easy, visiting some of the finest monuments in Petra; a group of mausoleums known as the Royal Tombs, which are cut into the west-facing cliffs of Jebel al Khubtha. The Urn, Silk, Corinthian and Palace tombs display an array of styles and ingenuity, as well as showing off the unique sandstone that made this such a desirable spot for an empire to base its capital city. Later in the day, in the setting sun, you can really appreciate the warmth and complexity of the stone. Further down the valley, you’ll find a couple more outlying tombs worth seeing.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Royal Tombs

2Urn Tomb

SIGHTS

3Corinthian Tomb

4Palace Tomb

5Sextius Florentinus Tomb

6Silk Tomb

7Treasury Viewpoint
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The best time to visit the Royal Tombs is in the afternoon, although the best time to hike the rest of the Al Khubtha Trail to the viewpoints is in the morning. Aim to reach the top by around 10am to see the Treasury and Theatre when the sunlight is on them.



An Al Khubtha Trail Detour

Overlooked monuments

After the Palace Tomb, the Al Khubtha Trail heads north and then forks. Continue downhill to the left for roughly 250m to reach the oft-skipped Sextius Florentinus Tomb. It is the family tomb of Lucius Aninius Sextius Florentinus, one of the early Roman governors of Arabia Petrea, who likely only ruled for a few years (127 to 129 CE) before his death. The structure’s lower entablature is topped by a semi-circular tympanum, depicting a woman with vines. The upper entablature is too weathered to figure out. Inside are eight loculi (graves).

Climbing Al Khubtha Mountain

Treasury and theatre vistas

Back at the path’s fork, turn uphill to climb the broad staircase. The route is demanding and steep, but the views from the Treasury viewpoint at the top are among the most exquisite in Petra. Take regular pauses on the way up, which should take around 40 minutes, to look out over Wadi al Mataha. Towards the top, you will reach the first main vista, which drinks in the Theatre and surrounding necropolis. Tackle this trail in the morning, aiming to reach the top at around 9am, when the whole theatre is bathed in sunlight. This summit was one of the many ‘high places’ that crown Petra’s mountaintops and there’s still a visible cistern near the tea shop. High places were sacred to the Nabataeans for their proximity to the heavens. Ritualistic practices were often performed there. Nowadays, they are more likely to witness the ritual of social-media-centric self-aggrandisement. For the best place to practise that, continue along the path, heading down to the left when you reach the fenced-off police encampment and following the signs to the Bedouin tent at the end of the precipice. This Treasury vista is spectacular. The facade looks like a miniature model, carved into the vast bulk of the mountain face.



Top Experiences
The Royal Tombs

From most parts of the ancient city centre, if you look east, you will see that practically the entirety of Jebel al Khubtha’s lower slopes have been painstakingly transformed into a series of rock-cut tombs. It’s a striking sight, particularly when you consider that this was a labour of love (or perhaps servitude) to the Nabataean rulers. Although there’s scant evidence that any of them were actually buried here.
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Getting a Jordan Pass that allows three days in Petra is ideal for exploring the Royal Tombs in depth. Scan this QR code for more details.

[image: jpg]




Don’t Miss

Urn Tomb

Silk Tomb

Corinthian Tomb

Palace Tomb



Urn Tomb

Originally designated Tomb 772, the Urn Tomb is the most striking of the group, thanks to its prominent location and the two storeys of arched vaults beneath the rock-cut facade, which were built as a freestanding structure in front of natural caves. The original use for the vaults is unclear, but the B’doul Bedouin called them As Sijin (the Jail). The main facade above is spectacular. Scramble up the steps to stand in its forecourt. It is flanked on either side by colonnades, although the one on the right has been heavily eroded by the wind. The facade is 26m high, capped by an urn. The three small, window-like openings high up, in between the half columns, are actually the burial niches. The central one is still covered by part of a carved stone cover. Although time has rendered the image of the person interred here headless and nameless, you can still see the folds of his toga. Some archaeologists believe it is King Malichus II (40–70 CE). The chamber, reshaped by the Byzantines in the 5th century to serve as a church, is accessible. Before heading back down, take in the view of the city centre from the forecourt and see if you can spot the top of the Monastery, peeking over the mountain.

Silk Tomb

The next notable tomb, heading north, is number 770, which has a Hegra-style facade with crow-steps at the top and a single burial niche above the door. But the Silk Tomb really stands out for its practically iridescent sandstone, with natural bands of magenta, cobalt, cream and mustard that look almost like an abstract landscape painting. Jarringly, the interior chamber is frequently used by local Bedouin as a stable for donkeys.


COLOURS

There’s an ethereal quality to the sandstone of Petra. It’s so much more than rose-red; there are nacreous swirls of spring green, ochre, duck-egg blue and carmine. British artist and writer Edward Lear noted in his memoirs that his cook termed the colours ‘chocolate, ham, curry powder and salmon’. But the ingredients here are hydroxide minerals, with a dash of iron and manganese oxides inside the sandstone.



Corinthian Tomb

If the Corinthian Tomb (pictured) were as sheltered from the elements as the Treasury, the similarity in style between the two might be more apparent. Tomb 776, as it was labelled by early archaeologists, is thought to have been the final resting place of an important Nabataean royal, given its highly visible and commanding position. It was likely built, along with the other Royal Tombs, during the reign of King Malichus II (40–70 CE), using the Nabataean take on Corinthian columns and floral capitals. The lower section is curiously asymmetrical, with doors only on the left, plus windows of different sizes. All are in an advanced state of erosion.

Palace Tomb

Although it is heavily weathered, the Palace Tomb (pictured) still exudes a sense of the opulence it was designed to demonstrate. But money doesn’t buy you taste. Designated as Tomb 765, it exhibits a broad mishmash of styles over its 49m of width (making it one of Petra’s largest monuments). Some of the original height is lost because the architects topped it with a stone-built structure when they ran out of mountain, which has since collapsed. In theory it is a five-storey building, although each successive level is lower than the one below it. The 2nd storey features 18 half columns spaced with the same frustrating irregularity as the windows in the Corinthian Tomb. The lower storey has four large doorways, all in advanced states of decay.


TOP TIPS

• Don’t forget to turn around. The Royal Tombs were meant to be see by as many people in the city as possible. That means they offer some of Petra’s best views and photo opportunities.

• If you visit in the morning, the ancient city centre of Petra will be perfectly illuminated in the morning light.

• If you visit in the late afternoon, the colour of the stone practically glows in the golden-hour light.

• Watch your footing, as the steps and ledges around these tombs are precarious.





PETRA DESERT MARATHONS

In the same vein that saw humans look at a mountain and decide to change it into a monument, humans now look at the desert and try to run a marathon through it during the most extreme month of the year. The Petra Desert Marathon and Half Marathon, hosted by Albatros Adventure Marathons, is held in early September each year. The route starts in Petra, then weaves its way out into the desert. Jordan Running Adventure Race is a less masochistic desert run in the sense that it takes place in March. However, this super-ultra has a 185km route. And you thought the steps up to the Monastery were tough!



PETRA TOUR COMPANIES

Abdullah Nawafleh: Highly rated tour guide for Petra, particularly for navigating wilder trails such as Wadi Muthlim and the route to Jebel Haroun. abdullah-privateguide.com

Why Jordan: Wadi Musa–based tour operator running multiday themed tours of Jordan. Private one-day tours also possible. whyjordantours.com

Jordan Inspiration Tours: Another Wadi Musa company with bespoke 4WD tours of Little Petra and multiday excursions to Wadi Rum. jitours.com




High Place of Sacrifice Trail

SACRED HILLTOPS


The High Place of Sacrifice crowns the peak of Jebel al Madhbah. It was a spiritually significant place to the Nabataeans and the remaining infrastructure of ritual practice here is the best preserved in Petra. To visitors it is the most accessible of the high places, although you’ll still need to slog uphill for about 30 minutes. Having reached the peak of Jebel al Madhbah, it’s an easier journey back down, or you can continue to follow the High Place of Sacrifice Trail down into Wadi al Farasa to explore some excellent yet seldom-visited tombs. While it is possible to complete the full trail in under two hours, once you have left the High Place of Sacrifice behind, the trail navigates wilder territory than the other main routes in Petra, and there might not always be a place to find the toilet or a drink, so make sure you’re prepared before embarking away from the Main Trail.
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The High Place of Sacrifice Trail begins beside the toilets and cafes on the left side (as you walk away from the Treasury), opposite Tomb 825, but before you reach the Theatre.





Hiking Trip
Hiking the High Place of Sacrifice Trail

This 3km hike takes in some sights that are unique to Petra, including standalone obelisks, a rock-cut fountain and a banquet hall with a carved interior. Steps lead south off the Main Trail between the Street of Facades and the Theatre, hair-pinning you up through a narrow ravine.
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1 The High Place of Sacrifice

When the trail splits after leaving the ravine, turn right, continuing uphill past freestanding Nabataean ruins to reach the exposed peak of Jebel al Madhbah (1072m). Here lies the High Place of Sacrifice. A series of bowls and basins are carved into the rock, where cleansing and ritual animal sacrifices, most likely to Dushara, would have taken place. From the stone motab (throne of God, aka altar) reached by three stone steps, you can really appreciate the bubbled undulations of the sandstone mountains here, but little is visible of Petra.

The Hike: Return to the place the path splits and walk south, keeping the tea kiosk on your right and the Obelisks on your left. Scramble up the gravel slope to get a closer look at these unusual monuments.

2 Obelisks

Two 6m-tall monoliths, one much thinner than the other, demonstrate the absurd effort taken to carve mountains into monuments in Petra. Known as the Obelisks, their purpose is uncertain, although one theory has it that their nefesh shape, which draws parallels with the imagery employed by the Nabataeans to represent souls of the deceased, commemorates two deceased individuals or gods.

The Hike: Continue along the well-worn path, which works its way up and over a rocky spur in broad switchbacks. Avoid gravel offshoots that look less trodden (there are many false paths up here). Note the bas-relief lion fountain midway down on your left.
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3 Garden Triclinium

After a steep set of stairs down into Wadi al Farasa, you’ll see a simple boulder tomb called the Cult Chamber. The path then switches back towards the Garden Triclinium (also called Garden Hall or Temple). Oleander blooms in the garden outside in late spring. The hall has a small interior chamber. Look for the small hole in the right wall, which lets in water from a large cistern, housed behind an 8m-high stone wall to the right of the tomb.

The Hike: Down the left side of the Garden Triclinium, a set of steps is carved directly into the rock, reaching tombs on either side.

4 Tomb of the Roman Soldier & Painted Triclinium

The two buildings facing one another, separated by a colonnaded garden, were likely once interconnected. Archaeologists date both structures to the late 1st century CE, suggesting that the tomb on the left, called the Tomb of the Roman Soldier, is in fact Nabataean. Nevertheless, the preservation is excellent, with relief carvings of well-dressed, yet headless, dignitaries covering the burial niches. The ones to the left and centre wear a cuirass (body armour), hence the supposed soldier link. Facing it is the Painted Triclinium, named for the sandstone’s exquisite colour. It is one of the few in Petra containing interior ornamentation, with 14 half columns.

The Hike: Continue down steps through the wadi, keeping tight to the western cliff face of Jebel al Madhbah on your right.

5 The Renaissance Tomb

The area beyond is perhaps the best place to get a sense of how Petra was when Burckhardt encountered it. The Renaissance Tomb (Tomb 229) has the weathered remnants of three urns on its triangular pediment, suggesting an important site of burial. There are 14 loculi (graves) inside the structure, with one tombstone legibly identifying one Tamyu, Son of Wahabillahy.

The Hike: Continue down past a number of other monuments, including the Skull Cave, now used as a stable. The trail then pushes left across an exposed bit of valley, along a dry riverbed before it banks right and uphill. Follow faded signs to ‘the girl’s palace’. At the top is the Pharaun Column, used by camels as a scratching post. Passing this to the north brings you to the rear of the Great Temple.






Petra’s Wilder Trails

SERENE CORNERS OF PETRA


While the trails already mentioned in this chapter take in the lion’s share of Petra’s top landmarks, you will soon notice that there are enough monuments, cave dwellings and structures dotted around to fill a dozen guidebooks. Part of the unbridled joy of visiting Petra is the thrill of discovery, particularly when you take a detour along a path less trodden, to witness isolated ruins or encounter signs of Bedouin agrarian life (think cackling geese and donkeys munching hay), thriving in the depths of an ancient tomb, overlooked by visitors simply because it isn’t on a main trail. Taking some of the other trails leads to singular ruins, helping to allay the onset of tomb fatigue. The Al Habis Trail explores a Crusader castle and an old residential cave neighbourhood. Elsewhere, the Wadi al Muthlim Trail offers an alternative entrance to the Siq. And the Jebel Haroun Trail seeks out one of the holiest sites in Jordan.
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SIGHTS

1Al Habis

2Columbarium

3Crusader Fort

4Dorotheos’ House

5Jebel Haroun

6Snake Monument

7Umm al-Biyara

8Unfinished Tomb

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Al Madras Trail

10Wadi al Muthlim Trail
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Pick up a more detailed, contoured map of Petra at the Petra Museum Shop or from stalls around the Visitor Centre.
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Crusader Castle with a View

A high place without the crowds

Al Habis is a mountain that looms over Qasr al Bint, topped with a ruined 12th-century Crusader fortress. Beneath a small stand of trees between Nabataean Tent restaurant and the Qasr al Bint, you’ll find a set of steps leading up and to the right. The path from here circles up, round the base of the mountain. Al Habis’ rock is the most enigmatically coloured in Petra. When you reach the west face of Al Habis, you’ll see a farm occupying the caves below. Walk out onto the flat projection of rock here to get a better view of the numerous caves lining Wadi Siyagh, possibly an old residential neighbourhood.

Cross to the other side of the farm and pick up the vehicular track until you’re back facing the Qasr al Bint, albeit higher up. As you round this southern edge of the mountain, there’s a whole new cluster of monuments in a Wadi Thughra cliff face to the southwest. Here, the path deviates left from the vehicular track and hairpins up precariously, including crossing a shaky wooden plank bridge, through a scree of fallen stones that once formed the Crusader castle built in 1115. The view from the top is arguably one of Petra’s finest.

Back at the bottom, follow the base of Al Habis mountain in the direction of Qasr al Bint to the Columbarium, with its uniquely crenellated walls. The best guess brands it as a crematorium, hence the name, where small funerary urns were kept. Nearby, on the edge of a goat pen, is the Unfinished Tomb, a prime example of how the monuments were created from the top down.


VISITING PETRA: WHAT TO WEAR

You might have noticed by this point that hiking is a central part of the Petra experience. The better prepared you are in terms of sturdy, comfortable hiking shoes and clothing made with light, breathable fabrics, the more comfortable your experience will be. Nevertheless, you’ll still see some people trying to navigate the ancient Roman road in the Siq in high-heeled wedges, skinny jeans and all manner of fashion faux pas. The sun can be relentless, even in winter. In addition to suncream and sunglasses, a baseball cap or sun hat prove vital. However, you might also need a warm fleece or coat in winter.



A Sacred Pilgrimage Site

Aaron’s Jebel Haroun burial site

Starting at Pharaun Column, the Jebel Haroun Trail will really get you off the beaten path. The Jebel Haroun (1350m) in question is named after Prophet Haroun, as he is known by Muslims, known as Aaron, the elder brother of Moses, to Christians and Jews. All three faiths venerate Haroun/Aaron and the simple white shrine atop Jebel Haroun (the biblical Mt Hor) is said to be his burial place. It is a sacred pilgrimage site and a modicum of respect for this is expected. Clocking in at around 7.5km (or six hours, return), the trail from Petra mostly follows a dirt track used by off-road vehicles. One notable sight en route is the Snake Monument, which looks like the head of a cobra atop a pedestal. After this point, the road veers southwest. Entering the shrine is not always possible. Before the main climb up to the shrine, look for the tent, where a guardian can provide keys. The ruins just below the shrine belong to a Byzantine monastery. Consider hiring a guide at the Visitor Centre and take as many litres of water as possible.

Getting over Petra

Hike the Umm al-Biyara Trail

If all you’re after is a good view over Petra, then Umm al-Biyara (1178m) offers panoramic views from its summit. At only 4km, the Umm al Biyara Trail round trip might seem a jaunt, but the way is strenuous, with some challenging scrambles at certain sections higher up. The route passes down Wadi Thughra towards the Snake Monument before turning right (west) up a gully, after you pass a large rock-cut temple. The steps up should be obvious. The summit is well worth it, not just for the views. Ruins of an Edomite settlement from the 7th century BCE dot the plateau. Attempt this hike in the afternoon when the steps are in the shade. Budget four hours for the full hike to avoid coming back in the dark.

Eating in Wadi Musa: Sweets

Hashem Affouri Sweets: This is the place to try kunafeh in Wadi Musa, the delightful pastry, cheese and syrup dessert topped with pistachios. $

Al-Janoub: Downtown sweet purveyor where sweets are piled high on vast metal platters. Kunafeh and baklava are favourites. $

Sanabel Bakery: The biscoff baklava will fuel your hiking through Petra for an entire day. Barter the price if it seems high here. $


A Siq Alternative

Entering Petra via Wadi Al Muthlim

Although not always open, the Wadi al Muthlim Trail leads from the Nabataean dam, just before you enter the Siq, and ends at the Royal Tombs. The hike should take around 1½ hours, or a little longer if you detour up to the Eagle Niche. To get there, take a path to the right of the wadi and cross over the top of the water tunnel, heading northwest, then turn left into the second gulley you come to. The niche is carved into the righthand wall. The impressive eagle has its wings drawn back. To start the hike proper, you’ll pass through the 88m-long Nabataean tunnel, emerging into Wadi Muthlim, which narrows as you progress. There are three very tricky boulders to navigate and it’s best not to attempt them alone. When the trail reaches an intersection, head left into the very narrow Wada Mataha, following the arrows. Note that flash floods are a real concern here, particularly during the winter months (November to March). Even after this time, there are plenty of tricky pools of water and boulders to navigate, so using a guide (available from the Visitor Centre) is advised. Wadi Mataha widens as you progress. Following the cliff on your left leads to Dorotheos’ House and, eventually, Sextius Florentinus Tomb.
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REDISCOVERING PETRA

The explorer Jean Louis Burckhardt, born in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1784, ‘rediscovered’ Petra. While working for the African Association, which he joined in 1806, he moved to Syria to become fluent in Arabic and Quranic Law, with the ultimate goal of passing as a Muslim trader to gain access to and chart remote parts of Africa and the Middle East. He took the name Sheikh Ibrahim and used this disguise regularly to varied effect. While in Karak in 1812 he heard locals speaking of a lost city buried in the mountains. Using the excuse of wanting to make a pilgrimage to Jebel Haroun, he gained access to Petra through the Siq, the first outsider to set eyes on the city in centuries. Remarkably, despite risk of capture, he wrote a journal during his travels, which became the book Travels in Syria and the Holy Land.



Drinking in Wadi Musa

Cave Bar: Enter one last cave after a long day. The twist is, this one serves big steins of frothy lager.

Kilkenny Bar: Local beers on tap, Guinness by the can and a decent menu of spirits and wines.

Jordan Heritage Restaurant: While Wadi Musa is short on bars, this fantastic restaurant serves local beers and Jordanian JR wines.


PETRA ON SCREEN & CANVAS

Luckily, the obsession with Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade has worn off a little at Petra. But there’s no doubting that most people’s only Petra reference comes from the final act of the film, as Indy seeks the Holy Grail. Surprisingly few other major films have given it the silver screen treatment. When it comes to painting and sketching, however, the uncertainties of a Petra long gone can set a creative imagination free. The Scottish painter David Roberts (1796–1864) gave Petra an Orientalist’s makeover, which has surprisingly been adopted wholesale in Jordan more than anywhere else. Perhaps it’s the romanticised peopling of the Petra he encountered in 1839 (pulling a similar disguise trick to Burckhardt to gain access), or his untutored style that rendered his watercolours full of humanity and life amid the dramatic landscape.



A Hidden Suburb

One last detour

If you want to escape the crowds, the 1.5km Al Madras Trail to the small Petra suburb of Madras is a great option. The trail heads south from a bend in the Main Trail between the Obelisk Tomb and the Siq. It’s the perfect addition to your itinerary if you have time (and energy) on the way out. Pick your way over the worn rocks, past cave homes to a plateau, then return the same way.

[image: jpg]

Al Madras Trail | Anja Koeberle/Getty Images ©

Turkish Baths in Wadi Musa

Salome Turkish Bath: For the ultimate post-hike soak, try this traditional downtown hammam. At around JD30 per person, it’s also the best value.

Petra Turkish Bath: Full service hammam close to the Petra Visitor Centre, but as a result it can get busy.

Al Yakhor Turkish Bath: Mint tea to start, then a steam sauna, scrub down and a short full-body massage.




Little Petra & the Back Door

Creative Ancient Suburb


Making space in your itinerary to visit Siq al Barid (commonly known as Little Petra) is highly recommended. This Petra-in-miniature is thought to have been a trading and resupply suburb of the main city, where pack animals could graze the nearby fields. In 2010 archaeologists unveiled a new discovery, some exquisite Hellenistic wall paintings, which are now considered one of Petra’s most valuable treasures. It was long suspected that many of the tombs were lavishly decorated, but the artwork in Little Petra exhibits a refined artistic quality, lending to the theory that Nabataean artists also lived in this suburb. Surrounding Little Petra are the ruins of some of the very first human settlements, such as Bayda, which make Petra look like a modern metropolis by comparison. It is also the starting point for the popular Back Door hiking route, a mountain path with exceptional views that ends at Petra’s Monastery.
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SIGHTS

1Bayda

2Painted Biclinium

3Tomb 846

SLEEPING

4Ammarin Bedouin Camp

5Little Petra Bedouin Camp

6Seven Wonders Bedouin Camp

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7Bida Touristic Society
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Touts in the car parks and streets around the Petra Visitor Centre will constantly offer you transport to Little Petra. Unless you’re in a serious rush, offer a polite ‘No, thank you’ because free shuttle buses leave from next to the Petra entry gate every 30 minutes, taking you the 9km to Little Petra’s entry gate. The buses are well marked.



Little Siq, Little Petra

Paintings and cosy cave life

Many of the motifs for which big Petra is famed are continued in Little Petra, to which entry is free. Immediately on arrival, there’s a rock-cut facade, Tomb 846, of Greco-Roman Classical style on your right, possibly built in the late 1st century BCE. You enter Little Petra proper through a narrow, short Siq, which opens onto a deep canyon whose sides undulate wide then narrow down its length. This canyon stays cool for much of the day, hence its name Siq al Barid (cold canyon). The building on your left with freestanding columns was likely a temple, with a cave dwelling below it. The rock on either side is pockmarked with cave homes and triclinia, reached via sets of heavily worn rock-cut steps. This homey environment makes Little Petra feel much more like a lived-in urban street than anything you’ll find in Petra’s ancient city.

Midway along, set high in the cliff face on the left, is Tomb 849. These days it’s better known as the Painted Biclinium (meaning it has stone benches along two sides instead of three). Take care on the rock-cut steps leading up to it, as they are badly weathered. Brave them if you can, though, because inside this 1st-century-CE structure is the best surviving example of a Nabataean mural. Grape vines, heavy with grapes, are tangled with ivy; a floating cherub plays a flute; and of the many birds, specific local species are discernible, such as the Palestinian sunbird.


NABATAEAN WATER POWER

The Nabataeans were primarily able to grow powerful not due to trade, diplomacy or warfare, but because of their control of water. Not only in managing it, but in concealing water cisterns so that they could move more freely through arid zones, having an advantage over others by being able to navigate the vast deserts of Arabia. By retreating into the desert, the Nabataeans could outlast a thirsty army through their know-how, without ever having to engage in combat. You’ll see evidence of their water control throughout Petra, from water cisterns to clay pipes along the Siq.



Staying near Little Petra: Bedouin Camps

Seven Wonders Bedouin Camp: Beautiful Bedouin tent campsite. The mountain overlooking it is lit up with hundreds of candles at night. Kind and welcoming hosts. $$

Little Petra Bedouin Camp: Stunning location, nargileh in a cave, communal tent and surrounding mountains lit up at night. The classic Bedouin camp experience. $$

Ammarin Bedouin Camp: Authentic camp surrounded by beautiful mountains. Run by the Ammarin tribe, whose territory this is, bordering Petra’s B’doul. $$

One of the World’s Oldest Settlements

Ruins of a neolithic village

Jordan occupies an area of the Middle East referred to by archaeologists as the Fertile Crescent. Here, humans first began to plant crops and domesticate animals. The increased food security allowed humans to switch, for the first known time, from a nomadic lifestyle to a rooted, village existence. Society today emanates from this seismic shift. Less than 1km from Little Petra lies Bayda, which was settled over 9000 years ago. To get there, present your Petra entry ticket at the yellow entry booth at the entrance to Little Petra. Pass the pickup trucks and follow the dirt road as it bends to the right (southwest) until you see a path marked out with rocks away to your right (north). The ruins of Bayda represent some of humanity’s earliest architecture. Homes started as low round buildings, then evolved to rectangular ones, sometimes even arranged over two levels, before Bayda was abandoned for unknown reasons around 5500 BCE.
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Scenic Hike to the Monastery

The Back Door to Petra

After passing the Petra entry gate at Little Petra, there’s a second ticket booth for the government-run pickup trucks travelling the 5km between here and the Petra Back Door trailhead. The JD5 fee per person is worth it to avoid what is mostly a walk through exposed terrain. From the drop-off point, the Back Door Trail is well signposted (labelled ‘Addeir’), with proper steps and a protective wall built to cross what was a previously tricky section. If you take the pickup service, the hike is only 2km (40 minutes at a gentle pace with stops). The initial climb is steep, before easing to an undulating amble over the mountain pass. If you decide to visit Bayda first, you must walk back to the pickup spot to catch your ride (vehicles normally leave when full) or continue along the dirt road to the Back Door trailhead on foot for another 4km.


WHY I LOVE HIKING THE BACK DOOR TO PETRA

[image: author]

Paul Stafford, Lonely Planet writer

Hiking the Back Door Trail into Petra establishes a sense of intrepid adventure that the souvenir stall-lined Monastery Trail lacks. While you can expect plenty of tea kiosks along the way, the panoramas over the multicoloured mountains to the dunes of Wadi Araba and beyond calm the soul. There’s more harmony with nature here too, and it’s your best chance to see wildlife in the area. You’re guaranteed to see pink oleander (in season), animated birdlife and greedy goats. The free shuttle from the Visitor Centre, free entry to Little Petra and Bayda, and a stunning short hike with fewer people and far fewer steps up to the Monastery make this a special experience.



Drinking in Little Petra & along the Back Door Trail: Bedouin Tea

Little Petra Great Triclinium: Just before the Painted Biclinium on the same side of the canyon; you can sit inside the huge rock-cut triclinium sipping Bedouin tea.

Bida Touristic Society: Marked ‘Little Petra Shop’ on Google Maps; you can get Bedouin tea and water here, plus there’s a public toilet nearby.

Trailhead Bedouin Tent: Soon after the drop-off point for the Back Door, there’s a black camel-hair Bedouin tent selling tea and souvenirs.




Wadi Musa

PETRA’S CONDUIT WITH HOME COMFORTS


The town of Wadi Musa has swollen out around the gates of Petra as a hub for transport and facilities servicing the droves of tourists who come to experience the UNESCO World Heritage Site every year. The general quality of the restaurants and accommodation in Wadi Musa is higher than elsewhere in Jordan, which is just as well because the exertion of visiting the ruins requires added home comforts for rest and relaxation. That doesn’t mean the quality is always high, so exercise caution, particularly if you’re being given the hard sell.

Broadly speaking, Wadi Musa has three parts: lower Wadi Musa, a neighbourhood on the valley floor surrounding the Petra Visitor Centre; Wadi Musa downtown, where the bus station, and the best hotels and restaurants are located; and finally, upper Wadi Musa, where many top-end hotels are positioned along the King’s Highway, benefitting from the incredible views over the mountains that shroud Petra.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Petra Kitchen

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Al Yakhor Turkish Bath

3Jordan Inspiration Tours

4Why Jordan

SLEEPING

5Mövenpick Petra

6Petra Aretas Hotel

(see 1)Petra Boutique Hotel

7Petra Guesthouse

8Petra Icon

9Petra Moon Hotel

10Petra Moon Luxury

11Petra Plaza Hotel

EATING

12Al Wadi

13Al-Janoub

14Bedouin House

15Beit Al Barakah Restaurant

16Falafel Time

17Hashem Affouri Sweets

18Jordan Heritage Restaurant

19My Mom’s Recipe

20Old Street Cafe & Restaurant

21Pizza House

22Sanabel Bakery

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

23Kilkenny Bar

24The Cave Bar

SHOPPING

25Nabataean Ladies Cooperative

26The Sand Castle

see 5Zara Souk
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If you’ve got a car, stay at a hotel with parking in the downtown area, where hotel prices are lower and you have access to a higher quality (and selection) of restaurants and cafes. You can drive to Petra and park at one of the lots outside for free each day you visit (ignore the touts who tend to lurk here and suggest otherwise).



Get High with Helium

Petra Balloon vistas

There’s a delightful ‘Around the World in 80 Days’ quality to the Petra Balloon, a helium balloon tethered with a cable, which is released and reined back in from a launchpad right on the edge of Wadi Musa, 1km north of the Petra Visitor Centre. The balloon is wheelchair-accessible, so it provides a great way to get a high-altitude view over the landscape for people with mobility concerns who might struggle on the difficult trails. Tickets start at JD28, rising to around double the price at sunrise and sunset.

Petra Kitchen Cooking Classes

Secrets of Jordanian cuisine

Learn how to make the creamiest hummus, the perfectly formed makloubeh and a syrupy baklava in a cooking class at Petra Kitchen. These practical one-off lessons are run by local chefs, with the menu changing every night, but always including vegetarian- and vegan-friendly options. Classes are usually in the evening, so you can fit it in after a day amid the relics of the past. Afterwards, you get to enjoy the products of your labour with the group.
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Wadi Musa | mbrand85/Shutterstock ©


CLIMATE IN WADI MUSA & PETRA

By far the best time to visit Petra is during the spring and autumn months (April, May, September and October), when the skies are clear and it rains only rarely. Mean high temperatures range from a warm 20°C to a pretty draining 30°C, especially in early September, but warm spells can even grace November. Highs in summer can surpass a punishing 40°C, while in winter, there’s a higher chance of rain from December to March. Snow is rare, but not unknown. Temperatures from December to February rarely rise over 15°C.



Water from the Rock

The other Moses’ spring

It is said that Moses quenched the thirst of the Israelites by striking a rock with his staff. If you visited the spring at Mt Nebo, you may have already experienced one underwhelming contender for this fabled spring. In Wadi Musa, the other spring that lays claim to the legend is sited beside the King’s Highway as it enters the north side of town. The spring and the cracked rock are protected by a modern building with three domes. It’s only really worth the visit for its religious significance, or if you’re driving along the King’s Highway.

The Jordan Trail: Petra to Wadi Rum

A popular Jordan Trail section

Petra and Wadi Rum may well be among Jordan’s highlights, but the many miles of desert that separates them are wild and difficult to traverse. It can also be stunning. The Jordan Trail leaves Petra’s ancient city, heading south along the Sabra Trail (take a detour to Jebel Haroun or Umm al Biyara if you’ve the time). The trail eventually leaves the mountains and meets the desert, which takes on a redder hue the further south you go. At this precipice between rock and sand, you’ll pass Humeima, a ruined Nabataean city with Abbasid and Roman structures that lies well off the beaten path. Expect to complete the 90km route in around five days. The Jordan Trail website (jordantrail.org) has useful information such as maps, GPS waypoints and a day-by-day summary.
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Jordan Trail between Petra and Wadi Rum | Andrew Evans/Chicago Tribune/Tribune News Service via Getty Images/Getty Images ©

Eating in Wadi Musa: Restaurants

Jordan Heritage Restaurant: Exceptional dining experience. The menu pinpoints each dish’s Jordanian origins and explains its traditional significance. $$$

Al Wadi: Proto Wild West facade, a sweeping terrace and excellent dishes, including many vegetarian options, all served with a delicious, huge flatbread. $$

Bedouin House: Middle Earth–like interior with a good terrace. One of many excellent restaurants close to Shaheed (aka Midtown) Roundabout. $$

Zawaya: Just up the road from Shaheed Roundabout, the traditional Jordanian lamb and rice dish mensaf is a popular choice here. $$

Falafel Time: Decent lunch spot midway down the hill between downtown and Petra on Tourism St. Good mezze, falafel and Jordanian tea. $$

Beit Al Barakah: If you’re hungry, this quantity-forward spot with friendly staff is renowned for its complimentary mezze and large portions. $$

Petra Cycling Tours

Wadi Musa and beyond on two wheels

As you drive along the King’s Highway around Petra, it’s not uncommon to come across large groups of cyclists sweating it out. Since the difficulty level is only moderate for cycling tours along the King’s Highway, it’s fast becoming a popular tour alternative, and many organised cycling tours provide great logistics and vehicle support, making it safer and cutting out the less scenic sections of the route. A popular stretch runs from Shobak down to Wadi Musa, providing stunning mountain views to the west the entire way. Intrepid, Exodus, Much Better Adventures and cycling-tour specialists Saddle Skedaddle all run excursions, making the most of the ideal weather during the spring and summer months.


GETTING AROUND WADI MUSA

Distances always seem further when walking around Jordanian towns and cities. The land is rarely flat, the roads tend to be busy, and the streets aren’t always easy to navigate. Wadi Musa presents an exaggeration of all of these problems, sprinkled, as it is, over a steep valley side. Renting a car to get around is recommended, but have patience with your GPS in Wadi Musa.

The town’s yellow taxis tend to be unmetered so try to ascertain the price in advance. You shouldn’t have to pay more than JD7 to get anywhere within Wadi Musa.







Aqaba, Wadi Rum & the Desert Highway
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DAZZLING DESERT AND MARINE LANDSCAPES

Camel, 4WD and hiking adventures, and moonlit nights among the Bedouin in Wadi Rum, combined with superlative diving on the laid-back Red Sea coast.
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Jebel Qattar, Wadi Rum Protected Area | ecstk22/Shutterstock ©

Seismic shifts in the landscape mark the approach to Jordan’s far south. Inland to the east, the desolate, stone-strewn wastelands of the Badia give way to Arabian sands. Poised at these crossroads – and sliced by the Desert Highway as it sweeps along the Southern Desert floor – are the soaring, dune-swept cliffs of Wadi Rum, etched with a wealth of ancient rock art. Beyond the escarpment to the west, the broad floor of the Rift Valley dips under the Red Sea’s deep blue surface, just past the palm-fringed beaches of the city of Aqaba, Jordan’s coastal escape.

Not to be missed is the region’s eye-popping pair of natural sanctuaries. Just a few strokes offshore in the crystal-clear waters of the Gulf of Aqaba is the Aqaba Marine Reserve, home to spectacular coral reefs and gardens teeming with technicolour schools of fish. A hop to the northeast of here loom the mammoth peaks of Wadi Rum, Jordan’s – and arguably the world’s – most irresistible stretch of desert, its hidden valleys and canyons begging to be explored. At least as legendary as this Hollywood moonscape are the area’s long-time custodians, the hardy and highly hospitable Bedouin, still clinging – at least in part – to the old, nomadic way of life.
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Coral reef, the Red Sea | marketa1982/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

AQABA

Beaches, snorkelling and world-class diving.

WADI RUM

Desert adventures amid jaw-dropping scenery.

THE DESERT HIGHWAY

Endless horizons scattered with lonely ruins.




Find Your Way

Historic Aqaba makes a pleasant hub for exploring Jordan’s south, set within easy reach of the dive sites to the south and an hour’s drive from Wadi Rum. For excursions in the latter, the obvious point of departure is Wadi Rum Village.
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Plan Your Time

The best of Jordan’s south can be glimpsed in a whirlwind two to three days, though more time will better allow you to lose the crowds while covering more (and more pristine) terrain.
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Umm Fruth Rock Bridge, Wadi Rum Protected Area | Nataliya Nazarova/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

At the heart of the classic sojourn in Jordan’s south is a night looking up at the stars from the desert, framed all around by the dark, brooding bluffs of Wadi Rum. The indelible experience naturally combines with some daylight exploration of the Protected Area: hiking its hidden canyons, mounting a camel, bounding across the sands in the back of a 4WD, and scaling its steep, flaming dunes and natural rock bridges.

•Time permitting, cool off from your desert adventure by winding south to Aqaba, rinsing off the desert dust while soaking up the sunken wonders of the Red Sea.




Three Days to Travel Around

Plan for a full day of floating or boating in the glass-cut waters off the Red Sea coast beyond Aqaba. Set out the next morning on a leisurely stroll to take in the city’s historic sites, ending with the city’s lively souq and a meal at Al Mohandes.

•Heading north, enjoy an extended jaunt through Wadi Rum by tacking a hike onto the back of a 4WD circuit: scramble through Rakhabat Canyon or reach the magnificent Burdah Rock Bridge. Alternatively, traverse the length of the gorgeous Barrah Canyon by camel. Finally, treat yourself to an extra night in a desert camp.




A Week or More

Stretch out your Red Sea relaxation with cruising, kitesurfing, shopping, snorkelling or more diving – or simply by lounging in luxury at Ayla, Berenice Beach Club or Tala Bay.

•After experiencing the majesty of Rum, venture past the Protected Area, where the awesome scenery stretches for miles but the camps and crowds can be left behind, particularly in the desert north of Diseh or on the slopes of Jebel Umm ad-Dami. Wander the ruins of ancient Humayma and the palm groves of the historic railroad junction of Maan, then carry on north with stops at the castles dotting the desolate Desert Highway.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

February to early May and October to early November offer the most comfortable weather to explore Jordan’s south.

FEBRUARY

Low-cost flights will land you amid the buzz of Aqaba’s annual Arts Festival; meanwhile, surrounding dive sites are at their quietest.

MARCH & APRIL

Pleasant weather, bird migrations and blooming flowers in the desert make spring an excellent (and popular) choice.

MAY

Lace up your running shoes just after sunset for a moon-lit marathon winding through Wadi Rum (adventure.treks.jo).

JUNE & JULY

Submerge yourself in the still comfortable sea to beat the heat of summer, just as whale sharks make their annual appearance.

AUGUST

Too hot for many (with average highs in the upper 30s), Wadi Rum is relatively quiet, though ideal for nights under the stars.

SEPTEMBER & OCTOBER

Land and sea temperatures arrive at their most inviting, making autumn the area’s busiest season (book ahead).

DECEMBER & JANUARY

Nights are frigid, but it’s now that you’ll experience the desert at its most serene, perhaps even dusted with snow.




Aqaba
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SEASIDE ESCAPE | RED SEA | BIRDWATCHING


Wedged between jagged, desert ridges and the glittering Gulf that bears its name, Aqaba is Jordan’s seaside escape, the portal to the Red Sea’s wonders. A crossroads between continents, Aqaba’s port has a cosmopolitan past, plugged into the ancient routes that linked its parade of peoples – Edomites, Egyptians, Greeks and Nabateans – to the Hejaz, Abyssinia, India and beyond. A juncture on the ancient King’s Highway, it marked the southern terminus of the Romans’ Via Traiana Nova, witnessing the landings of Christianity, Islam, Crusaders and Mamluks in turn. After half a millennium of calm, the town proved crucial in the struggle against Ottoman rule, stormed in 1917 by Bedouin forces alongside TE Lawrence. Its historic centre retains a small-town vibe, hugging the palm-fringed Corniche, flanked at either end by an ever-expanding crop of swanky, Dubai-style resorts.

For the traveller, Aqaba is an obvious stopover, whether linking with Petra, Wadi Rum or south along the coast. Its smattering of historical sights, duty-free shopping and restaurant scene make it worth sticking around a little bit longer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Al Mohandes

SIGHTS

2Ancient Church at Ayla

3Aqaba Castle

4Aqaba Museum

5Arab Revolt Flagpole

6Islamic Ayla

7Public Beach

8Sharif Al Hussein Bin Ali Mosque

SLEEPING

9Captain’s Hotel

10Extra Experiment

11Mövenpick Resort Hotel

EATING

12Abu Bakr

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13Neptune

SHOPPING

14Beit Al Ward




GETTING AROUND

Aqaba’s centre is compact enough that its sights can be reached on foot, though ubiquitous and unmetred green taxis plying the Corniche charge no more than JD2 for a short hop across town. The fixed rate for the airport is JD10 and can be split by finding a service taxi by the bus station, just west of the souq.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If basing solely in Aqaba or Rum (and not visiting Petra), the Aqaba Special Economic Zone’s visa-free scheme is worthwhile. Available to most nationalities, it applies to those arriving and departing from Aqaba’s airport, port or land border crossing (Wadi Araba). In certain cases, arrivals at Amman’s international airport can take advantage of the scheme too; see aqaba.jo/Pages/Viewpage/8/Visa_Formalities for details.



Historic Aqaba Uncovered

Ancient and medieval ruins

A sense of Aqaba’s antiquity is quickly gained on a stroll down the Corniche. Mentioned in the Bible as ‘Eloth, on the shore of the Red sea, in the land of Edom’, the ancient port was known as Ayla (or Aela) by Roman times. Uncovered from this era in 1998, just north of the modern town’s centre is a mud-brick basilica. Built in the late 3rd century CE, it’s the oldest purpose-built church found anywhere to date, having survived the worst of the Roman persecutions – perhaps due to the town’s remoteness at the far fringe of the empire. Now ringed with a fence, its grid of stout walls is easily seen from the street, while a helpful panel assists you in picking out the nave and narthex from the crumbling aisles.

After the Muslim conquest in 629 CE, the Umayyads nudged the settlement south. Islamic Ayla, its ruins now spread just beside the Mövenpick Resort – thrived for centuries as a hub for the lucrative frankincense route in the era of The Thousands and One Nights. Renowned geographer Al-Maqdisi described it as cosmopolitan – ‘great in prosperity with its palms and fish’. Only decades later, however, the town was sacked by tribesmen in 1024, struck by a devastating earthquake in 1068, and seized by Crusaders in 1116, when it was finally abandoned. Excavations began in 1986, though some imagination is needed to bring it to life, as little remains beyond its toppled columns, thick walls and vaulted gates.

In Ayyubids and Mamluk times, settlement shifted a kilometre southward to Aqabat Ayla. Ayla’s prefix (which later took over as the name of the town), translates as ‘incline’ or ‘rise’, possibly in reference to the once-elevated castle, now also just steps from the Corniche. Since as early as the 13th century, a fortified khan to protect pilgrims has stood on the spot. The current construction of this ‘blessed and auspicious’ fort – as attested by the Arabic inscription in the vaulted gateway – took place in the early 16th century under the rule of the penultimate Mamluk Sultan, Qansuh II al-Ghuri. Twin medallions on the rounded towers outside commemorate its later Ottoman expansion, above these hanging the Hashemite coat of arms in honour of the Arab Revolt.

The adjacent Aqaba Museum, reopened in 2024, is housed in the one-time residence of Sharif al-Hussein bin Ali, proclaimer of the Arab Revolt. On display are a range of finds recovered from Aqaba and around: from Bronze Age jars to Quranic inscriptions and glazed ceramics from Islamic Ayla.


LEGACY OF THE ARAB REVOLT

The colours of the Great Arab Revolt seem to wave in slow motion high above Aqaba’s Arab Revolt Plaza. Dwarfed near its base is a one-time residence of Sharif Hussein bin Ali, who launched the celebrated uprising. In 1917, just a year from Hussein’s proclamation from Mecca, the Arabs took Aqaba from the Turks, a critical moment in the struggle to break free of Ottoman rule. While the pan-Arab state that Hussein envisioned was stymied by colonial claims, three Arab kingdoms emerged, one of which survives today: the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.





Aqaba on Foot
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The bulk of Aqaba’s smattering of sights can be glimpsed by tackling the Corniche (King Hussein St) on foot. Start off just north of the JETT bus station at the ruins of the world’s oldest purpose-built 1 church. Just opposite to the west you can glimpse a section of the old mud-brick 2 Byzantine wall. South of the station, begin down the palm-lined Corniche to pass under the Mövenpick’s bridge, then slip through the iron gate to the right to wander the desolate ruins of 3 Islamic Ayla, a thriving medieval port during Umayyad, Abbasid and Fatimid times. Take a right off Ayla Circle for a break in one of the cafes overlooking the 4 Royal Yacht Club marina. Back on the Corniche, the elegant 5 Sharif Al Hussein Bin Ali Mosque marks the western end of the souq, flanked with manicured gardens and boasting one of the largest mosque domes in all of Jordan. Walk between allotments of spinach and radish across the road to reach Aqaba’s lively 6 public beach, politely declining the offers for glass-bottom boats to simply soak up communal vibes. Continue southward to crane your neck at the foot of the world’s sixth-tallest 7 flagpole, dominating Arab Revolt Plaza, where you can also peruse the historic treasures of 8 Aqaba Museum. A few steps uphill from here is the imposing gateway to 9 Aqaba Castle, where you can admire calligraphic inscriptions and parapet views through the palms to the mountains and sea. At a Fishermen’s Harbour, a few minutes further, watch the day’s catch being hauled from boats to market. Before hailing a taxi north, rest your feet in the water with a juice in hand at the very next beach, wonderfully crammed with laid-back b cafes.




The Beach & Beyond

Experience Aqaba’s Red Sea coast

Buffered from the Corniche by groves of date palms and vegetable patches, lovingly tended by locals, the main public beach stretches southward from opposite Aqaba’s flagship mosque to Arab Revolt Plaza. Though not quite ideal for swimming or snorkelling, the beach here deserves a stroll for its snapshot of Aqabawi life, with spectacular Red Sea sunsets silhouetting crowds of locals and visitors, a scene that can approach the chaotic on weekends and during eids (Islamic feasts). Along with families of fully clothed bathers, the shoreline is dotted with small, wooden glass-bottom boats on the prowl for passengers, offering a glimpse underwater for those less than keen to get wet. Looking down in one of these, there’s relatively little to see; for corals and fish, you’re far better off launching offshore from beyond town. Still, pushing off into the water from here is a wonderful way to take in the town and its rugged backdrop.

The beach continues south past the Fisherman’s Harbour, where it’s crammed with tented cafes, plastic-chair affairs that fill up on weekends and waft with the scent of shisha. Watch as entire parties sip juice on the sand or ankle-deep in the water, twinkling with fairy lights as the sun slips away and the working-class beats blare progressively louder.


DRY DIVING

Aqaba’s fleet of small glass-bottom boats has its limits in providing a glimpse of the Red Sea’s wonders. For one, it can take three hours to clear the city’s relatively cloudy waters. More upscale glass-bottom experiences launch further south and are arranged through the city’s hotels, among the best of the boats on offer being Berenice Beach’s Discovery (sindbadjo.com). To go deeper, head to Tala Bay and board the Neptune (neptuneglassboat.com), featuring a fully submersible hull. Alternatively, visit the Royal Diving Club (royaldivingclub.com) to don a space helmet for a walk along the ocean floor – or finally admit that it might be time to consider a PADI diving course.



Birdwatching at Aqaba’s Observatory

Red Sea avian hub

Between the Israeli border and Ayla’s golf course, an artificial wetland hosts the Aqaba Bird Observatory, a well-known spot among birders with checklists in tow. Run by the RSCN, the area occupies a bottleneck along the Rift Valley–Red Sea Flyway, the second-most trafficked air corridor for migratory birds in the world. The place comes to life in spring and autumn, when up to 300 species can be seen passing through, thereafter fanning south across Africa or north across Europe and Asia via the Levant. As well as flitting warblers, wagtails, swifts and swallows, green bee-eaters and pied kingfishers are spotted in the bush, while out in the water are egrets, pelicans and the Red Sea’s own white eyed-gulls. With a pinch of good luck, you may also sight raptors such as spotted eagles, marsh harriers or crested honey buzzards.

The approach to the observatory – about 10km north of Aqaba’s centre (no public transport) – is also the approach to the Wadi Araba border crossing, hence the need to present your passport at a checkpoint near the entrance. Included in the JD7 fee is a pair of binoculars and a map of the area’s 2km circuit. Don’t set off without it as there’s a particular path to follow, wrapping around a series of pools (in fact the tanks of a treatment plant!), taking roughly an hour and a half at a reasonable pace.
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Spur-winged plover, Aqaba Bird Observatory | Marco Valentini/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Staying in Aqaba

Mövenpick Resort Hotel: Straddling the Corniche, this five-star resort overlooks its own beach and the ruins of Islamic Ayla. $$$

Captain’s Hotel: Aqaba’s original boutique hotel, with elegant rooms, a pool and restaurant serving excellent, Aqabawi-style fish. $$

Extra Experiment: Family-run hostel with the best-value bunk beds in town, geared towards the budget traveller’s needs. $


THE HOUSE OF ROSES’ BEDOUIN ARTS

A short stroll north of ancient Ayla, far from the bustle of the souq, Beit Al Ward (House of Roses; facebook.com/baitalward.jo) has a large and lovely collection of handmade crafts – but it’s more than a shopping pit stop. Try your hand at a range of traditional arts: making and modelling textiles, painting with henna or plucking the simsimiyya (lyre). In the kitchen, throw and bake shrak (Bedouin bread) or braise sajieh or mansaf, both Jordanian favourites. Afterwards enjoy the fruits of your labour or simply kick back in the cosy, Bedouin-style backyard. A comparable association, Aqabawi (aqabawi.com), offers a similar spread of experiences at the luxurious Ayla Oasis.



Eating & Drinking in Aqaba

Al Mohandes: The best falafel and fuul in town at this no-frills Aqaba institution; separate seating for women upstairs. $

Neptune: Stylish, open-air pub with a view over the Royal Yacht Club marina. Top-notch service and ice-cold beers. $$

Abu Bakr: Best of Aqaba’s low-key fish restaurants. Try the sayadiyyeh (grilled fish with rice and tomato sauce). $$




Beyond Aqaba
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Crystalline waters south of Aqaba teem with life amid first-rate reefs, while desert adventures await to the north and east.


A fortuitous land swap in 1965 saw Jordan’s tiny coastline more than tripled, expanding to the south in exchange for a swathe of Saudi desert. The border shifted from the town’s now-abandoned old port to the much larger cargo port used today, bringing the country’s precious span of Red Sea coast to just 27km.

It’s just offshore from this added strip of pebbly beaches that Aqaba’s calling card lies: the coral reefs of the Aqaba Marine Reserve, a diver’s dream. High salinity, northerly winds and minimal tides make for extreme visibility, while water temperatures that rarely drop below 20°C in winter mean business year-round. And with all eyes on the water, the windswept Wadi Araba to the north entices as the area’s lonely frontier.


Places

Aqaba Marine Reserve

The Red Sea

Wadi Araba Desert




GETTING AROUND

Taxis link Aqaba with the main clusters of Red Sea dive centres at South Beach (JD7) and Tala Bay (JD10); shared taxis leave when full from just to the north of the castle on Aqaba’s Corniche. Free shuttles link Berenice Beach and Tala Bay with Aqaba’s major hotels (several morning departures and afternoon/evening returns), and most dive operators also offer transport between Aqaba and diving sites.



Aqaba Marine Reserve

Submerged Red Sea wonders

To experience the exceptionally biodiverse underwater landscapes of the Aqaba Marine Reserve, nothing beats donning your diving gear and kicking offshore on a dive. A close second is snorkelling, particularly as reefs often begin just metres from the beaches. Indeed, a majority of the 20-odd dive sites of note are accessible from either the shore or a jetty. Running south for 7km from the Aqaba Aquarium to the Royal Diving Club, the reserve features almost 300 varieties of soft and hard corals that house over 500 species of fish. Floating amid fire, brain and cabbage corals and rounding the area’s massive heads and pinnacles, your colourful encounters are likely to include angelfish, clownfish and parrotfish, lionfish, butterflyfish and swirling schools of anthias and chromis. Hawksbill sea turtles and eagle rays are also a common sight, while beyond the reefs lurk barracuda. In summer months, visiting whale sharks can steal the spotlight.

Among divers’ best loved sites are the Japanese Gardens and the wreck of the Cedar Pride, both just offshore from the reserve’s new Visitors Centre. Download its Dive in Aqaba app for a helpful map and descriptions of the area’s diversity of sites – from coral gardens and canyons to wrecks and purposely scuttled tanks in battle formation – plus technical details, services and alerts. Here, you’ll also find a comprehensive list of the diving centres dotting the coast, most with either accommodation or transport to and from Aqaba’s hotels. Choose a reputable centre that offers advanced PADI courses and, in the water, adhere to their guidance (and your own comfort zone). When moving on after a dive, whether off to the airport or for a drive up the Desert Highway, take sufficient time to acclimatise to avoid a bout of ‘the bends’.


SUPER CORALS

A visit to Aqaba Aquarium – fed by water pumped from the Red Sea – offers an excellent survey of the area’s marine life, not least its unique array of corals – comprising the protective exoskeletons of tiny, tentacled polyps. The 157 varieties of hard corals (the reef-building kind) can be spotted along the coast. Their protection is vital. Never step on the corals, take anything with you or leave anything behind. Along with pollution, rising temperatures of recent years have taken their toll. ‘Super corals’ endemic to the Gulf, however, have been found uniquely resilient, outlasting temperature extremes well above summer highs – and sparking hope for a revival of reefs worldwide.



The Red Sea

Spend the day at the beach

For fresh arrivals from the desert, a day of kicking back on a beach can be just the thing. Naturally, entry to the coastline’s string of fancier, private beach clubs comes at a price, but it’s one that’s worthwhile for those looking for more than an empty plot of sand. As well as access to facilities (including, at a minimum, restaurants, pools, showers and bars), there’s a range of on-site activities on offer, from diving and snorkelling to jet skiing, wakeboarding, windsurfing or parasailing, arranged by the area’s top outfits. For those without their own wheels, top clubs run free shuttles from Aqaba’s hotels.

Alternatively, skip the entry fee and claim a shaded spot at one of the Aqaba Marine Reserve’s pebbly public beaches. Along with umbrellas, these feature public toilets and showers. There’s also a smattering of low-key cafes and restaurants as well as diving centres where you can rent masks and snorkels. Like the public beaches in town, these can fill up on weekends, when roaming glass-bottom boats appear as well. Between Sundays and Wednesdays you’ll have it largely to yourself. Bring footwear for the rocks and stick around until sunset.

Wadi Araba Desert

Rahmah wilderness

From Aqaba, the Desert Highway to Wadi Rum – though the obvious route – isn’t the only road to desert adventure. Instead of east, head 60km north along the less trafficked Dead Sea Highway to reach the wilderness of Rahmah, an undiscovered stretch of forbidding, Martian terrain. A sort of Rum-in-miniature, the landscape features cascading, orange sands and melted-wax cliffs, though unlike at Rum, you’re highly likely to find yourself quite alone.

About 10km after the village of the same name, a dirt track leads east off the highway for just over a mile (those without 4WD will need to park by the road), fizzling out at the mouth of a wadi. Follow its bends as it gradually tightens into a cool, narrow siq that leads to the dunes beyond, then scramble to the tops of the surrounding rocky bluffs for panoramic vistas.

Indeed, the spectacle you’ll take in from Rahmah’s heights – and along the drive up the Dead Sea Highway – is the desolate Wadi Araba, a part of the mighty Rift Valley that burrows past Aqaba as far as Mozambique. A restricted military zone until 1994, Wadi Araba is today bisected by border fences, its resident Bedouin long at the country’s margins in more than the geographical sense. Recent efforts to lure tourists to the area have centred on motorised SSVs (side-by-side vehicles). Through Rock Adventure Village (rockadventurejo.com), with a base a further 5km north (65km from Aqaba), you can zip through the sands at speed (for around JD60 per hour). Fortunately for hikers, the noise remains out of earshot in the immaculate desert just south.

A guide is recommended, and the Bedouin of Rahmah village know the area best. Start early to beat the worst of the afternoon heat and pack plenty of water and snacks. And savour the silence. If you’re lucky you’ll see a red fox – even luckier, the elusive caracal (desert lynx).
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Cedar Pride wreck, Aqaba Marine Reserve | Shahar Shabtai/Shutterstock ©

Staying along the Red Sea Coast

Arab Divers Guesthouse: Comfortable, midrange option linked to a respected diving outfit, with sweeping Gulf views from its pool and terrace. $$

Darna Divers Village: Family-run hotel-cum-diving centre with basic, tidy rooms and a pool, opposite one of the reserve’s best beaches. $$

Mövenpick Resort & Spa Tala Bay: This sprawling five-star resort resembles a village, with several bars, restaurants and pools plus a private beach and diving centre. $$$


BORDER CROSSINGS

From certain vantages along Aqaba’s coast, there are three border crossings:

For Israel and the Palestinian Territories’ (many governments currently advise against travel here) Wadi Araba crossing, you’ll need a taxi (JD10) as there’s no public transport. Beyond it, regular buses connect Eilat.

For Egypt, AB Maritime (abmaritime.com.jo) runs nightly ferries to Nuweiba (three hours) and several weekly to Taba (one hour); JETT (jett.com.jo) runs a pair of long-haul weekly buses linking Aqaba’s station with Cairo (20 hours) via Nuweiba.

For Saudi Arabia, shared white taxis depart from the Corniche by Aqaba’s castle, landing you in Haql, 10km past the Durra crossing. At the time of writing, JETT is mulling plans to link Aqaba to Saudi destinations.



Drinking along the Red Sea Coast: Beach Clubs

Berenice Beach Club: Occupies a prime stretch of beach and reef, and offers a raft of activities – including trips to Pharaoh Island (sindbadjo.com).

Beach Club: Thanks to H&S Water Sports (hswatersports.com), Tala Bay’s beach club is a boating and kitesurfing hub.

B12: Pick a sunbed or hammock at Ayla Oasis (ayla.com.jo), an excellent pick for all ages – calm, shallow waters and cable wakeboarding.




Wadi Rum
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DESERT LANDSCAPES | BEDOUIN EXPERIENCES | OUTDOOR ADVENTURES


East of the Desert Highway, sandstone giants tower over the high desert plateau: the Hisma, a sea of fiery dunes stretching well past the Saudi border. Jordan’s especially dramatic swathe is centred on the legendary Wadi Rum, an ancient crossroads linked by certain scholars to ancient ‘Iram of the Pillars’ and the Quran’s lost tribe of Ad. Nabateans settled here, worshipping Allat (Lat) at the foot of Jebel Rum. Shifting trade routes then brought relative silence for centuries, only a trickle of caravans leaving their mark – until the Bedouin forces of Faisal I (alongside TE Lawrence) shook the sands in WWI’s Arab Revolt. Its desertscapes dazzled the world in the 1962 epic Lawrence of Arabia, then it was designated a reserve in 1998 and UNESCO-listed in 2011. Jordan’s rightful adventure capital, Wadi Rum’s secrets are best unlocked today through enlisting the friendly Bedouin who have long called this unforgiving landscape home.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Abu Khashabah Canyon

2Ain Abu Aineh

3Alameleh Inscriptions

4Anfashieh Inscriptions

5Barrah Canyon

6Burdah Rock Bridge

7Jebel Qattar

8Jebel Rum

9Jebel Umm Ishrin

10Khazali Siq

11Khor Al Ajram

12Lawrence’s House

13Lawrence’s Spring

14Rakhabat Canyon

15Siq Umm Tawaqi

16Umm Fruth Rock Bridge

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

17Magic Nature Camp

18Rum Stars

19Wadi Rum Horses

(see 19)Wadi Rum Jordan Guide

SLEEPING

20Arabian Nights

21Memories Aicha Luxury Camp

22Palmera Camp

23The Villas

24Wadi Rum Nomads

25Wadi Rum Stillness

26Wild Wadi Rum

EATING

27Wadi Rum Rest House

INFORMATION

28Visitor Centre




GETTING AROUND

A 2WD vehicle will get you to Wadi Rum Village. To navigate the Protected Area beyond, 4WDs, camels and your own two feet are the order of the day. Most operators offer private, free parking in the village; alternatively, leave your 2WD car in the car park just past the Rest House (JD5 per night). Shared taxis link the village to Aqaba (JD30 in total) and Wadi Musa (for Petra; JD40). Note that while local, morning minibuses run all the way to Wadi Rum Village, daily JETT buses stop at the Visitor Centre.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The Wadi Rum Visitor Centre’s ATM offers a final chance for withdrawing cash. You’re better off coming prepared: have the necessary funds in hand before setting off from Aqaba, Amman or Wadi Musa.



On Foot in Wadi Rum

Walks, hikes and scrambles

The easiest way to lose the crowds is to leave the 4WD tracks behind to strike out on foot. The Protected Area has plenty of excellent hikes to choose among, some within easy striking distance of the road. If hiking without a guide, first stop at the Visitor Centre to register your route.

Among the shortest yet most rewarding hikes is the walk from the village to Lawrence’s Spring. From the Visitor Centre, the worthwhile, unguided loop through Makharas Canyon takes roughly 2½ hours. From the village, the stunning but challenging scramble through Rakhabat Canyon (known among Bedouin as Um Ejil) is a half-day affair for which you might consider hiring a guide, rounding the southern tip of Umm Ishrin on the easy return across sand. Further afield is the easy, half-hour walk through the gorgeous Abu Khashabah Canyon and, a short hop southeast, the moderate, three-hour climb to Jebel Burdah and its giant rock arch, offering eye-watering vistas over the Khor al Ajram. Here again, a guide is handy for reaching the route’s trailhead as well as for the final scramble to the top. Another classic route is the two-hour walk through Barrah Canyon to the north, a 5km corridor cutting through the heartland of Rum in the shadows of pyramid-shaped peaks. Jebel Rum, beloved by climbers, also boasts a number of hiking and scrambling routes, among the best a challenging, full-day circumambulation of its southern half. Deep in the silent south is a further pair of rewarding – and relatively easy – hikes: Jebel Hash (two to three hours), near the Protected Area’s edge, and Umm ad-Dami, just beyond it by the Saudi border.

Hikers looking to go the distance can consider completing the 120km Wadi Rum Trail. Still more ambitious, the 675km Jordan Trail ends with a flourish as it arches through Wadi Rum – its final, 65km leg – hitting ancient Humayma and the stunning Jebel Kharazeh, at last sweeping south to Khor al-Ajram and rounding granite ridges to reach the Red Sea.
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Bedouin tents | Kitti Boonnitrod/Getty Images ©



TOP EXPERIENCE
The Wadi Rum Protected Area

‘Vast and echoing and godlike’ in the words of Colonel TE Lawrence, Wadi Rum is Jordan’s peerless desert jewel, its twisting canyons and sandy basins bounded by humbling walls of wind-weathered rock. Donning a keffiyeh and mounting a camel or 4WD in the shadows of these dome-capped peaks, it’s impossible not to feel utterly ‘dwarfed’, like Lawrence, by the landscape’s ‘whelming greatness.’
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PRACTICALITIES

Adult/child JD5/free. Entry is free for valid Jordan Pass holders. For more information scan this QR code.
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Don’t Miss

Jebel Rum

Burdah Rock Bridge

Umm Ishrin

Barrah Canyon

Khazali Siq

Thamudic Glyphs

Umm ad-Dami



Planning and Arrival

Heading east off the Desert Highway from Rashidiyya, the natural drama builds. A police post marks a fork in the road about 20km along: a left will bring you to the town of Diseh; keep right to round the northern rim of Wadi Rum. Another 5km along stands the Visitor Centre, set at the foot of a knoll with a magnificent view of Jordan’s most famous valley, bounded by varnished, wind-sculpted cliffs. For the spectacular 7km drive from here to Wadi Rum Village, the huge, scarred faces of Umm Ishrin (The Mother of Twenty; 1753m) loom in succession across the valley to your east – in the words of TE Lawrence, ‘one massive rampart of redness’. Looking west, you’ll need to crane your neck to admire the sheer, lofty walls of Jebel Rum (1734m; pictured above). Raised high atop granite plinths, its sandstone summits dominate the village, where the surfaced road comes to an end.

The bulk of the reserve’s attractions lie beyond the village’s potholed, asphalt grid. Faced with limited time to explore the vast 720-sqkm Protected Area, most visitors opt for a 4WD tour with a Bedouin driver-cum-guide to cover maximum ground. If driving yourself, you’ll need a well-insured 4WD vehicle and experience with soft sand. Alternatively, hire a mounted escort to accompany you onward by camel or horse, or simply set out on foot from the village or Visitor Centre with or without a guide.

All manner of tour combinations (a half-day 4WD tour combined with a hike, for instance) are easily arranged in advance through one of Wadi Rum’s local operators – or on arrival at the Visitor Centre, where a board displays per vehicle pricing for various destinations, ranging from the two-hour return to Khazali Canyon (JD35) to a half- or full-day circuit (from JD60/100). By default, these trace a more or less established pair of loops through the reserve: Operator One follows the central approach to the south, covering Wadi Rum’s core, while Operator Two wraps around the ridge due east to explore more outlying but similarly stunning terrain. A rank of 4WDs and experienced drivers awaits outside the Visitor Centre (avoid enlisting a freelance driver from the village as they’re effectively skipping the line for a fare).

If planning to drive your own off-road vehicle, you’ll also need to stop and register here. Even those with prior arrangements may find the Visitor Centre worth a stop. Support local women at the on-site shop and check out the 10-minute film in its purpose-built theatre; you can also peruse the informative panels on the area’s natural history, presenting today’s considerable environmental challenges and ongoing efforts to face them down. From the terrace of the centre’s restaurant is a wonderful view of the fluted ridge that towers to the east: Jebel Al Mazmar, popularly dubbed the Seven Pillars of Wisdom after Lawrence’s colourful account.
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Ancient Etchings

From petroglyphs depicting camels, ostriches and oryx to Kufic lines heralding the arrival of Islam, Wadi Rum’s cliffs host a marvellous open-air library of around 30,000 ancient inscriptions. The bulk of these are written in the North Arabian Thamudic script, though its various offshoots – Aramaic, Nabatean and Arabic – are also abundantly seen. Among the most striking clusters are the Anfashieh, Alameleh and Khazali Siq inscriptions.




TOP TIPS

• Stick around for a night in a Wadi Rum camp to experience the desert at its most enchanting.

• Provided it’s not too hot or cold, opt for bench-seating in the back of your 4WD, then hold tight for a bumpy ride.

• Plan for a hike to leave the 4WD tracks behind in the lonely silence of a siq or on a windswept summit.

• To catch the most striking colours (and beat the worst of the heat), get an early start and an afternoon rest, then set out again in the late afternoon.



Wadi Rum Village

If you’re short on time (or funds) to delve further south, it’s worth coming this far for the views alone. Little more than a huddle of tents half a century ago, the square-kilometre town remains scruffy today, but the colossal cliffs that surround it keep most eyes trained well above its grid of concrete cubes. At the village entrance is a smattering of shops and cafes along with the fresh-faced Wadi Rum Rest House. Around the corner to the right, at the foot of Jebel Rum, are the 2000-year-old ruins of a Nabatean temple, dedicated to the goddess Allat, or Lat, and only discovered in 1933. A trail just south of here climbs through thickets of mint to Lawrence’s Spring, known to Bedouin as Ain Ash Shallalah. ‘Thick ferns and grasses of the finest green made it a paradise just five feet square,’ wrote Lawrence, who also noted the nearby array of inscriptions. Among the carvings is a distinctly Nabatean shrine – also dedicated to Lat, perhaps carved by the very same craftspeople who constructed the temple below.


Wadi Rum in Film

Much as The Last Crusade brought Petra into the limelight, Lawrence of Arabia – David Lean’s 1962 epic starring Peter O’Toole – was Wadi Rum’s coming-out moment. More recently, its otherworldly terrain has played planets LV223 in Prometheus (2012), Mars in The Martian (2015), Pasaana in Star Wars (2019) and Arrakis in Dune (2021 and 2024), to name only a few.



The Desert Beyond

The tarmac ends abruptly to the south of town, replaced by fanning tracks in the sand. Most tours skirt the base of Jebel Rum for a stop to scramble to the springs of Ain Abu Aineh. Often mistaken for Lawrence’s Spring, its piped-down waters are lapped up by goats, sheep and camels. Here, as at virtually all of the well-known stops along the 4WD circuits, Bedouin have set up a spacious souvenir shop, offering free shaded rest and mint tea on tap. Ascending to the springs, the vast desert floor opens up for kilometres to the south. Continuing past the southern tip of Umm Ishrin, the chasm opens still wider to the east. This broad sandy basin is the Khor Al Ajram, dividing the area’s northern and southern halves. A stretch that contained vineyards in Nabatean times, it’s now sparsely dotted with desert shrubs. Guarding the south of this desert junction is the monolith of Jebel Khazali, easily spotted by its head-to-toe gash, hiding a siq that contains some of the area’s most precious inscriptions.
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To the west of this junction is the forbidding, sawtooth ridge of Jebel Qattar, while the lion’s share of the area’s attractions spread further to the east of here, particularly in the wadis that snake beyond the Khor Al Ajram both north and south.

To the north of the Khor al Ajram and running in parallel to the east of Wadi Rum proper, the bright orange sands of Wadi Umm Ishrin surge 20 storeys high against the cliffs on either end. Dotting the valley’s eastern ridge are several impressive petroglyph clusters, most notably the Anfashieh and Alameleh Inscriptions, the latter found in the white-sand stretch further to the north. Guarding the mouth of the next valley to the east are the Nabatean ruins of the so-called Lawrence’s House, while a further hop to the east – just north of Mushroom Rock – is the opening to the hiker’s paradise of Barrah Canyon.

The bulk of Wadi Rum’s natural bridges are spread to the south of the Khor al Ajram. The first you’ll reach is the easily scalable Little Rock Bridge at the Khor’s southern edge. Around the ridges to the south – and beyond the small but stunning Abu Khashabah Canyon – are the more remote and impressive Umm Fruth and Burdah Rock Bridges. The former is another quick, straightforward climb while the latter entails a several-hour hike, though even from the valley floor you’ll spot it straddling the mountain’s summit. Further to the south, the 4WD tracks thin as you cross the white sands to reach the rugged Jebel Hash. Continuing still further, Nuqra Canyon overlooks the edge of the reserve, with sweeping views across the desolate Wadi Sabet. In the distance, you’ll make out the crags of Jebel Umm ad-Dami.
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Flora & Fauna

• Belying its desolate appearance, a surprising array of life thrives here. Perennial springs feed ferns while sprinkling its basins are wormwood, sage and thyme. While most fauna hides during daylight, you may spot a fox, hedgehog, hare or hyrax; a circling eagle or falcon; perhaps even a jackal, wolf or ibex. If particularly (un)lucky, you might also see a scorpion, most active during summer.




Staying at a Classic Camp

Arabian Nights: Gorgeously set with classic, striped tents that range from plush to spartan, including a 14-bunk dorm. $$

Magic Nature Camp: Spotless camp just south of the Khor al Ajram, run by friendly Rashid and his fun-loving family. $$

Wadi Rum Stillness: Just eight spotless tents at this far-flung camp set deep in Wadi Rum’s south. $$

Rum Stars: Stylish but not over the top, Ahmed Oglah’s camp has basic tents and sumptuous suites with hammocks. $$

Wadi Rum Nomads: At friendly Fawaz’s classic camp near Khazali Siq, choose between tidy, goat-hair tents and a bivouac ‘cave’. $$

Wild Wadi Rum: Sheltered by cliffs, this modest, tidy camp is run by the ever-gracious Eid Ateeq and sons. $$


INTRODUCING THE WADI RUM TRAIL

Inspired by the successful Jordan Trail, local Bedouin have drawn a rich route of their own, twisting through the Protected Area in a 10-day circuit that takes in the area’s highlights. While it’s possible to follow portions independently, a Bedouin guide is much of the appeal, offering in-depth, generational knowledge of the terrain. For certain stretches, such as Umm ad-Dami and the final ascent of Jebel Rum, a mountain guide is absolutely required. As well as a nod to age-old custom mandating Bedouin escorts through tribal domains, recruiting from one of the families listed on the trail’s website will ensure you full support, with all supplies transported by camels or 4WD, awaiting your arrival at each camp. See wadirumtrail.org for more information.



A Night in the Desert

Sleep under the stars

Wadi Rum is particularly bewitching after dark. The desert’s high altitude, clear skies and low light pollution make it especially ideal for gazing up at the cosmos. Indeed, a night in Wadi Rum often tops lists of travellers’ most cherished memories in Jordan – whether camping in an air-conditioned pod, a classic Rum camp or the most basic of bivouacs: simply spreading a mat on the sand.

There are almost two-dozen permanent camps dotting the Protected Area. At the crop of new luxury camps you’ll pay upwards of JD200 for a night in a bubble, retractable curtains over the bed revealing the Milky Way. The classic, Bedouin-style camp remains the majority within the reserve, comprising a huddle of cubic, two- to four-person tents, each furnished with basic beds and linen, along with a separate block of shared toilets and showers fitted with solar-powered heaters. A night at one of these starts around JD25 per person including breakfast and, most often, dinner – typically zarb, traditional Bedouin BBQ, cooked under the sand then served in a large, common tent. Return transport from the village is generally included as well (if you’re not booking a tour with the same camp, however, this may entail an additional fee).

Along with their permanent camps, most operators offer stays in ‘temporary camps’, which involve rolling out mats (or setting up tents in winter) and building a fire somewhere deep in the reserve. Due to the need to haul all supplies to the bivouac site, such no-frills nights can cost slightly more (from JD30 to JD40).

All in all, most Bedouin operators offer a rather similar experience in terms of comfort and range of activities. A comprehensive list of resident Bedouin operators with camps in Wadi Rum can be found at wadirumtrail.org/book-a-hike. If you’re eyeing a particular location or camp, you’re best advised to book in advance.


DESERT CAMP TIPS

There’s a general expectation to book an excursion through your chosen camp but don’t feel obliged.

Don’t fall for an online deal that appears too good to be true; it most often is. Some camps lure guests on booking sites through unbelievable rates, only to surprise with additional fees or significant pressure to join a tour.

Note that tours arranged elsewhere in Jordan often overnight near Diseh, sometimes never entering the reserve at all.

When combining a tour with a night in the reserve, enlist a local operator.

Pack a torch and, if needed, a padlock (most tents can be locked).

Dress modestly to show regard for Bedouin custom.



World-Class Rock Climbing

A rich array of routes

Since at least antiquity, Wadi Rum’s residents have managed, incredibly, to scale its sheer cliff faces in pursuit of ibex or medicinal plants – and more recently, spectacular views and a memorable rush of adrenaline. Equipped with ropes and carabiners, modern climbers arrived in the 1980s, most notable among them British climber Tony Howard, impressively mapping the area’s challenging routes. This list continues to lengthen with the help of a maturing climbing scene, a number of Wadi Rum’s climbing guides now boasting international credentials.

Jebel Rum (1734m), its sheer eastern face conveniently rising just behind the village, is certainly among the area’s outstanding climbs. In part at least, its approaches trace the Thamudic Way, one of the oldest trails in the world, and it’s typically combined with a bivouac near the summit prior to a multi-pitch abseiling descent. Other excellent climbs not to miss are found on the slopes of Jebel Burdah, Jebel Barrah, Khazali Siq and Umm Ishrin. Book ahead to secure the services of the area’s most experienced guides, the IFMGA-qualified crew at Wadi Rum Jordan Guide (wadirumjordanguide.com).


INDEPENDENT ITINERARIES

While 4WD tours and Bedouin campsites are the rule, going it alone is allowed (despite what you may hear). Dropping in at the Visitor Centre to register your arrival is always advised, and strictly required if camping overnight (no extra cost) or exploring beyond the tarmac in your own 4WD (a JD35 fee applies). In any case, independent campers will need to haul everything both in and out, leaving nothing behind, including sleeping equipment, food and water (no less than 6L to 8L per day). Alternatively, it’s easy to combine independent hikes through the reserve with stays at its permanent camps. Never underestimate distances in sand, particularly when ignited by summertime heat.



Camelback & Horseback Trekking

Riding motorless in Wadi Rum

There’s no more time-honoured nor sustainable way to experience the rhythms of the desert than by camel. Though at least as hard on the joints as the unforgiving bed of a bouncing 4WD, it’s well worthwhile to round Rum’s cliffs on a plodding ship of the desert. Camels remain a fixture of Bedouin life and a symbol of manhood to boot, despite being largely replaced by the ubiquitous 4WD truck. Most families own at least one. Camel races remain as popular as ever, held in the spring and autumn at the track near Diseh (ask at the Visitor Centre for upcoming dates).

Like 4WD trips, camel excursions can be arranged in advance or at the Visitor Centre, where per-person pricing is listed for various distances covered – from the walk to Ain Abu Aineh (listed as Lawrence’s Spring; JD10, two hours) to the overnight trek to the foot of Jebel Burdah (JD60). It’s well worth covering the cost of an additional camel for your guide so that you can steer your own camel rather than having it led. While virtually all operators arrange tours, recommended cameleers include champion racer Attayak Ali, also known as Abu Zaid (bedouinroads.com) and Ali Eid (camel-adventures.com), who’ll teach you the ins and outs of camel care.

Those preferring a galloping steed to a slow-and-steady dromedary can book through Wadi Rum Horses (wadirumhorseadventures.com), the only outfit of its kind that’s based within the Protected Area itself. Open to novice and expert riders alike, excursions range from morning jaunts (JD25 to JD30 per hour) to six-day adventures, delving deep into the white-sand desert to the south.

Staying in the Protected Area: Glamping

Palmera Camp: A gorgeous, secluded setting south of Barrah Canyon, with bubble domes, luxury tents and a pool. $$$

The Villas: Family-friendly boutique resort with lovely wooden cabins tucked away to the southwest. $$$

Memories Aicha Luxury Camp: Extravagantly appointed space pods with an enviable frontal view of the cliffs of Umm Ishrin. $$$




Beyond Wadi Rum
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Though far lesser known than Wadi Rum, the sandstone bluffs and rambling dune fields near Diseh are similarly breathtaking.


Wadi Rum’s haunting desert vistas hardly end at the Protected Area’s invisible boundary. To the north, in particular, a wealth of worthwhile landmarks grace the desert floor: enormous rock bridges, mountain-sized dunes and flourishes of Thamudic inscriptions, etched at the base of a further range of liquefied, honeycomb cliffs. As Wadi Rum’s tourism industry boomed around the turn of the 21st century, this stretch to the north remained quiet, lagging behind. But word is getting out. ‘Wadi Rum 2’ isn’t merely a shadow of its southerly neighbour. Unhampered by the reserve’s restrictions, its offerings extend beyond the hiking and 4WD circuits: dune-bashing, quad biking, hot-air ballooning and its own constellation of desert camps.


Places

The Desert North of Diseh

Hejaz Railway

The Desert from Above




GETTING AROUND

By far the easiest option to reach the camps around Diseh is to arrive by car, whether rental or taxi. If arriving by public transport with a booking for a camp or excursion, ask your operator to pick you up at the Visitor Centre where JETT buses drop you off.

The camps near Diseh are relatively accessible (some via 2WD), but double-check the location before booking, particularly if hoping to get off the grid.



The Desert North of Diseh

Traversing Wadi Rum 2

Dozens of Bedouin camps are nestled in the crags surrounding the town on all sides, from the northeastern fringes of the Protected Area to the foot of Jebel Armud across the sands to the north. These offer a range of bases for exploring this spectacular swathe of desert. You can start by heading north of Shakriyeh, a village about 10km east of Diseh, where a worthy answer to Wadi Rum’s Mushroom Rock marks the entrance to a valley embellished with inscriptions. Tracing the honeycomb cliffs of Abu Rashrasha will bring you to the Valley of Colours, where a summit of sand around the ridge to the east offers panoramic views. Down the valley south of Jebel Abu Hawl lie the mud-brick ‘ruins’ of the so-called French Fort, introduced by some guides as a set from Lawrence of Arabia (in fact from a flopped French game show filmed in 1999). Remotely set about 8km north of the Valley of Colours is the area’s gem: Jebel Kharazeh, where a pair of giant but scalable bridges arch over the desert floor. More petroglyphs speckle the elephantine ramps that burrow into the sands of the Hisma here, while there’s a third and smaller arch nearby, as well as the ruins of a Nabatean cistern.

However stunning in its own right, this stretch of desert isn’t Wadi Rum. There are quite a few Wadi Rum tours from Diseh camps that never set foot inside the Protected Area. Still, an advantage here, for now at least, is the relative thinness of crowds.

Hejaz Railway

Relive the Great Arab Revolt

Among Diseh’s unique activities is a bout of time travel aboard a refurbished Hejaz Railway train. During the Great Arab Revolt, Prince Faisal’s forces launched dozens of explosive raids to sever this line, a vital link for Turkish communications and supplies. Nowadays, semi-weekly re-enactments (3pm Wednesday and Sunday) arranged by the Jordan Heritage Revival Company (jhrc.jo) revive the old steam locomotive (now diesel-fueled) for an hour. The passengers sit among armed and uniformed Ottoman soldiers, nervously eyeing the hills for lurking rebels poised for an ambush…

Book your seat in advance through the company’s website and arrive 15 minutes early at the starting location (3km west of Diseh). You’ll need to arrange your own transport here, and if parking, a ride back from train station (10km west) as well. A ticket is included in the Jordan Pass; otherwise, it’s JD20/10 adult/child.

The Desert from Above

Hot-air ballooning over rum

An utterly rousing perspective of the lunar landscape is the one from the basket of a hot-air balloon. Pick-up from the village or Visitor Centre is generally an hour and a half before sunrise, but rest assured that, weather permitting, you’ll be amply rewarded for the early rise. Whisked to the launch site, you’ll watch with coffee or tea in hand as a gas jet flame lights the sky. After the safety instruction, you’ll lift off the sand to be greeted with a sunrise view that you won’t soon forget.

Currently, a pair of professional outfits offer similar sunrise tours (JD165/120 adult/child for 40 minutes to an hour in the air): Royal Balloon Jordan, run by the Royal Aero Sport Club of Jordan (rascj.com); and Balloons over Rum (balloonsoverrum.com), run in cooperation with the Royal Jordanian Gliding Club. Bookings are easily arranged through operators in Diseh or Wadi Rum Village. Pick-up service is free from most camps near Diseh, but if coming from a camp set deeper in the Protected Area, you’ll need to arrange your own transport as far as the village or Visitor Centre.


JORDAN’S HIGHEST PEAK

A Jordanian–Saudi land swap in 1965 ousted Jordan’s erstwhile highest peak, Jebel Rum (1734m). The title was passed to Jebel Umm ad-Dami (1854m), located a few kilometres south of the Protected Area and even closer to the Saudi border. Due partly to its sensitive location, a guide is required for the roughly two-hour hike, a slight scramble to start with but marked the whole way with cairns. The southward journey is part of the appeal, skipping well beyond the standard circuits to descend through the stunning Nuqra Canyon to the vast, secluded Wadi Sabet. The views from the summit are sublime, on a clear day stretching as far as the Gulf to the west.



Staying near Diseh: Deserts Camps

Rum Planet Camp: Ahmad’s solar-powered, plastic-free camp lies just within the northern borders of the Protected Area. $$

Sun City Camp: Pioneer and standout among Diseh’s luxury camps, with plush bubble domes and panoramic suites with spacious decks. $$$

Desert Magic Camp: Eco- and family-friendly resort between Diseh and the Seven Pillars, offering en suite units, yoga and its very own telescope. $$




The Desert Highway
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As opposed to the tightly twisting King’s Highway to the west, studded with spectacular views and historic highlights, the dual carriageway Desert Highway to the east runs relatively straight between Aqaba and Amman. Comparatively bland, it’s a modern highway with a line-up of mostly lesser known sights, but it does have its charms. North of Aqaba, the highway slices between Wadi Rum and the historic ruins of Humayma, while north of Maan – the regional hub at an oasis juncture along the historic pilgrimage route – it follows the tracks of the legendary Hejaz Railway at the western edge of the desert plateau: the vast Southern Badia, a blindingly barren landscape scattered with forgotten forts. For much of the drive along the Desert Highway there’s precious little to look out for beyond trains of trucks, though despite the apparent desolation, Bedouin shepherds and their flocks still appear on occasion, often just under the endless, refracted beige and sepia horizon.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Humayma Ruins

2Maan Castle

SIGHTS

3Hejaz Railway Museum

4Qasr Al Hasa

5Qasr al-Qatraneh

6Qasr Bshir




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own car to reach Humayma and most of the castles scattered along the Desert Highway. From Maan’s bus station you’ll find plenty of connections until late afternoon linking Amman’s south station, Wadi Musa (for Petra) and Aqaba (for Wadi Rum, alight at the Rashidiyeh junction to hail onward transport to the east).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Though mostly situated right off the road, the Desert Highway’s attractions are some of the loneliest in Jordan, a solitude seeker’s delight. Unlike the glamorous allures of the King’s Highway, you’re likely have them all to yourself, from the crumbling ruins of Humayma to the palm groves of historic Maan.



Walk the Ruins of Ancient Humayma

Byzantine and Abbasid ghosts

Few make the detour 12km west off the Desert Highway to explore what remains of ancient Hawara – now Humayma. According to the Byzantine record, it was thanks to an oracle and an apparition (camelback and clad in all white) that this site was selected for settlement by the Nabatean King Aretas III around 80 BCE. A key stopover on the ancient King’s Highway (and later the Via Nova Traiana), it was seized in 106 CE by the Romans, who built a large fort at its northeastern end. Another two centuries on, Christianity’s blossoming saw no fewer than five churches sprout up here, some recycling stones from the fort, already in ruins since the earthquake of 363 CE. Soon after the Muslim conquest of 634 CE, it would begin to serve as a resting point for pilgrims on the hajj. At the turn of the 8th century CE, the Abbasid clan built a qasr and mosque on the site, still reliant all these centuries later on the Nabateans’ ingenious waterworks. In 749 CE, just a year before the Umayyads’ final collapse, the Abbasids all but abandoned their settlement in Humayma in favour of Iraq, their new caliphate’s seat.

A visitor centre with informative panels now marks the entrance to the excavations. While the ruins stretch wide, most structures remaining are little taller than their ancient foundations. Still, it’s easy to make out the churches’ apses, the Abbasid mosque’s mihrab and the Roman fortifications, along with Nabatean cisterns – thanks to modern renovations, some of these once more brim with water today.


HUMAYMA: BIRTHPLACE OF A REVOLUTION

In the early Islamic era, Humayma welcomed Ali bin Abdallah bin al-Abbas – grandson of a paternal uncle of the Prophet and grandfather to two future caliphs. Basing here, his clan worked for decades to incite revolution against a state already falling apart at its seams. In 750 CE, Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah (‘the shedder of blood’) lead his eastern troops under the black Abbasid banner to defeat the last of the Umayyad caliphs, becoming the first of the Abbasid caliphs, a dynasty to last more than 500 years. Both al-Saffah and his brother – Al Mansur, founder of Baghdad – were born and raised here on the edge of Jordan’s Hisma, in sleepy, long-forgotten Humayma.



On Foot in Old Maan

Oasis crossroads, Ottoman outpost

Few visitors spend more time than needed to catch an onward bus in Maan, a midsized town that has served as a desert crossroads for centuries. During the hajj, this amply watered oasis town would swell to the brim, welcoming caravans of up to 40,000 pilgrims (and nearly as many camels) – a boon to business, long catering to the Bedouin tribes of the Badia (the Howeitat who famously captured Aqaba, for instance, were recruited from here). It’s known for its apricots, figs and pomegranates and its traditional hand-woven textiles: black-striped, goat-hair tents and rugs are among the Bedouin supplies piled high in its unvarnished souq.

At the souq’s southern end is Maan’s stout Ottoman castle, typically square and with 9m walls. It was built for pilgrims’ protection in the mid-16th century under the reign of Suleiman the Great, as attested by the inscription on the southern gate – now the entrance to the worthwhile Maan Heritage Museum. Circle the castle courtyard’s rooms and iwans (vaulted halls) for a glimpse of oasis life, then step outside to wander the palm groves. Just beyond the present patch of green, crumbling mud-brick walls curve west up the wadi.

Maan’s role as a transit hub got a boost in the early 20th century with the opening, albeit brief, of the storied Hejaz Railway, its station being one of the route’s most important, set about 3km southeast across Mudawarra Hwy. At the time of writing, construction was underway to transform the complex into a Railway Museum – soon to supply another reason not to zip through Maan too quickly.
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Hejaz Railway train | Emad aljumah/Getty Images ©


HEJAZ RAILWAY DEPOT

In its fullness, achieved in 1913, the Hejaz Railway linked Damascus to Medina via Maan. The two-month camel journey was now over in two days. Maan’s was an especially crucial juncture, housing the railway’s German mastermind, Heinrich Meissner. One of the depot’s buildings, Maan Palace, now graces the back of the five-dinar bill, named for hosting King Abdullah I when freshly arrived from the Hejaz in November 1921 (after a month-long journey, little thanks to the railroad that his Arab forces had wrecked during the Revolt). Today Amman is again linked to Damascus (and Maan to Aqaba via a line built in 1975), but south of the Saudi border, the railway remains a lost dream.



Desert Highway Castles

Qasr al-Qatraneh: This highway town’s restored Ottoman castle (1531 CE) stands just over 100m from the road.

Qasr Bshir: Located 10km west of Qatraneh, this crumbling Roman fortress is a 2km walk from the country road.

Qasr Al Hasa: A surfaced road 6km west of Al Hasa links this 18th-century Ottoman fort, among the last of its kind.





Azraq & the Eastern Desert
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Endless desert vistas and heritage sites

Lush oases, pleasure palaces and crumbling caravanserais hide in the vast, forbidding expanse of the Badia – welcome to Jordan’s Eastern Desert!
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Qasr al-Harranah | John Elk/Getty Images ©

You need not travel too far to the east of Amman to find yourself very much alone. Spilling past Jordan’s borders into Syria, Saudi Arabia and Iraq is the desolate Badia, home to the Bedouin, where sepia steppes melt into mirages across an uncanny horizon. Cold and windswept in winter, the desert’s searing summer heat can be deadly, yet amid the Badia’s withering bleakness are countless vital signs. Look a bit closer at the blanketing of volcanic stones and you’ll notice inscriptions etched through the ages, attesting to an ancient abundance of gazelle, ibex, ostriches and ferocious beasts. At the Umayyad retreat of Qusayr Amra, the East’s UNESCO-listed star, rare and incredible frescoes depict some of the earliest Muslims positively relishing life. Water buffaloes and migratory birds find rest at the rescued wetlands of the oasis of Azraq, while at nearby Shaumari, the majestic oryx has returned from the brink of extinction. Byzantine, basalt ruins fan to the north of the Eastern Desert Highway as far as the utterly lonely Qasr al-Burqu – about as remote as it gets in Jordan.

With your own four wheels you can circle the most impressive of the so-called Desert Castles in a day. Stick around for a night or two to make the most of its wilderness reserves, leaving a morning or afternoon to explore the fabulous, basaltic ruins of Umm al-Jimal.
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Wadi Dahek | Volker Kaltenbach / 500px/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

AZRAQ

Umayyad palaces and wilderness reserves.

THE EASTERN DESERT HIGHWAY

Arid steppeland scattered with ruins.




Find Your Way

Buses link Amman (via Zarqa) to Azraq and several other sites, but to travel between them (or anywhere else) you’ll need private transport: hop on a tour or rent a car.
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Plan Your Time

The simplest approach to the East is to join a one-day Desert Castles tour from Amman, but it’s worthwhile basing yourself in Azraq for a day or two to explore beyond.
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Qasr al-Harranah | Lenka Adamcikova/Shutterstock ©


All in a Day

•In a single day in the East, you’ll be hard-pressed to beat a Desert Castles loop. Visit Qasr al-Harranah and Qusayr Amra en route to the oasis of Azraq, popping inside its castle, walking its wetlands boardwalk and grabbing a meal before turning west, climbing to the hilltop Qasr al-Hallabat on your return to the capital.




With a Few Days

•Stretch out the classic loop with a day or two in Azraq to explore its reserves: spot oryx at Shaumari and admire the brilliant white bluffs of Wadi Dahek to the south. Savour more solitude with a night at the rarely visited Qasr al-Burqu far to the northeast and, not least, take a walk through the vast basalt ruins of Umm al-Jimal.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

Spring

Ideal temperatures for desert exploration and an excellent time to sight birds in Azraq’s oasis.

Summer

Scorching heat sees most organised tours put on hold, keeping all but the most determined away.

Autumn

Moderate temperatures have returned by mid-October, beginning a second sweet spot for castle-hopping.

Winter

This is primetime for birdwatchers; early February’s Azraq Festival brings music and dabke to Azraq.




Azraq
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Historic Castle | Wetlands Reserve | Birdwatching


Roughly 100km west of Amman at the end of a chain of windswept caravanserais, the oasis of Azraq (‘blue’ in Arabic) has long been a welcome sight for desert-weary arrivals. Since as early as the 3rd century CE, a Roman – and later Ayyubid – fort has stood here, commanding an important Arabian crossroads at the northern edge of the Wadi Sirhan. To British archaeologist TE Lawrence, the oasis was more than strategic: it was ‘magically haunted’ by the ghosts of bygone days, ‘radiant with half-memory of the luminous, silky Eden, which had passed so long ago’.

Today over-pumping has nearly sapped the oasis, shrinking its importance for migratory birds, while trains of trucks have ousted spice-laden camels arriving from the wastelands of the Badia. Nevertheless, scruffy Azraq remains the great refuge of Jordan’s East, and Lawrence’s words still echo amid its ruins and rescued marshes, ‘Numen inest’: ‘There is a spirit here’.
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GETTING AROUND

For the hop from North to South Azraq, a ride (there are no official taxis) will typically cost JD2. Almost half-hourly buses link North Azraq’s station (situated next to the Jordan Post) to Zarqa, from where there are plentiful connections to Amman from 7am until early evening on all but Fridays (when there are only several departures, the last one leaving Azraq in the early afternoon).
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Note that Azraq is split in two sections, roughly 5km apart with a petrol station and traffic light each. From Amman you’ll arrive in South Azraq, settled mainly by Chechens and bounded by the wetlands and the sprawling military base. Significantly larger and mostly Druze, North Azraq hosts the castle and bus station.



Ghosts of Qasr al-Azraq

Azraq’s illustrious castle

Hulking over the road through North Azraq (5km from of the junction with Hwy 40), the black, basaltic Qasr al-Azraq has long overlooked the oasis’ palms. It was built in the early 3rd century CE as the centrepiece of a trio of Roman defensive forts. Little more than rubble remains of the other pair of forts (Qasr Useikhim to the north and Qasr Uweinid to the southwest), abandoned within a century. As for Qasr al-Azraq, refurbished under Constantine’s rule, much more to its story remains. In the 8th century CE, at least one Umayyad caliph was based here on hunting trips to the oasis. But it was during the Ayyubid era (1237 according to the southern gate’s inscription) that the thousand-year-old castle took on its present-day form. Mamluks and Ottomans, in turn, would occupy the fort, though its military role receded until WWI, when TE Lawrence and Ali bin Al Hussein hunkered here for a winter, turning the castle into an operational hub during the Great Arab Revolt against Ottoman rule.

Today you’ll enter via the main southern gate, opening beneath the Ayyubid inscription. With considerable effort, the giant stone slabs can still be made to swing on their oiled grooves. Climb the stairs just beyond to enter Lawrence’s one-time quarters, just above the gatehouse. This entry was blocked during the Revolt in favour of the single-slab gate beneath the western tower, swung shut every night. You’ll notice a lineup of Latin inscriptions spread to your right upon entering the courtyard, surrounded by towers and vaulted rooms and centred on a small, undated mosque. Built on the ruins of a Byzantine church (perhaps in Ayyubid times), the mosque itself had fallen into ruin by the arrival of Lawrence and company, who restored its roof.


BEDOUIN, CHECHEN & DRUZE

A series of RSCN tours serve to highlight the oral histories, handicrafts and traditional cuisines of the oasis’ trio of distinct ethnic groups: Bedouin, Chechen and Druze.

Bedouin tribes – who have wintered around Azraq’s wetlands for centuries – have been largely settled by the state, though many still cling to semi-nomadic lifestyles, encamped on the fringes of town. The first permanent settlers were Chechens from the North Caucasus, fleeing Czarist repression around the turn of the 20th century, accompanied by a herd of water buffalo whose descendants are still inhabiting the wetlands today. In the 1920s, during Faisal’s fight against the French, a group of Syrian Druze arrived, enlivening the basaltic ruins surrounding Qasr al-Azraq in the north.



A Walk in Azraq Wetlands Reserve

Exploring a rescued oasis

As recently as the 1960s, visitors to Azraq’s wetlands described a luxuriant, avian paradise. Though vastly shrunken since then, what remains is still a wondrous contrast to the surrounding barren limestone and basalt deserts: a series of deep blue freshwater pools, speckled with egrets and herons and ringed with thickets of reeds where buffalo blaze trails through the mud.

A crucial juncture on the Africa–Eurasia Flyway, the Azraq Basin – prior to the ecological disaster of recent decades – welcomed up to half a million birds at a time between late autumn and spring. Though they no longer blot out the sky, some 300 species of birds still touch down in the wetlands, among them warblers, finches and white-eared bulbuls as well as harriers, hawks, eagles and falcons. Looking down at the water, you’re likely to spot the endemic killifish Aphanius sirhani – narrowly saved from extinction themselves in the early 2000s.

The entrance to the RSCN-run Wetlands Reserve is just east of the highway in South Azraq. At the solar-powered visitors centre, panels give a sense of the dire ecological challenges faced. Choose between a pair of boardwalk trails that wind through the nearer reaches of the reserve: a shorter, self-guided Marsh Trail (1km; JD8) and an extended, guided Water Buffalo Trail (3.5km; JD12). Arrive early to improve your odds of sighting the resident water buffalo. For birdwatching, winter and spring are best. Binoculars in hand, tread lightly on the path to the bird hide to soak up the sound of the wind through the reeds. From atop a stretch of old Roman wall that makes up part of the path, imagine the cracked, dry earth just beyond the salvaged wetlands as they were just a few short decades ago.
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Azraq Wetlands Reserve | Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©


AN OASIS FIGHTS FOR ITS LIFE

Epitomising Jordan’s pressing water crisis are Azraq’s embattled wetlands. Starting in the mid-20th century, government wells installed here fed booming cities in the west, while a thousand illegal wells around town accelerated the groundwater’s rapid retreat. Despite the establishment of the reserve in 1978, the oasis had silted up by 1991. Thanks to RSCN efforts, pumping water back into the wetlands, around 10% of the original area was restored by 2017, when trails were established and the reserve was expanded sixfold. Still, of the roughly 600,000 cubic metres pumped from the sinking aquifer each year, which still meets as much as a quarter of Amman’s water needs, the bulk ends up far from Azraq.



Staying & Eating in Azraq

Azraq Lodge: This RSCN-run lodge, a former British military hospital, offers by far the most comfortable accommodations around.

Ashraf: The freshest hummus and falafel in town is at this takeaway joint just south of North Azraq’s main junction.

Qasr Al Nasr: Midway between North and South Azraq, this restaurant serves heaping plates of mansaf, mandi and kabseh. Come hungry.




Beyond Azraq
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Majestic oryx, chalk-white cliffs and a chain of haunting Desert Castles – lodges, palaces and baths with enchanting, early Islamic frescoes.


Azraq’s ancient oasis forms barely a pinprick on the vast, central swathe of Jordan’s Eastern Desert – the Badia, heartland of the Bedouin and home to a surprising array of reserves and ruins. Spot oryx and gazelle at the Shaumari Reserve, scramble atop the white bluffs of Wadi Dahek or complete a truly middle-of-nowhere pilgrimage to the Blessed Tree. Dotting these barren steppes are also the grandest of Jordan’s Desert Castles, from the ancient hilltop complex of Qasr al-Hallabat to the mysterious Qasr al-Harranah. Be sure not to miss the mesmerising Umayyad frescoes adorning the bathhouse of Qusayr Amra.


Places

Umayyad Desert Castles Tour

Shaumari Wildlife Reserve

Wadi Dahek

Blessed Tree of Buqiyawiyya




GETTING AROUND

Private transport is the only option for reaching most sites of interest beyond Azraq. Renting a car or hopping on a tour are the best options. From Azraq, you can charter a round-trip journey to both Qusayr Amra and Qasr al-Harranah for around JD30. Tours to the reserves can be arranged at the Azraq Lodge, operated by the RSCN. You’ll find plenty of half- and full-day Desert Castle tours (from JD100 per four-passenger car) departing from Amman, easily arranged through hotels.



Umayyad Desert Castles Tour

Qusur of the Eastern Desert

Luring a trickle of visitors east into Jordan’s endless Badia is a motley array of lonely forts, caravanserais, lodges and palatial pavilions, collectively known as Desert Castles. These offer a peek into the relatively obscure, early Islamic Umayyad world. Some are placed, it would appear, in the absolute middle of nowhere, but the highlights are accessible with your own four wheels: dotted just off a pair of east–west highways between Amman and Azraq. Hwy 40 loops south to link Qasr al-Harranah and Qusayr Amra, while Hwy 30 curves north towards Qasr al-Hallabat.

Little remains of the first Umayyad sites you’ll pass setting out eastbound along Hwy 40. About 30km from Amman are the scant remnants of Qasr al-Muwaqqar, surrounded by the town of the same name, while another 20km along – and 6km off-road to the north) is Qasr Mushash, half buried in a wadi. Few visit these ruins at present, though the desolate location of the latter has been pegged as the site of Jordan’s future capital.

Looming over the potholed highway a further 15km east (65km from Amman) is Qasr al-Harranah (or Qasr al-Kharana), the loop’s first highlight. It’s named for the surrounding stony desert – the harra – from which it rises mirage-like, visible for miles. Built the in early 8th century CE, its purpose remains a mystery. The thick stone walls, rounded towers and vertical slots do resemble those of a medieval castle, and it’s perhaps from this likeness that the ‘castle’ misnomer arose. The towers, in fact, are of solid rock while the slits weren’t for arrows but for light and ventilation, and the apparent lack of water storage would have made it extremely ill-suited to siege. The latter reason, combined with its remote location, south of the era’s beaten paths, suggests that the qasr also wasn’t a khan (caravanserai). Instead, most scholars have guessed it was a meeting place for Damascus elites to confer with their Bedouin subjects.

From the car park, you’ll pass between a tiny visitor centre and a Bedouin coffeeshop to approach the qasr, brooding over the Martian landscape 200m away. Beyond its gate you’ll leave the desert winds behind to enter the still, open courtyard. From here, mirrored staircases connect the upper floors, where many of the 60-some rooms of the qasr are spread, well worth exploring for their triple colonnettes, vaulted ceilings and plaster medallions. The style blends Byzantine and Persian, while Greek inscriptions suggest an earlier structure on the site. The qasr’s dating, however, owes to Arabic graffiti left in black ink in 710 CE: ‘Abd Al Malik the son of Ubayd wrote it on Monday three days from Muharram of the year 92’. Additional stairways lead to the roof. Though currently closed to visitors, it no doubt offers a humbling, 360-degree sweep of the forbidding harra.

The turnoff to Qusayr Amra – the circuit’s jewel for its enchanting frescoes – lies a further 16km west, just north of the highway. A final 30km lands you in Azraq, its Roman and Ayyubid castle another highlight on the classic Castle Loop. When you’re ready to move on, more Umayyad qasr-spotting awaits off Hwy 30.

Signposted a couple of kilometres north of Hwy 30, roughly an hour’s drive from Azraq, Qasr al-Hallabat is the last (or if starting from Amman, the first) of the Umayyad Desert Castles on the circuit. It stands roughly equidistant from Azraq and Amman (50km), each linked by minibus via Zarqa’s old station. Perhaps occupying an older Nabatean site, a Roman castellum crowned this hilltop in the 3rd century CE, bolstering the defensive Limes Arabicus – the empire’s eastern frontier. In the late Byzantine era it was handed to the Ghassanids, Christian Arabs who saw it enlarged and transformed into a palatial-monastic complex. In the early 8th century, Umayyad Caliph Hisham (r 724–743 CE) completely rebuilt it, expanding its waterworks and adding a mosque and bathhouse. Like other qusur, it was all left to ruin at the caliphate’s demise.

Before exploring the site, it’s worth perusing its on-site museum, stocked with mosaics and, outside, an enormous Roman edict that was originally carved at Umm al-Jimal but pieced together here. Scaling the hill to the west, you’ll appreciate the selection of the site’s location, enjoying breathtaking views across the beginnings of the Badia. Just southeast (left) of the four-towered qasr is a mosque, its graceful, arched portal beautifully restored. Inside, straight ahead and centred in its southern wall, is the mosque’s similarly elegant mihrab. Stepping beyond the palace’s gate, don’t miss the heavily Byzantine-inspired floor mosaics, mostly set in and around the second courtyard (hidden beyond the larger, main courtyard at the complex’s northwest corner, just underneath a trio of arches).

Like the qasr, its bathhouse – Hammam as-Sarah – has been wonderfully restored, though to reach it, you’ll need to drive (or hail a minibus) 3km east. The unlocked site is immediately south of the road, its rooms laid out much like those at Qusayr Amra. To approach in the proper order, wrap around to the back to stand in the now-roofless audience hall, then slip through the barrel-roofed apodyterium (changing room) to reach the tepidarium (warm room), where ceramic heating pipes were once placed in the vertical grooves running up the walls. The last and largest chamber is the domed caldarium, nearest to the vaulted furnace beyond. Just opposite the baths to the east are the remains of the hammam’s hydraulic system: a now-grated well, a cistern and the circular track of the old animal-powered saqiyya (water wheel).

[image: jpg]

Qasr al-Hallabat | Nataliya Nazarova/Shutterstock ©



Top Experience
Qusayr Amra

All that survives of Umayyad Amra – once a palatial complex – is its modest-sized bathhouse, hence its diminutive name, qusayr (little palace). But it’s what’s inside that warrants its fame as the jewel of Jordan’s Desert Castles. Belying the minimalist exterior is a series of frescoes adorning its ceilings and walls, offering a rare and wonderful glimpse into an Islamic era still gleaming in antiquity’s twilight.
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Admission JD3 (combined entry for Qusayr Amra, Qasr al-Harranah and Qasr al-Azraq). Entry is free for valid Jordan Pass holders.
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Don’t Miss

At least some of the damage to Qusayr Amra was made in the early 20th century, when almost a dozen sections were excised, among them a part of its Six Kings fresco. These fragments are now housed in Berlin’s Pergamon Museum.



History

Qusayr Amra is now considered the early-8th-century work of Prince Al Walid II, later to enjoy a fleeting reign as Caliph (743–744 CE) towards the end of the Umayyad era. Grandson of the great Abd Al Malik and son of the hard-line, iconoclastic Al Yazid II, Al Walid II was reportedly a lover of poetry, beautiful women, drink and the desert. Qusayr Amra was one of several of his retreats in Badia, places to revel along with his retinue far from the prying eyes of Damascus, several days’ journey by camel from here. The remote location is certainly to thank for the frescoes’ survival through the centuries. Its existence was broadcast to a disbelieving world at large in 1898 by Alois Musil, and the marvellous frescoes were at last restored in the 1970s by a Spanish team, then placed on the UNESCO World Heritage Site list in 1985.


Arrival

About 90km east of Amman off the highway to Azraq (another 25km further), Qusayr Amra blends into its barren surrounds, once verdant with wild pistachio trees. From the entrance and visitor centre, which raises appreciation for the painstaking work of the site’s restoration, you’ll head down the hill to the south to reach the complex’s animal-powered saqiyya (scoop wheel), once having watered the cisterns and baths that lie just beyond.

Audience Hall

Stepping inside the main audience hall, it takes a moment to adjust your eyes. As the blackened walls brighten, you’ll find yourself fully encircled by time-weathered, warm-bodied frescoes, bringing to life an array of striking scenes from a forgotten world. At the centre of the cordoned-off western wall (right of the entrance), a nearly nude woman stands tall over a bath, overlooked by a crowd of further figures as a lively hunting scene unfolds in the frieze just above. The six figures to the left of the woman represent the Umayyad Caliph’s rival rulers, four of them identified by the accompanying inscriptions: the Visigoth King Roderick of Spain, the Byzantine and Sasanian Emperors and an Abyssinian Negus. Reclining on the adjacent wall to their left is a figure believed to be Prince Walid II himself. Adorning the eastern wall – and framed by arches graced with bare-breasted women – are panels portraying the various labours of the day, with carpenters, blacksmiths and masons at work. The doorway at its centre leads to the several chambers of the Roman-Byzantine-style bathhouse proper.


Too Risqué?

Not all admire the site’s more risqué frescoes, at odds with traditional proscriptions. Panels at the visitor centre, however, reject any grounds for concern: would-be sceptics of Umayyad piety are informed that none of the frescoes – of half-nude, dancing women and baskets of grapes, for instance – depict ‘scenes of unbridled “loose living” or ‘“carryings-on”’. ‘It is the grapes and not the wine which are shown,’ they point out. Nonetheless, you be the judge.



The Baths

Looking up in the first chamber, the apodyterium (changing room), you’re met by a particularly vivacious array of scenes, divided into diamonds that cover the vault: deer, gazelle, exotic birds, and a trio of busts representing the stages of life. Meanwhile, a woman dances to a flautist’s tune and a monkey applauds a seated bear playing a lute. Appropriately, the lunettes in the tepidarium (warm bathroom heated from below) are decorated with bathing nymphs. From here, continue to the hot-water caldarium, nearest to the furnace just beyond to the east. Once lined with marble and mosaics, it offered its bathers cosmic food for thought: it’s famed for its ceiling, comprising the world’s very first hemispherical map of the stars. Though badly damaged, some of its zodiac symbols survive, among them the bow-slinging centaur Sagittarius and Ursas Major and Minor at the ceiling’s apex.


QUSAYR AMRA’S DISCOVERY

The ‘little palace’ came to light in the West through Alois Musil, a Moravian (Czech) orientalist and explorer, known in Jordan’s Eastern Desert as Sheikh Musa. Stunned at his chance encounter in 1898, he returned a further three times over the next decade to document the frescoes of the qusayr. Prior to Musil, however, the Bedouin were long familiar with the ruin – fearfully so: it was considered a haunt of jinn, said to have manifested as owls.





WHO WERE THE UMAYYADS?

Qusayr Amra’s Six Kings fresco depicts humbled sovereigns of rival empires – Visigoth, Byzantine, Persian, Abyssinian – and perhaps also Turkic and Chinese. It’s perhaps the triumphant Umayyad empire, however, about which many today know least. Named for a powerful clan among Mecca’s Quraysh (and the Prophet’s) tribe, the Umayyads (661–750 CE) expanded the Islamic domain from Iberia to as far as India. Inevitably, they were enriched by the arts and cultures of the empires swallowed along the way. Unlike the wondrous abstractions of later Islamic art, the Umayyads’ exuberant, warm-blooded style – as seen in the Dome of the Rock, the Great Mosque of Damascus and Jordan’s Desert Castles – still had a foot in the classical world.



Timeline: The Umayyads

661 CE: Victorious in a civil war, Syria’s governor controls the Islamic realm, establishing the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus.

680: Husayn, Muhammad’s grandson, is killed by the caliph, sparking the rise of the Shi’a, a distinct Muslim sect.

685–705 Abd al Malik’s prosperous reign: the Dome of the Rock is built; Arabic is imposed on a consolidated empire.

Early 8th century: Umayyad expansion is checked with defeats at Constantinople (717 CE), France (732 CE) and Morocco (739 CE).

724–744: During the reign of his uncle Hisham and his own brief caliphate, Al Walid II builds palaces across Jordan.

750: The last Umayyad caliph is defeated and the family slaughtered. Jordan’s Desert Castles are abandoned to the desert.


DESERT HIGHWAY DIVERSIONS

Passionate qasr hunters should consider an add-on to the classic loop, just 30km south of Amman. Immediately west of the highway, a sizeable complex surrounds Qasr al-Qastal, containing a (still functional) mosque with an early minaret and some of the oldest Muslim tombstones in Jordan. It possibly hosted the caliph responsible for the Dome of the Rock, Abd al Malik, as well as his grandson Al Walid II, while the latter worked on his nearby winter palace: Qasr al-Mushatta, just north of the airport’s runway. Little remains in-situ of its chiselled facade (hauled to Berlin in 1903, a gift from sultan to kaiser), but its scattered blocks and toppled arches were impressively reassembled in 2013.




Shaumari Wildlife Reserve

Oryx-spotting on an Eastern Desert safari

Encompassing 22 sq km of desert scrubland about 10km southwest of Azraq is the RSCN-run Shaumari Wildlife Reserve, home to the majestic Arabian oryx, long prized for their subtly curved horns and pristine white coats. The reserve was founded in 1975 – around half a century after the last oryx disappeared in these parts – to welcome Jordan’s national animal back home. In just decades their count jumped from 11 to 231, though it’s currently half that. Gene-pool issues continue to thwart the ultimate goal: releasing them into the wild.

Along with oryx, you’ll spot gazelle, ostrich, bustards and Persian onagers – if not ‘in the wild’ then through the glass at the flashy, modernist visitor centre (JD8). Most visitors opt for the 4WD safari, choosing between a pair of circular routes: an 8km Short Trail (JD18; one to two hours) to the east and a 14km Long Trail (JD22; two to three hours) to the south. Four is the minimum passenger count for these tours, so ask ahead to join a group. Biking and hiking are also on offer here. As well as the oryx breeding centre, you may also glimpse the avian rehabilitation program, nursing falcons and owls rescued from poachers.
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ZARQA: UNSUNG EASTERN GATEWAY

Most visitors to Zarqa – Jordan’s second-largest city – see only its old bus station, linking Amman to Hallabat, Azraq and Mafraq (for Umm al-Jimal). A continuation of the urban sprawl of Amman (20km southwest), it’s a conservative bastion with an unfortunate reputation, marred by associations with native son Abu Musab al Zarqawi (of Al-Qaeda fame) and the build-up to Black September (the destination of PFLP-hijacked planes). If in town, it’s worth the short hop from the bus station to Zarqa’s hilltop fort, Qasr Shabeeb. Originally Roman, it protected pilgrims in Mamluk and Ayyubid times. Now it’s surrounded by high-rise apartments, but you can nevertheless imagine, standing alone on its roof, how it once dominated the valley.



Staying & Eating in Zarqa

Panorama al-Jabal: Hotel with spotless rooms and an excellent restaurant with truly spectacular views. $$

Uno Cafe Lounge: Among the best of north Zarqa’s crop of polished cafes, with a breezy terrace. Open 24 hours. $$

Abu Nafi: A Zarqa original (since 1982) for shawarma and snacks, about 400m west of the old bus station. $

Wadi Dahek

Journey to Jordan’s enchanting White Desert

About 40km south of Azraq, the vast, stony harra yields to the chalky white rim of Wadi Dahek. Translating to ‘laughing’ or ‘laughter’, it forms a grinning arch of chiselled cliffs. Though only a fraction of the size of Wadi Rum, Wadi Dahek has none of the former’s crowds and an enchantment of its own. Part of a Palaeozoic sea, the limestone’s erosion has sculpted fairy chimneys and turned up a trove of fossils (keep an eye out for shark teeth!). It also makes for a truly magical camping location, perfectly free of light pollution.

The highway to the Saudi border whisks you to within 5km of the sandy valley (4WD only). The best way to reach and explore the valley, still seasonally home to Bedouin goat herds, is by hiring a driver-guide in Azraq for a half-day tour (from around JD80), ideally setting out before dawn. A longer alternative approach (JD100) involves a detour into the desert to the north, passing a seasonal oasis and the battered remains of an Ottoman outpost en route.

The Blessed Tree of Buqiyawiyya

Sacred desert shade

About 30km north of Azraq, a turnoff to the Blessed Tree disappears into the barren wastelands to the east. It’s a further 12km drive to this far-flung place of pious reflection: an enormous, lonely pistachio tree, held by the faithful to have shaded the Prophet Muhammad as a boy. Now ringed with a fence, the tree draws a trickle of pilgrims who sometimes adorn its branches with ribbons. Cooling down in its shade, amid wafting white butterflies with the endless desert all around, even sceptics may agree that the tree – whether actually 15 centuries old or just five – is blessed.


BEST OF THE OUT-OF-THE-WAY EAST
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Jordanian photographer Bashar Tabbah has spent over a decade exploring and documenting the Eastern Desert. Here he shares a few suggestions for those keen on escaping the beaten path. @a.map.and.a.lens

Qasr Useikhim

This Roman outpost provides incredible vistas of the basalt desert surrounding it. Neolithic remains can also be spotted in the valley below.

The Blessed Tree

This 550-year-old wild pistachio tree is locally venerated for once shading the Prophet Mohammad. Pilgrims can often be seen praying under its foliage.

Qasr al-Burqu

Seeing the lake come alive at dawn is well worth the trip to this remote location – one of Jordan’s most atmospheric and enigmatic sites.



Top Lesser-Visited Castles

Qasr Useikhim: A lone, basaltic Roman arch rises over the rubble of this 3rd-century-CE fort about 12km north of Azraq and 1km off-road.

Qasr al-Tuba: Remains of a striking mud-brick Umayyad fortress, 60km south of Azraq and 12km off-road to the west of Hwy 5.

Qasr Mushash: Crumbling caravanserai 6km off-road (from 15km west of Kharana) at the site of Jordan’s proposed future capital.




The Eastern Desert Highway
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Hwy 10 – the Eastern Desert Highway – traverses Jordan’s desolate, northernmost reaches. In parallel with the Syrian border to the north, it first curves southeast from the regional capital, Mafraq, then shoots through an endless stretch of steppe: the Northern Badia of Jordan’s panhandle. The nickname for this geographical extremity – ‘Winston’s Hiccup’ – is owed to a stubborn (but untrue) rumour: that the origin of this zigzagging border extending to Iraq was a slip of a drunken Churchill’s pen. Rather, it was a geopolitical muddle in which Britain brokered a bridge between its mandates in Transjordan and Iraq.

Among tourists, it’s less traversed than even the pair of highways looping to Azraq, but there’s more than solitude to lure the intrepid traveller here. Not far from Mafraq is Umm al-Jimal: the ‘Black Gem of the Desert’, an enchanting tumble of lichen-bleached, black-basalt ruins and one of Jordan’s most striking lost cities. It’s part of an impressive string of Roman, Byzantine and Umayyad towns, forts and qusur. These culminate in Qasr al-Burqu, remotest of the Desert Castles, overlooking a secluded lake halfway from the Jordan to the Euphrates.
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GETTING AROUND

With an early start, you can reach Umm al-Jimal by public transport via Mafraq (20km to the west), linked to Amman’s Abdali and Raghadan bus stations. Alternatively, add a stop at Umm al-Jimal to a Desert Castle tour for around JD20 to JD30 (again, start early!). A private car is the only feasible option for reaching the string of basaltic ruins stretching farther east of Umm al-Jimal (such as Deir al-Kahf). For the final off-road stretch to Burqu, a 4WD vehicle is required, though if staying at the lodge you may be able to arrange a ride (parking your 2WD vehicle at the police station next to the turnoff).




[image: ] TOP TIP

Accommodation options are vanishingly scarce in this stretch of the Eastern Desert. The splendid Burqu Ecolodge is the exception, an excellent stopover – indeed, a highlight – on any Eastern Desert Highway adventure.



Ancient Umm al-Jimal

Roman, Byzantine and Umayyad ruins

About 4km north of the Desert Highway (75km northeast of Amman) are the ruins of Umm al-Jimal – Mother of Camels. A long-time crossroads between nomads of the Badia and the agricultural settlements of the west, the ancient town’s survival owes to its sturdy basaltic building blocks, found in abundance across the enormous lava fields of Jebel al Druze. First settled by Nabateans, it was the Romans who built up the town from the early 2nd century CE, fortifying and enlarging it two centuries later, when it served as a defensive bastion along the empire’s frontier. Subsequent military withdrawal saw the town of farmers, merchants and monks come into its own, the old, monumental structures recycled for more pedestrian projects: neighbourhood churches and two- and three-storey homes with cantilevered stairways and ceilings. In the 6th century CE – considered the height of prosperity here – the town had 5000 people, 150 houses and 16 churches, kept largely intact through the Umayyad era. Near its end, a disastrous earthquake destroyed the ancient hydraulic system just as the Abbasid Revolution shifted trade routes eastward, soon rendering Umm al-Jimal a town of ghosts.

The ruins are spread wide (over 30 hectares). Plan on at least a few hours to explore, preferably before the midday sun turns the site into a giant skillet. Before setting out, take your time in its sleek museum, wrapped around the courtyard of an erstwhile Umayyad farmstead. Don’t miss the 3rd-century Praetorium to the northwest, selected for restyling by the Umayyads as a qasr. About 200m further north, the two-storey arches of the Western Church are an impressive sight. To the east, you can peek into the town’s ancient lifeline: the Nabatean waterworks, greatly expanded by the Romans. Thanks to the Umm al-Jimal Project (ummeljimal.org), a few of the 40-odd reservoirs have now been revived, their resurgent water levels convincing the town to enlist a lifeguard here.
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Timeline: Umm al-Jimal

749: At the end of the Umayyad era, witnessing periods of plague and drought, an earthquake wrecks the waterworks.

1st century CE: Founded by Nabateans, perhaps as a satellite of Bostra (now Bosra, Syria), 22km to the northeast.

Early 20th century: Druze refugees, French and British troops and Bedouin occupy the ruins in turn.


THE EDICT OF ANASTASIUS I

Umm al-Jimal has proven an incredibly rich site for hunters of inscriptions. These number in the hundreds, spanning five languages (Safaitic, Nabatean, Latin, Greek and Arabic), andcomprising tombstones, devotional dedications and long-winded imperial decrees. In late Byzantine and Ghassanid times, inscribed blocks from here were recycled well beyond the town. Excavations at Qasr al-Hallabat yielded a particular surprise. Combining more than 160 Greek-inscribed blocks, archaeologists pieced together over 300 lines of a historic document: the Edict of Anastasius I (r 491–518 CE), mandating a military restructuring here. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the blocks are believed to have come from Umm al-Jimal, where today the on-site museum provides a glimpse of the rather hefty decree.



Alone at Qasr al-Burqu

Roman fortress, lake and ecolodge

Perhaps the most secluded of Jordan’s Desert Castles, Qasr al-Burqu is also among its most picturesque, its crumbling, Roman tower reflected in the seasonal lake that it was built to protect. The structure is believed to have been erected in the 4th century CE, yet another of the empire’s frontier forts, morphing into a monastic centre by the end of the Byzantine era. It was restored in the early 8th century under the reign of the Umayyad Caliph Al Walid I, who expanded the complex around the tower.

The journey to reach the lonesome site – deep in the Northwest Badia of Jordan’s panhandle – is part of the allure. Heading east, the desert junction of Safawi (80km past Umm al-Jimal) is your last chance to stock up on supplies. About 90km further (just 15km short of Ruwaished, the last real settlement along the ‘Baghdad Rd’) is the turnoff to Burqu, just east of a police checkpoint. Veering off the road to the north from here (4WD only), you’ll follow a necklace of cairns for the final 20km (veering sharply to the left towards the end), landing you at the Burqu Ecolodge. These comfortable, full-board lodgings have rendered the far-flung qasr within quite easy reach, though you’ll still find some solitude – and wonderful sunsets – by continuing on foot to the lakeside ruins, less than a kilometre away. You may also encounter Bedouin herds or wild dogs that roam the lake’s far side.


ROAD TO THE MONASTERY OF CAVES

If exploring the ‘Black Gem of the Desert’ has given you a taste for basaltic, Byzantine ruins, you’ll enjoy plenty more within an hour’s drive along the country roads beyond Umm al-Jimal. A hop to the northwest is Umm As Surab (12km), its sprawl featuring a crumbling minaret, while immediately off the road winding east of Umm al-Jimal you’ll find more in Sabha (16km), Ad-Dafyanah (24km) and Umm al-Quttayn (31km). The most impressive lie at the northern end of Deir al-Kahf (56km; Monastery of the Cave), the final town before the barren harra engulfs the landscape completely. Here a pair of rearranged Roman columns mark the western entrance to its 4th-century fort.




TOUR THE DESERT CASTLES

Read more about Jordan’s Desert Castles and how best to visit them.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Jordan. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Jordan and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most visitors to Jordan enter or exit by air through Amman’s Queen Alia International Airport (QAIA), about 35km south of Amman; Aqaba’s King Hussein International Airport (AQJ) also serves a growing number of international airlines. Travellers also connect by sea with Egypt or by land with Israel and the Palestinian Territories (many governments currently advise against travel here) and Saudi Arabia.
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Visas

Single-entry, 30-day visas (JD40) are available on arrival for most nationalities at Amman’s international airport and certain land borders. Most arrivals in Aqaba can enter visa-free.




Jordan Pass

More often than not, it makes very good sense for travellers to purchase a Jordan Pass (jordanpass.jo) before arriving; this waives the cost of the visa and entry to key sites, including Petra.




SIM Cards

Prepaid cards for unlocked phones can be bought in the Arrivals Hall at either airport. Choose among Orange, Umniah or Zain, or arrive prepared by purchasing an e-sim in advance.




Wi-fi

There’s free wi-fi at both international airports and passable, if less than reliable, connections elsewhere: hotels, cafes and select public spaces (and even a few desert camps!). Still, a SIM card is advised.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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LAND BORDER CROSSINGS 101

Jordan shares a total of nine land border crossings: three with Israel and the Palestinian Territories, three with Saudi Arabia, two with Syria and one with Iraq. Officially, the Jordan Pass is recognised at all of these, while for most nationalities, regular visas (JD40 for 30 days) are issued on arrival at all but Israel’s Allenby/King Hussein Bridge crossing. Arrivals in the Aqaba Special Economic Zone (via Israel’s Wadi Araba crossing and Saudi Arabia’s Durra crossing, as well as via the ferry port linking Egypt) are entitled to 30 days visa-free.

For the current status and open hours of all crossings, check the Boarding Crossing section of the Jordan Tourism Board (international.visitjordan.com) website.





Getting Around

By far the best way to get around Jordan is by renting your own car. Beyond intercity buses, Jordan’s public transport network is limited.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
JD25/day

Petrol
Approx JD1.2/L

JETT bus (Amman to the Dead Sea, Petra or Aqaba)
JD10

Short taxi ride
JD1–2



Renting a Car

Car rental in Jordan is easy and relatively affordable, offering complete freedom to explore. Choose the maximum insurance and book in advance to secure the best rental deals. Alternatively, if booking in Jordan, enlist local help (at your hotel, for instance) to avoid the invisible foreigner tax.

Driving in Jordan

Beyond busy Amman, driving is generally a relaxed affair. Traffic is sparse and English signage is plentiful – though rules of the road are loosely followed at best. Always use seatbelts and lights, and stick to speed limits (speed traps, bumps, checkpoints and animal crossings are common).


TIP

Get around the capital without cash by downloading the app for Uber or Careem (Amman only).



HITCHING A RIDE

While hitching is never entirely safe (nor recommended), it’s a fixture in Jordan where buses are rare or absent. Particularly along Jordan’s remotest stretches, you’ll notice the odd goatherd or officer on the side of the road, arm raised and finger wagging, most often headed for the next town. Jordanian drivers often pick them up. If inclined to do the same, take the usual precautions and don’t charge for the lift. If hitching yourself, offer to cover your share (you’ll typically be refused).

Intercity Buses

Comfortable, air-conditioned JETT (jett.com.jo) buses offer convenient links across the country from Amman’s Abdali station, with daily links to Aqaba, Wadi Musa (Petra), Wadi Rum, the Dead Sea and King Hussein Bridge. Tickets can be bought at the counter but you’re best off booking at least a day ahead online.

Taxis

Yellow taxis (green in Aqaba) are ubiquitous in most Jordanian cities. Insist on the meter (al-’ad-dad) or be sure to agree on a price in advance. Have small change ready. Running fixed routes, white service taxis (servees) are great for budget-conscious solo travellers, leaving when full (some patience required).

4WD

You may opt for a 4WD if headed to the Eastern Desert’s more remote desert castles (such as Burqu). These entail significantly higher rates, however, and heightened safety considerations. Even with soft sand driving experience, you’re advised to hire a Bedouin driver for off-road adventures in Wadi Rum.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Urban speed limit is 60km/h, rural limit 80km/h, and motorway limit 120km/h on most city streets.

.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%.







Money

CURRENCY: JORDANIAN DINAR (JD)
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ATMs


ATMs are plentiful in cities and at top tourist sights. When travelling to remote areas, always withdraw in advance. Generally, withdrawal fees are high (averaging JD5) and withdrawal limits low (often JD250). Reliable banks include Arab Bank, Cairo Amman Bank, Jordan Gulf Bank and Bank Al Etihad.

Credit Cards


Most businesses (and virtually all higher-end establishments) accept payment via Visa and MasterCard. The use of tap/electronic payment has spread in Amman, though elsewhere still remains rare.

Tipping

While appreciated, tipping isn’t the rule in Jordan.

High-end establishments A 10% gratuity is typically included in the bill.

Taxis Round up to the nearest dinar.

Cafes and restaurants 5–10% is considered generous.

Hotel porters JD1 per bag

Drivers and guides According to service, though 10% is often expected.

Changing Money

There are plenty of money exchangers in tourist hubs, particularly along Al Malek Faisal St in Amman. The dinar remains pegged to the dollar (JD0.7090/USD1).


HOW MUCH FOR A...

museum entry
JD1–5

midrange hotel room
JD45

mineral water (1.5L)
JD0.30

street food meal
JD3



How to… Save Some Dinars

Opt for the Jordan Pass, take advantage of low season discounts (mid-winter and summer) and book at guesthouses and hostels rather than international hotel chains. Eat plenty of street food – a fraction of the cost of dining at restaurants (especially those catering to tourists) – and minimal alcohol (scarce and heavily taxed). Where it’s possible, opt for the bus over a car and slow things down once you’ve arrived.


PRICES

No, Jordan isn’t the cheapest destination around. With little oil, gas or minerals of its own (phosphate aside), it’s reliant on heavily taxed foreign imports and aid. Influxes of refugees (and cash) and cuts to government subsidies have also raised prices, even sparking occasional protests – thus threatening the country’s stability. This is particularly crucial in tourism, contributing a 10th of Jordan’s GDP. Boosting this sector is key to Jordan’s Vision 2025, though for many Jordanians, earnings remain outpaced by costs.
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LOCAL TIP

Card use is spreading fast but cash remains king in Jordan. Keep small change on hand as smaller establishments and taxis will often have none to offer.







Accommodation

Family-Run Hotels

While many of the large hotel chains are represented in Amman, the vast bulk of Jordan’s hotels are smaller, family-run affairs. Most are midrange, featuring well-kept rooms with attention to detail and, often, home-cooked meals. Book ahead during high seasons, especially in Amman, Aqaba, Madaba and Wadi Musa.

Ecolodges

Situated in Jordan’s RSCN-run reserves are a number of gorgeous, sustainable lodges, comprising some of the country’s finest accommodation. Stunning settings are much of the allure – deep in the forests of the north, the Rift Valley to the west and the remotest Eastern Desert. While rooms aren’t cheap (from around JD70), proceeds help develop local communities and preserve unique environments and cultures. Book ahead at rscn.org.jo.

Desert Camps

A night in a Bedouin camp somewhere deep in Wadi Rum’s reserve is not to be missed. Most camps are half-board and similarly stripped down: a handful of striped, goat-hair tents with basic bedding and tiled or carpeted floors. Though there’s also the full range of luxury: from air-conditioned bubbles to bivouacking right on the dunes. To secure a spot in a specific camp, always book ahead.

Hostels

Ranging from the intimate to the institutional, Jordan has a growing number of tidy, air-conditioned hostels. They render such hubs as Amman, Aqaba and Wadi Musa quite affordable to backpackers on tighter budgets. Connect to wi-fi in their common lounges and terraces, where you can also link up with fellow travellers, serving to spread the savings further.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

hostel dorm
JD8

Bedouin desert camp
JD25

five-star resort
JD100
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Luxury Accommodation

Jordan’s tourism centres are far from short on five-star lodgings. In addition to pools, spas, gyms and all other conceivable mod cons, top hotels and resorts boast the convenience of in-house restaurants, shopping as well as transport and tours. While they generally offer good value year-round, off-season bookings can land you luxury at midrange prices.



DEAD SEA RESORTS

Even budget travellers may consider a dollop of luxury with a booking at a Dead Sea resort, not least as these are roughly your only real option for spending a night along Earth’s lowest shores. All come with convenient access to the beach and its famous, healing black mud, along with a selection of pools with swim-up bars and restaurants – some also have spas. By staying in one resort (or just opting for a day pass), you can avail yourself of the perks of neighbouring resorts (clustered together are the Hilton, Marriott, Mövenpick and Kempinski).





Family Travel

There’s a good deal for children to love about Jordan: syrupy sweets, haggling in souqs, sighting camels and sea turtles and, not least, the chance to shake loose in the outdoors: clambering over rocks, winding up wadis, sandboarding dunes or sleeping in a Bedouin camp. What’s more, Jordanians adore children – with your own at your side, expect an even warmer welcome!


Facilities

Facilities geared towards children remain sparse in Jordan. As opposed to their own separate spaces, children more often are found at their parents’ side, generally meeting in larger groups (so there’s an extra set of hands). Still, there’s a growing number of children’s parks and playgrounds, some more inviting than others. In urban centres, megamalls have baby-changing stations and many restaurants have highchairs on hand.

Planning

Hiring a car is the most convenient – and sometimes the most affordable – option for families, allowing you take things in at your own preferred pace. Self-contained family rooms are often found at even smaller hotels (and even certain desert camps); if needed, ensure that cribs are available in advance. Stock up with picnic snacks and supplies to avoid the inflated prices at tourist sites.


KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Wadi Rum

Mount a ship of the desert for a memorable ride across the sands.

The Red Sea

Snorkel near Aqaba, an ideal place for teens to get PADI-certified.

Shaumari

Spot oryx and gazelle on an Eastern Desert safari.

The Dead Sea

A float in these warm, hyper-saline waters is unforgettable – but watch out for your eyes!




Break the Ice

Family is a favourite conversation topic, perhaps the fastest route to breaking the ice. This process is naturally expedited with kids in tow, their presence routinely met with smiles, compliments, head pats and unsolicited gifts.




Visa & Entry to Sites

As children under 12 enter most tourist sites (including Petra) for free, you can save via regular visas as opposed to the Jordan Pass. Better yet, enter the country via Aqaba to take advantage of its visa-free scheme.
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HISTORY BROUGHT TO LIFE

Children are often as enchanted as adults by Jordan’s ancient abundance. It’s a wonderful place to spark a lasting curiosity for the past, easily piqued in advance: take virtual tours of Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Islamic wonders at jordan360.com, perhaps incorporating sites into projects at school before setting off to scout them firsthand. Kids are quite likely to remember scaling the amphitheatres of Jerash and Amman, exploring the crannies of Crusader-era castles or an action-packed ride on an historic Ottoman train. Not least, most children will be just as blown away by the Rose City’s wonders, approaching Petra’s magnificent Siq.





Health & Safe Travel

TRAFFIC SAFETY

Traffic accidents are the most frequent cause for travellers in Jordan requiring medical assistance. Wear a seatbelt (ignore local example to the contrary), use lights and stick to the speed limit, always staying alert to potential hazards: potholes, sand, speed bumps or suddenly appearing herds of goats. For an ambulance, call 911. Amman, Aqaba and Irbid offer excellent medical services, though beyond such hubs, these tend to be basic at best.

Insurance

Securing travel insurance is an essential part of preparing to travel to Jordan. Be sure that your policy covers medical care (including evacuation) in addition to theft and loss. Confirm that it also applies for the duration of your visit and that none of your planned activities – particularly if these include tackling Jordan’s hiking trails, climbing routes or Red Sea dives – exclude you from coverage.

Tap Water

Jordan’s tap water is perfectly potable. However, it’s not to many travellers’ – nor locals’ – taste. Many have filters installed in their homes, and such is always the case in upscale hotels. Cheap bottled water is ubiquitous at corner shops and served with all meals at restaurants. You can limit your plastic waste through purification tablets or simply boiling water.

Bites & Stings

To avoid itchy mosquito and sand-fly bites, use DEET-based repellents (apply after sunscreen) and cover your arms and legs to the ankles, using mosquito netting where available. In rare cases of snake bites, dog bites or scorpion stings, always seek immediate medical attention.
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PACKING & PREPARATION

Pack your prescriptions, hand sanitiser, insect repellent and diarrhoea medicine (such as Imodium). Recommended vaccinations: diphtheria, hepatitis A, COVID-19, measles, rabies and typhoid.
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EXTREME HEAT

Extreme heat can pose a serious threat, particularly between June and August. Set out early in the mornings and evenings to avoid the worst of the midday heat and always pack plenty of water. To replace perspired fluids, you’ll need to drink significantly more than your usual amount. Use high SPF sunscreen, breathable clothing and a hat, and stick to the shade, taking plenty of breaks, ever watchful for signs of heat exhaustion. These include unusually intensive amounts of sweat and thirst, dizziness, nosebleeds, rashes and dry lips.







Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Ftur (breakfast; sunrise to 8am) Fresh khubez (flatbread) served with olive oil, fuul (cooked fava beans), labneh (creamy yogurt), white cheese, raw vegetables, hummus, falafel and eggs.

Ghada (lunch; 1pm to 3pm) Typically the day’s main meal, often hearty rice and grilled meat dishes served with yoghurt and salad, followed by sweets.

‘Asha (dinner; 8pm to 9pm) Lighter than lunch, at least on weekdays; mezze include soups.



Where to Eat


Restaurants Wide range of Jordanian, Levantine and international menus.

Traditional coffeehouses Largely male neighbourhood hangouts serving Turkish coffee and basic snacks.

Modern cafes More upscale social venues offering wi-fi and light meals.

Bakeries Fresh breads (such as khubez, shrak and ka’ak) and cheap snacks like manakeesh and fatayer (cheese, meat and spinach pastries; pictured below).

Juice stalls Fresh-fruit smoothies, often found inside souqs.

Sweet shops Trays of syrupy desserts called halawiyyat.

Fast food Plentiful shawarma and falafel stalls along with local and international chains.
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MENU DECODER

Nabatee – vegetarian

Jaaj/dajaaj – chicken

Samak – fish

Kibda – liver

Jibneh – cheese

Bayd – eggs

Khubez – flatbread

Ka’ak – sesame bread, popularly used in sandwiches

Khudar / khudra – vegetables

Batata – potatoes

Salata – salad

Mai ma’daniyya – water

Kabeera – large

Saghira – small

Shay – tea

Gahweh – beef

‘Aseer – juice

Beera – beer

Maqlubeh – steamed rice with grilled vegetables

Muttabel – eggplant dip

Kibbeh – ground meat and bulgur croquettes

Mouhamara – walnut, cumin and olive oil dip

Tabbouleh – cracked bulgur and parsley salad

Knafeh – cheesy, syrupy pastry



How to… Be the Perfect Guest

Spontaneous, sincere invitations to home-cooked meals aren’t rare in Jordan, where traditions of hospitality and food are both points of national pride. While you’re hardly expected to follow tradition to the letter, any efforts to this end will signal respect. Whether declining or accepting the offer, do so with a grateful smile, perhaps even pressing your right hand to your heart. Dress modestly, bring a gift (such as sweets or fruit) and be prepared to be separated by gender upon arrival. Wait for everyone to start before digging in, using only the right hand and pieces of flatbread for scooping rice. If treated to mansaf (often served at Friday family gatherings), the rice too is eaten by hand (though you’ll likely be offered a spoon). Avoid contentious topics, and as anywhere, compliments are always welcome. When full, your refusals for seconds aren’t likely to be honoured, but don’t protest too firmly: leftover food is a sign of good hosting.



HOW MUCH FOR A...

falafel sandwich
JD0.75

shawarma sandwich
JD1.25

mezze plate
JD3–5

mixed grill platter
JD10

glass of wine, cocktail or pint of local beer
JD5

fresh-squeezed juice
JD2–3

cup of Turkish coffee
JD1

quarter-kilo of knafeh
JD2.50
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How to… Plan a Night Out

Jordan’s growing list of nightlife options becomes significantly longer – and on average, cheaper – if you’re happy to forgo alcoholic beverages (prices for these are relatively high due to taxes and duties combined with low demand). Open-air shisha cafes stay in business until midnight or later, offering spaces to while away the evening with friends, heaping mezze platters, mint tea and fresh juices – in summer, slushy limonana (lemon mint) is a favourite.

For drinking, you’re certainly best off planning on a night out when you’re in Amman or staying at a resort with a club. Of the capital’s nightlife districts, the long-standing favourite is Rainbow St. Around the corner from its eastern end is the beloved Books@Cafe, a blend of bookstore, bar and cultural space that makes for a great launching point. Heading west from here, you’ll find even swankier lounges like La Calle, Cantaloupe, C.LING and District, while around First Circle is a smattering of dive bars and hipster-ish pubs. Wherever you go, it pays to arrive in time for happy hour (ending at 7pm or 8pm). Additional spreads lie to the north in the rising Jebel Lweibdeh district, while fanning far to the west, the Shmeishani and Sweifieh districts have a sprinkling of nightclubs for those looking to stay out late. Don’t overdo it, though: there’s zero tolerance for being visibly drunk in public.


What to Drink

Jordan’s wineries and breweries are heirs to ancient tradition here. Top lagers are Petra and Amstel; Carakale makes the best craft beers. Arak – the regionally beloved spirit – derives its name from the Arabic word for ‘sweat’.




TEA & COFFEE

Honouring guests with piping hot drinks is pervasive here, and rooted in Bedouin culture. Strong, sweetened tea reigns supreme. Added to boiling water, amply infused with sugar, it’s given at least five minutes to steep, allowing the colour to darken to a deep amber hue. Mint, sage or thyme are sometimes added to the mix too, and fresh mint leaves are typically placed in the cup before it’s poured. By default it’s almost syrupy sweet, though at restaurants and cafes you can register alternative sugar preferences: bidun (without), khafeef (light) or wasat (a medium amount).

Coming a very close second as the national drink is coffee, often infused with cardamom. Most commonly encountered at large in Jordan is the dark, sludgy, finely ground Turkish coffee, beloved across the region. As opposed to filtered coffee, it’s served right along with its grounds. Sip slowly, leaving the dregs to rest at the bottom. Favoured among Bedouin is the lightly roasted, unsweetened Arabic coffee (also called ‘Bedouin coffee’). Traditionally, the mortar used for grinding the beans is clanged as a communal invitation. When ready, the host will pour and drink the first tiny, handle-less cup himself. Only afterwards will the seated guests be served, always receiving the cup with the right hand. Your host will refill it when empty; to indicate that you’ve had enough, you can shake the cup gently from side to side. Three cups is the traditional cut-off – don’t request a fourth.







Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world.

Jordan on Foot

Embark on a scenic stretch of the long-distance Jordan Trail (jordantrail.org or Wadi Rum Trail (wadirumtrail.org) to best absorb both natural wonders and renowned local hospitality, leaving nothing but a positive impact behind.

Feynan Ecolodge

Enjoy a magical stay at this candle-lit caravanserai at the western fringes of the Dana Biosphere Reserve. The first of its kind in Jordan, Feynan Ecolodge (ecohotels.me/feynan) offers a masterclass in sustainable, community-centred design.
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You’re free to wear what you like in Jordan, but less-revealing outfits will convey respect for local sensibilities. When visiting mosques and churches, keep knees, shoulders and chests covered (for women, hair too).




Keep Jordan’s landscapes litter-free, disposing of garbage only where it belongs (ignoring any local example to the contrary). Leave as found and resist the urge to pocket flowers, fossils or rainbow-coloured rocks.
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COOKING & CRAFTS

Immerse yourself in a traditional Jordanian kitchen, learning the Bedouin arts of baking shrak or cooking sajieh (spiced, sautéed cuts of meat) with local women’s association Bedouyat (bedouyat.com). It’s a memorable experience that allows you bring your favourite dishes back home.


THE RSCN

Book through the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN; rscn.org.jo) to make the most of its range of reserves across the country, basing yourself at its lodges near Dana, Dibeen, Ajloun, Azraq or Burqu.

Shop for Quality

Peruse splendid souvenirs at Jordan’s blossoming, community-based craft centres like the Wild Jordan Center (wildjordancenter.com), supporting female artisans nationwide: from Ajloun’s soaps to Azraq’s decorated eggs and embroidery, candles and camel-hair shawls.

Sustainable Camps

While there are plenty of fabulous camps with space-bubbles, pools and air-conditioning around Wadi Rum, not all are sustainable. Contribute to preserving a fragile landscape by choosing the simplicity of a classic Bedouin camp.

History Revived

Experience lively historical re-enactments staged by the Jordan Heritage Revival Company (jhrc.jo), boosting local communities through breathing life into Jordan’s past – from a Nabataean changing of the guard to a high-speed Bedouin railway raid.

Farm-to-Table Dining

Take a tour of Madaba’s organic Carob Farm (carob.earth) before tucking into a fabulous, five-course meal at the nearby Carob House restaurant – about as sustainable as it gets.

Go Local

To truly get under the skin of a place, encounter its people and hear their stories, you’re best off hiring a guide who’s based where you want to go. When possible, choose local operators.


Be mindful not to run the tap in Jordan, where water reserves are chronically scarce.




Sadly, animal abuse remains common – speak up if you see a donkey, horse or camel mistreated.




77

The Global Sustainability Index ranks Jordan in 77th place worldwide. Though on an upward trajectory rankings-wise, it lags behind in meeting its targets. High among its challenges – worsened by regional unrest – are water management and stagnant economic growth.




RESOURCES

rscn.org.jo
National society entrusted with protecting Jordan’s biodiversity.
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workaway.info
Plentiful opportunities for volunteering and cultural exchange.
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bookagri.com
Jordanian platform for agritourism experiences.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Jordan is one of very few Muslim-majority countries in which same-sex relations aren’t explicitly criminalised. However, nor will you find much in the way of explicit protections in place. LGBTIQ+ travellers are advised to abstain from all public displays of affection. Be discrete, especially beyond the cosmopolitan confines of Amman’s few queer-friendly bars.


Tips on Tact

Ensure that intimacy between you and your partner is withheld from the public eye. Though you may see same-sex handholding in the open (signalling friendship), avoid such behaviour yourself.

Avoid broaching topics of gender and sexuality, deemed largely off limits for public discussion in Jordan.

Take the usual precautions when using dating apps. Always meet in public spaces. Be aware that authorities have been known to use entrapment methods.

Mastering a few greetings (and their responses) goes a surprising distance in setting Jordanians at ease.
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HOTEL RESERVATIONS

At internationally connected hotels and resorts, booking as a same-sex couple will present no issue, including the request for a double rather than single beds. While midrange and budget hotels are often equally as accommodating in this regard, you’re advised to ask for single beds, feigning a platonic relationship.



CYBERCRIME

The lives of many queer people were jolted in July 2023, when an amendment to the Cybercrime Law brought further restrictions on the final frontier of free speech: online spaces. Somewhat vaguely worded, it targets those guilty of ‘undermining national unity’, ‘provoking strife’, or ‘promoting, instigating, aiding or inciting immorality’. Extending the state’s online reach, it also restricts the use of proxies and VPNs, thus threatening anonymity.


Enduring Stigma

When it comes to LGBT matters, polling has placed Jordan among the world’s least accepting countries. Unfortunately, Jordanian authorities have demonstrated that they can hardly be counted on to oppose such popular sentiments. Instead, they’ve been known to intimidate or arrest LGBTIQ+ people – particularly activists whose organisations have been shuttered.
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REFERENCES

ILGA (database .ilga .org/ jordan -lgbti) International human-rights organisation documenting cases of gender-based discrimination

My Kali (mykalimag.com) A queer-feminist webzine created by a Jordanian-Palestinian who lives abroad.


The (Lack of a) Scene

Even Amman at its most urbane can hardly be said to host a proper LGBTIQ+ scene. However, a handful of bars and cafes make for excellent meet-up venues, among them the bar-slash-cultural spaces of Books@Cafe.







Accessible Travel

With patchy sidewalks, precipitous streets and vast touristic sites strewn with stones and sand, Jordan is certainly among the more challenging destinations for travellers with disabilities. While recent efforts at spreading awareness and tackling hurdles have brought isolated improvements, by and large the country remains a difficult destination for those who are mobility impaired.


Steep Terrain

An abundance of steep stairways, unusually high curbs and cobblestone streets pose trouble for wheelchairs. There are ramps at select sites, though paths can be steep and less than smooth.


Airport

The international airports of Amman and Aqaba are each equipped to welcome passengers with reduced mobility. For meet-and-greet services, book through tikram.jo; for wheelchair transport, you’ll need to contact your airline.




Accommodation

Beyond the four- and five-star hotels, you’re unlikely to find comprehensive service for people with disabilities. Reach out with questions in advance of booking, or use the accessibility filters on booking sites.




RESOURCES

Accessible Jordan (accessiblejordan.com) is a worthwhile resource for those with limited mobility, offering a database of accessible restaurants and tourist sites. Peruse the website or download the app to locate venues equipped with elevators or ramps – also a useful tool for the elderly and parents with strollers.
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Jordan Tourism Board (visitjordan.com) assists with queries related to facilities at specific sites.



SIDEWALKS

Walkable sidewalks can be sporadic in Jordan’s cities, blocked by cars, bins or trees – or simply disappearing in stretches, leaving you to follow the local example: walking at the edge of the road.

Petra

Golf carts whisk travellers with disabilities from the Petra’s entrance to the steps of the Treasury. Reserve ahead for these. Alternatively, now that the legendary Siq is mostly paved, you can traverse it yourself with minimal help.

TRANSPORT

Wheelchair-accessible buses with ramps and priority seating areas are limited to the capital’s app-based Amman Bus (ammanbus.jo) and the BRT (ammanbrt.jo). However, accessibility challenges are involved in reaching the stations along their routes.


Landmark legislation was passed in 2017 to protect the rights of people with disabilities. Among its provisions was a requirement that all public buildings (new and old) be accessible to all. To see this through, a 10-year plan set its sights on 2029 – but few are still holding their breath.







How to… Visit a Mosque

Many of Jordan’s nearly 8000 active mosques welcome non-Muslims. A visit to a mosque will afford you a wonderful window into the worship of Jordan’s faithful. Considerate curiosity is typically greeted with warmth and smiles – and indeed, often genuine excitement at the chance to share most cherished beliefs and customs.
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Visiting Etiquette

Reverence is the byword for behaviour at mosques. As at any place of worship, preserve the peace – regardless of whether or not worshippers are present. Silence mobile phones. Remove footwear before entering the prayer hall, placing shoes or sandals neatly beside others by the entrance. Shoe racks or cubbies are often provided. Socks need not be removed. Note that entrances are generally separate for men and women, leading to segregated spaces for prayer. Inside, stick to the back, never stepping in front of anyone engaged in prayer. Take a seat on the carpet, crossing your legs or folding them to one side to avoid pointing your feet at the qibla or worshippers, then quietly admire the interior’s (often muted) architectural adornments, soaking up the special atmosphere.

When to Visit

Non-Muslims should time their visit so as to cause minimal disturbance. To this end (and if you’d like to take photos inside), avoid the daily times of prayer – the Islamic Pillar known as salat. These shifting times are easily found online at websites such as islamicfinder.org. Steer clear during the midday prayers on Friday (jumu’a), when community mosques are at their busiest – particularly during the month of Ramadan, when crowds often swell to outside areas. The quiet stretch between mid-afternoon (‘asr) and pre-sunset (maghrib) prayers is especially recommended for visits.

Dress Code

Shoulders and knees must be covered on mosque grounds. Men should wear long pants and remove caps. Women are expected to cover their hair and neck; at larger mosques accustomed to visitors, scarves and abayas (full-length dresses) are provided on-site.

Mosque Terminology

qibla The direction faced during prayer (towards Mecca)

mihrab Niche that indicates the qibla

minbar Pulpit from which the imam delivers Friday sermons


NON-MUSLIMS WELCOME

Below are a few mosques that open their doors to non-Muslims:

King Abdullah I Mosque

Amman’s cavernous, blue-domed mosque is able to host 10,000 worshippers within its grounds, also featuring a small museum.

Al Hussein bin Talal Mosque

West Amman’s Umayyad-inspired mosque, with a capacity for 5000 worshippers, contains a small museum showcasing Hashemite and Islamic history.

Sharif Al Hussein Bin Ali Mosque

Downtown Aqaba’s whitewashed mosque boasts an elegant design and enormous dome.







How to… Make the Most of Ramadan

Ramadan can alter the traveller’s landscape considerably. To avoid narrowed options for dining, shortened hours at sites and reduced offerings for tours, choose alternative dates. However, for the culturally curious, there’s arguably no better time to experience Jordan. Join the celebration and delight your hosts with the season’s greeting: Ramadan kareem!
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EATING & DRINKING

Non-Muslim visitors are certainly not expected to fast – but don’t eat, drink or smoke in public during daylight hours – both to signal respect and to avoid reproaches, glares or even fines (though rarely levied on foreigners). While most restaurants close, plenty carry on welcoming diners in Amman and at tourist hubs. Sales of alcohol, however, cease for the entirety of the month, including at airports’ duty-free shops. Only select bars at top-tier hotels remain open (often room service only).



What is Ramadan?

The ninth and most sacred month of the Muslim calendar, Ramadan is the month of fasting (sawm), one of the Five Pillars. All Muslims physically able to do so are obliged to abstain from food, drink, smoking and sexual relations – from the crack of dawn until the sun goes down. Charitable giving (zakat), another Pillar, is also expected in heightened amounts during this month. It’s a time of prayerful reflection for the faithful and communal merriment for all.

Ramadan Days

Observant Muslims rise early for the pre-dawn meal (suhoor), some returning to sleep after the first prayer (fajr). It’s business as usual until the afternoon, when many offices and stores close early. Bus schedules (including JETT) are unchanged, but guides and drivers at sites may limit their services. Keep in mind that despite best efforts at patience, late afternoons can see hunger veer toward hanger for the observant. Indeed, during these final hours of the fast, heightened empathy will serve you well, fasting or not. Avoid being on the road during the frantic rush hour preceding sunset: traffic peaks and restaurants buzz with takeaway orders as people prepare to break the fast.

Ramadan Nights

The call to the sunset prayer (salat al-maghrib) brings the fast to a close with a collective sigh of gratitude. For many, iftar – the fast-breaking meal – is kept light (dates and water suffice), leaving the more substantive meal until after prayers. Often lined with fairy lights and lanterns, restaurants, cafes and sweet shops hum as the evening progresses, the festive vibes enhanced by a range of Ramadan-only specialities: among them qatayef (creamy, syrupy cakes), qamar ad-deen (apricot drink) and tamerhindi (tamarind drink). Many establishments offer special iftar menus, and some remain open until suhoor.





Sacred Jordan

Often overlooked as a place of pilgrimage, Jordan boasts a trove of sites holy to the Abrahamic trio, also known as ahl al-kitab: the ‘People of the Book’. Its ancient landscape – spanning from the Red Sea to the Dead Sea and adjoining Jerusalem (Al Quds) to the holy cities of the Hejaz, it’s intrinsically part of the Bible’s Holy Land as well as the ‘blessed neighbourhood’ of the Quran. Its sacred landmarks flag the footfall of the most eminent names in all of scripture, among them Job, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Elijah, John the Baptist, Jesus and Muhammad.


TOMBS OF THE COMPANIONS OF THE PROPHETS

The town of Mazar is the site of the momentous Battle of Mutʻa, an early Muslim victory in which several Companions of the Prophet fell as ‘martyrs’. They are now venerated here in an attractive, spacious compound: Jaʻfar bin Abi Talib (‘the Winged One’), cousin of the Prophet; Zayd ibn Al Haritha, the Prophet’s adopted son (mentioned in Quran 33:37); and the pious ʻAbdallah bin Rawahah. Companions are also linked to maqamat in Tafilah and the Jordan Valley, among the most prominent of these is Abu ʻUbaidah ibn Al Jarrah, a military commander named by the Prophet as ameen (‘Trusted One’).

Old Testament Sites

It’s roughly along Jordan’s King’s Highway that Moses and Aaron are believed to have wandered north, and from ancient Moab that Joshua launched his conquest into Canaan.

Moses’ Spring Two Jordanian sites, ‘Ain Musa (near Wadi Musa) and ‘Ayoun Musa (near Mt Nebo) are linked to the story of Moses smiting the rock to bring forth gushing water. Far more frequented is the site near Wadi Musa, marked with a domed shrine sheltering a pair of pools. Biblical reference: Numbers 20:11

The Tomb of Aaron A whitewashed, 14th-century shrine caps the summit of Mt Hor (Jebel Haroun), a few hours’ trek southwest of Petra. The spectacular site sees a trickle of pilgrims of all three Abrahamic faiths. A rival Muslim tradition, however, places the tomb in Egypt’s Sinai. Biblical reference: Numbers 20:23–28

Mt Nebo Panoramic point from which Moses is said to have glimpsed the Promised Land before his death. For most non-Protestant Christians, it’s also where Jeremiah hid the Ark of the Covenant (2 Maccabees 2:4–7). The nearby memorial church was erected over a 6th-century basilica. Biblical reference: Deuteronomy 32:49–52, 34:1–6

Lot’s Cave Just east of the Dead Sea Highway (near ancient Zoar), this is believed to be the spot where the Prophet laid with his daughters after his wife was turned to salt. Biblical reference: Genesis 19:30

THE AMMAN MESSAGE

In 2004, amid global furore over the essence of Islam, King Abdullah spearheaded a manifesto. While explicitly naming Jordan an ‘Islamic Nation’, it underlined common ground among faiths: ‘Denying the message of any one of them is a deviation from Islam’. Bearing hundreds of (hard-fought) signatures from influential leaders across the Muslim World, it aimed to counter extremism as well as Western misapprehensions of Islam. ‘Islam honors every human being, regardless of his color, race or religion’, it states, urging ‘the tolerance and forgiveness that express the nobility of the human being’. Such magnanimity rings true at Jordan’s diverse pilgrimage sites, generally welcoming curious visitors from across the religious spectrum.


BLESSED TREE OF BUQIYAWIYYA

Deep in the Eastern Desert, this patch of blessed shade is revered as a pit stop for the Prophet Muhammad, travelling as a boy in a caravan between Mecca and Damascus. The story traces to oral traditions collected after the Prophet’s death.

New Testament Sites

Jordan’s tiny Christian population (barely over 2%) belies an enviable wealth of Christian heritage sites. Most notably, Jesus’ disciples recorded his baptism in the waters of the River Jordan.

Bethany Beyond the Jordan This is Jordan’s most hallowed location for many Christians, a UNESCO-listed site where Jesus is believed to have been baptised at the hand of John the Baptist. It’s also claimed as the spot where Elijah ‘went up by a whirlwind into heaven’ after parting the river’s waters (2 Kings 2:1–11). Biblical references: Matthew 3:13–17

Umm Qais Known anciently as Gadara, this archaeological gem is linked to the story of Jesus casting devils into swine. Biblical reference: Mark 5:1-16; Luke 8:26–39

Machaerus Hilltop Machaerus, the ruined Castle of Herod Antipas, near the village of Mukawir, is named by Josephus as the site of John the Baptist’s beheading, ordered by Herod after the petitioning (and birthday dance performance) of his niece Salome. Biblical reference: Matthew 14:3–12

Madaba Mentioned in the Old Testament (Numbers 21:30), this bastion of Christianity is famed for its Byzantine heritage. Most notable is the Church of Saint George, housing an incredible, 6th-century mosaic map of the Holy Land. Other historic churches here include the Church of the Beheading of John the Baptist and the Church of the Apostles.

Islamic Sites

In addition to sharing reverence for biblical sites, Muslims – the vast bulk of Jordan’s remaining 98% – enjoy dozens more holy sites. It was here that Islam first exploded beyond Arabia, crushing the Byzantine armies. Maqamat (shrines) of Muslim figures abound, ranging from tiny, cubic blocks to sprawling, mosque-mausoleum complexes. Counted among Jordan’s illustrious passers-through is the Prophet Muhammad himself, not least on his celebrated ‘Night Journey’.

Cave of the Seven Sleepers On the outskirts of Amman, this is one of several sites variously pegged as the site of a miraculous 300-year sleep. Quranic reference: 18:9–25

Tomb of Hud This small maqam near Jerash honours the Prophet Hud, described in the Quran as having warned the ancient Arabian tribe of ‘Ad (which certain scholars have linked to Wadi Rum). He is said to have prayed in a cave beside the site’s newly built mosque. Quranic reference: 11:50–60

Tomb of Nuh (Noah) Many Muslims place the Prophet of the Flood’s tomb near Karak, a tradition noted by Arab historian Ibn Kathir in the 14th century. The small shrine here was first built in the Mamluk era. Quranic reference: 7:59–61, 71:1–28

Prophetic Tombs of As Salt A number of important maqamat are sprinkled around the town of As Salt, venerating, among others, Yusha’ (Joshua) and Ayoub (Job). About 15km south of town are the popular tombs of Shu’ayb (sometimes identified as Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law), doubly revered in the Druze tradition, and the enigmatic, immortal Prophet Al Khadr. Associated with St George, the latter complex sees Muslim and Christian pilgrims.


CONTESTED SITES

Jordan’s places of pilgrimage are points of theological and historical debate. Some Muslims, citing traditionally held sayings of the Prophet, consider them un-Islamic. But the tradition of visiting such sites in Islam is long and, according to other Muslims, backed by the Quran. Meanwhile, historical verification of the sites (and the events to which they’re linked) is often elusive. Job, for example, is also supposedly buried in Oman, Syria, Lebanon and Türkiye. Arguably, however, it’s the pilgrims’ devotion that lends these sites their spiritual power.







Women Travellers

Plenty of women have traversed Jordan alone while thoroughly relishing the experience. That said, a significant array of challenges pertains uniquely to women here. Expect curious stares, flirtatious chitchat and the occasional catcall or off-putting stares – but don’t allow any individual to mar your time in Jordan. Explore with confidence.
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STAYING SAFE

While Jordan is generally as safe as it is welcoming, female – and particularly solo female – travellers should exercise caution and common sense. Stick to well-lit, public spaces. Opt for private rather than public beaches. Wear sunglasses to avoid meeting strangers’ leers; a wedding ring can help engender respect and avert or deflect proposals. When sampling nightlife, stick with a group, have a plan and heed your intuition.

Dress

Both to show respect and ward off stares, wearing non-revealing, loose-fitting clothing is advised in the strongest terms – particularly beyond West Amman and other hubs well accustomed to foreign travellers. To minimise unwanted attention, cover down to at least the elbows and knees. Sandals are fine. Keep long hair tied back and be prepared to cover it at places of worship (scarves are often provided).

Getting Around

Stick to registered taxis – or Uber in Amman; its drivers are reliant on ratings. Sit in the back. Conversely, when riding servees (shared taxis), you’ll generally be given the front. Similar measures to keep you apart from men apply on local buses.

Harassment

While it’s often best to ignore passing hisses and hoots, more persistent pestering may warrant a response. Attract the attention and sympathy of bystanders by calling out ‘imshi’ (get lost) – but stay calm. In cases of assault, always call or report to the police.


SEGREGATED SPACES

The idea of a woman travelling alone remains befuddling for many. Largely informed by crude conceptions of foreign women as debauched, both Jordanian men and women may wonder at the solo female wandering their city streets. Even such a pedestrian act as this can be seen to carry a certain lower-class stigma, even an air of scandal. Women of adequate means in Jordan are expected to stick to private spaces, even in public – for the sake of reputation as much as of safety.



WOMEN’S RIGHTS

For Jordanian women, obstructions litter the road to equal standing with Jordanian men. Marriage and, sometimes, international travel require male permission. A Muslim woman can’t marry a non-Muslim (a male can), while a female’s ‘immorality’ can lighten an assailant’s sentence. Beyond marriage and divorce, uphill battles include custody, inheritance, health care and labour. Despite the 2017 repeal of the ‘marry your rapist’ loophole, the practice remains ingrained, as do widespread views on gender, undermining quota systems for parliamentary seats and female guides. The 2022 addition of ‘Jordanian women’ (al-urduniat) to the constitution was highly contentious, underlining a front between activist calls for equality and more conservative calls – a bulwark against what’s seen as a Western agenda of female empowerment.





Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours fluctuate widely across Jordan, so take this list as a rough guide. Fridays and Saturdays comprise Jordan’s weekend. For Jordan’s top tourist sites, check current hours at jordanpass.jo.

Banks 8.30am–3pm Sunday–Thursday

Government offices 8am–3pm Sunday–Thursday

Cafes 9am–midnight

Restaurants noon–midnight

Shops 9am–9pm (from 11am Friday; often closing 2–4pm)

Ramadan

The month of Ramadan (ending with Eid al-Fitr) sees shortened daytime hours extended at night.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone GMT+3

Country code 962

Emergency number 911

Population 11.34 million




Weights & Measures

Jordan follows the metric system, using the Ottoman term dunum in place of decare (1000m2).

Smoking

Smoking and vaping are banned at indoor public places.



Electricity

Type F 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Jordan observes eight official holidays, when most businesses are closed. The following have fixed dates:

New Year 1 January

Labour Day 1 May

Independence Day 25 May

Christmas 25 December

ISLAMIC HOLIDAYS

As they’re set by the lunar Muslim calendar, the timing of Jordan’s official Islamic holidays vary. The following are tentative:

2025 | 2026 | 2027 | 2028

Eid al-Fitr (4 days) 30 March| 21 March| 9 March| 26 February

Eid al-Adha (4 days) 6 June| 27 May| 16 May| 5 May

Muharram (New Year) 26 June| 16 June| 6 June| 25 May

Mawlid an-Nabi 4 September| 25 August| 14 August| 3 August





Language

Most of the following phrases are in MSA (Modern Standard Arabic), which is the official language of the Arab world. There are significant differences between MSA and the colloquial Arabic varieties spoken. Arabic is written from right to left in Arabic script.


Basics

[image: jpg]

Directions
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Signs
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Time
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Emergencies
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NUMBERS

1

١
waa·hed

2

٢
it·nayn/ti·nayn

3

٣
ta·laa·teh

4

٤
ar·ba’a

5

٥
kham·seh

6

٦
sit·teh

7

٧
sab·’a

8

٨
ta·man·yeh

9

٩
tis·’a

10

١٠
’ash·reh





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

There are hundreds, including sugar, cotton, coffee, atlas, assassin, algebra and alcohol.



Hospitality in Arabic

A familiar greeting in Jordan (and across the Arabic-speaking world) is ahlan wasahlan, often translated in English simply as ‘welcome’ – though it reflects a more familial warmth. Combing ahl (‘family’) with sahl (‘ease’), the phrase could be alternatively translated as ‘take it easy and be as one of the family,’ a rather gracious notion.

Dialects

Naturally, Jordanian Arabic falls within its regional variety, Levantine Arabic, and is thus quite closely related to Palestinian, Lebanese and Syrian Arabic dialects. There are great regional differences within Jordan, particularly between the more Levantine Jordanian Arabic of Amman and the Bedouin dialects of the desert.


10 Phrases to Sound Like a Local

What’s up? – shoo·fee maa·fee?

All good (response) – ta·maam

What’s new? – shoo lakh·bar?

I’m fine (Thank God) – lham·du·lil·laa

Thank you (for a favour) – yis·lem·oo

You’re welcome – ha·la ha·la

Sure, absolutely – a·keed

See you later! – ba·shoo·fak (f.: ba·shoo·fik)

Come on, let’s go – yal·la

God willing – In·sha’ al·lah



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

Among difficult sounds for non-Arabic speakers are the letters ‘ayn’ (ع; often designated in English simply as ‘), pronounced by constricting the back of the throat; and ‘kh’ (خ), a throatier version of the ‘ch’ in a Scottish loch.

WHO SPEAKS ARABIC?

Spoken from Morocco to Iraq, Arabic’s spread has the Umayyads in large part to thank, having made it the official language of the empire around the turn of the 8th century CE. Among the five most spoken languages on Earth, it is today an official language in 24 countries.
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Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Jordan life





A History of Jordan in 15 Places

From the days of the very first human settlements, Jordan has been swept up in the rise and fall of civilisations and empires.

Paul Stafford

Meet the Jordanians

Perennially late, always willing to lend a hand or advice and genuine almost to a fault.
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Jordan by Hand

Jordan’s heritage crafts are given a new lease of life through sustainable tourism initiatives.

Paul Stafford

Jordan’s Archaeological Work

We owe much of what we know about Jordan’s past to two centuries of fruitful archaeological discovery.

Paul Stafford

Graphite Borders, Stone Cities

With many ancient cities but few old ones, Jordan is a historical anomaly with a fascinating story.

Sanad Tabbaa

Bedouin of Wadi Rum

For centuries the Bedouin have evoked fascination, admiration, envy and fear.

Anthon Jackson

Water Woes & Climate Change

Climate change threatens to exacerbate the country’s already precarious relationship with nature.

Jason Ruffin
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A HISTORY OF JORDAN IN
15 PLACES

From the days of the very first human settlements, Jordanian territory, at the junction between Africa, Europe and Asia, has been swept up in the rise and fall of civilisations and empires. Ancient ruins, many still awaiting thorough excavation, litter the landscape like watermarks of the past, reminding you that there are many past iterations of Jordan, beyond the one you see today. By Paul Stafford


MODERN HUMAN (HOMO sapiens) migration to the lands now known as Jordan likely began around 80,000 (but possibly up to 130,000) years ago. Jordan’s comparatively greener western half lies within the Fertile Crescent, a boomerang wedge of land stretching between modern-day Iran, up through southern Türkiye and down to the Mediterranean of Israel and the Palestinian Territories. It was here, between 14,000 and 10,000 years ago, that humans first began to abandon their nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyles, instead developing settlements, domesticating animals and planting crops such as figs, olives and cereals.

From the moment civilisations were advanced enough to control territory, chunks of Jordan were always part of somewhere else: Moabite, Greek, Roman, Abbasid or Ottoman. As with all civilisations, conflict was never far away. Empires swelled and burst, fuelling many early histories with tales of grand armies and heroic acts of survival. This is the point where the story of Jordan’s past starts to become observable through religious texts, archaeological findings and, in the Roman era, the first documents of history. It was not until 1946, when the British and French empires crudely carved up the region they ruled at the time, that the independent Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan was internationally recognised. But the true story of Jordan has tendrils far back in time.

1. The Dead Sea

GEOLOGICAL STAGE-SETTING

Roughly 20 million years ago, divergent movements of the Arabian and African tectonic plates tore a fissure in the Earth’s carapace that would one day become known as the Jordan Rift, marking the northernmost part of the Great Rift Valley. Within it, at 420m (1378ft) below sea level (the lowest land point on Earth), the Dead Sea formed. While the water was too salty for sustenance, the rivers feeding into it were lifelines in an otherwise arid environment. This would have attracted wildlife, which in turn made it a rich hunting ground for early humans. Remnants of many important ancient settlements are sited along it.

For more, see here.

2. Bayda

THE FIRST SETTLEMENTS

Jordan’s history of human settlement is that of humanity. Remnants of the first settled villages – marking our first shift away from hunter-gatherer lifestyles to more settled, agrarian ones – can be seen across Jordan, though many of them are little-known Neolithic sites in remote patches of the countryside. An example, and one of the more accessible sites, is Bayda, 10km north of Petra, which has a series of fascinating ruins dating back to 7000 BCE. Evidence of human ingenuity can be seen in the evolution of house building here: the earlier structures were round, while some of the later homes were larger, rectangular, and two storeys high.

For more, see here.

3. The King’s Highway

TRADE ARTERY

The earliest civilisations started to form in the Middle East around 5000 BCE. The development of more sophisticated forms of farming led to food surpluses, which in turn created space for further societal growth and innovation. By around 2500 BCE, the Mesopotamian, Anatolian and Ancient Egyptian civilisations were all flourishing. The Levant was thus perfectly placed to benefit from the opening of trade between their flourishing neighbours. Caravans trundled along the King’s Highway, laden with frankincense, pearls and spices, although these seem almost incidental to the ideas, knowledge and inventions imported by traders. It’s little surprise that this eventually inspired the Nabataeans to create cities of great beauty later on.

For more, see here.
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4. Pella

CIVILISATIONAL CROSS-SECTION

Pella was among the first notable cities to emerge in Jordan. The site represents 6000 years of history, offering a tidy overview of the varied human phases of Jordan’s past. Ruins here are attributed to the Neolithic period as well as the Chalcolithic, Bronze and Iron ages. There’s a Canaanite temple, a Byzantine church and Ancient Greek ruins. Greek Pella endured well beyond Alexander the Great’s empire as part of the semi-autonomous union of Transjordanian cities known as Decapolis, which paid allegiance to the Roman general Pompey.

For more, see here.

5. Petra

TO THE WONDER

Capital of the Nabataean Kingdom, Petra was likely inhabited for thousands of years, with evidence of Jordan’s oldest known settlements, such as Bayda, found a few kilometres north. The name Petra may be derived from the Greek word for rock, but a play on the word for sand would feel just as appropriate. Plenty of both dominate a settlement that lay largely uninhabited, other than by local Bedouin people, since the 8th century. These days its remarkable beauty is appreciated anew, although the land is mostly barren and the clever Nabataean water-control infrastructure that once sustained 30,000 inhabitants is no longer used.

For more, see here.

6. Umm Qais

DECAPOLIS CENTRAL

Umm Qais is the city formerly known as Gadara, a key settlement in the Greco-Roman federation known as Decapolis, which served as middleman in the Middle East. Largely independent as a result (apart from a brief spell when King Herod the Great ruled over the city, consolidating the Kingdom of Judea for Rome), the decline came as a result of trade routes moving elsewhere. Given that its hilltop location provides views of Jordan and the surrounding countries, it’s little surprise that the Ottomans later reinvigorated the settlement, although the village they built is now also in ruins.

For more, see here.


7. Jerash & Philadelphia

ROMAN SPLENDOUR

Even today, in its ruinous state, it’s easy to see that Jerash was once a mighty and thriving city. Theatres and hammams abound, dotting the land either side of the impressive colonnaded streets, whose stones are worn and warped but still impressively preserved. Further south in Amman, the remains of Philadelphia are enveloped by the modern city. The Roman Theatre is in exquisite condition. Built in 140 CE, it contains 6000 seats and cuts a handsome figure in the hillside, surrounded by modern roads and buildings. The Roman Citadel, on the hillside facing it, affords the best views of the theatre.

For more, see here and here.

8. Mt Nebo & Bethany Beyond the Jordan

BIBLICAL SITES

Moses’ final act? The baptism site of Jesus Christ? Whether or not you’re sceptical of the timelines in any or all religious historical tales, the melding of doctrine and place is inescapable in Jordan. Bona fide archaeology has determined a significant human presence at both Nebo and Bethany thousands of years ago. At Mt Nebo, there’s evidence of early funerary practices, partly leading to the belief that Moses was laid to rest here. Bethany Beyond the Jordan was also name-checked in the Bible, with archaeologists uncovering remains of some of the oldest known churches and baptism pools. These, coupled with accounts from early pilgrims and biblical descriptions, suggest this was Jesus’ baptismal site.

For more, see here and here.

9. St George’s Church, Madaba

MESMERISING MOSAICS

In Madaba, a 6th-century floor mosaic, believed to originally consist of two million individual pieces, depicts a map of the Middle East. Much was lost in an earthquake in 747 CE, one in a series of quakes in the region that destroyed the Byzantine church housing it, along with many Jordanian cities. What remains of the mosaic forms the oldest known map of the Middle East, charting the key biblical sites. More recently, in the late 19th century, Madaba returned to its Christian roots when a few hundred Arab Christians were forced to leave their homes in the Karak region, reviving the town that had remained mostly empty since that fateful earthquake.

For more, see here.

10. Desert Castles

UMAYYAD TO THE ABBASID CALIPHATES

The caliphates that followed the death of the Islamic Prophet Muhammad saw Islam firmly take root in Iran, the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula and swathes of northern Africa and Central Asia, and even as far as the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal). Both Qusayr Amra and Qasr al-Harranah (also known as Qasr Kharana) are Desert Castles built to defend the land, but also to serve as royal palaces. As such, they serve as fine examples of both military architecture of the time as well as early Islamic art.

For more, see here.

11. The Crusader Castles

CRUSADERS ARRIVE

Christianity may have emanated from the Middle East, but when it returned centuries later, it was militarised in the form of Crusaders, who coupled their so-called holy conquest with the might and mercenaries of the kings in France, Germany, England and beyond. Once his forces gained a foothold in the Jordan region, Crusader King Baldwin I and his Franks prioritised the securing of the road between Damascus and Cairo (now the King’s Highway). Montreal Castle (Shobak) went up first in 1115, followed by Karak in 1142. By 1189, the full route was back under Muslim control, after the successful sieges of Crusader castles by Saladin’s forces.

For more, see here and here.

12. Ajloun Castle

RISE OF THE AYYUBID DYNASTY

After Saladin (founder of the Ayyubid dynasty) defeated the Crusaders, he ordered a castle or two of his own to be built, in an attempt to prevent any return of the christianity-bearing Franks to the region. The result was Ajloun Castle, first completed in 1188, then enlarged. While the perceived threat from the west receded, the Mongols swept in from the east, destroying Ajloun in 1260. The Mamluks rebuilt the castle and it later passed into Ottoman hands.

For more, see here.
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13. Martyrs’ Memorial Museum, Amman

CONFLICT IN THE MODERN AGE

Jordanian independence came in 1946 at the end of a long road, although a key turning point was arguably the Arab Revolt of 1916, in which TE Lawrence and the (not entirely selflessly) British-backed Arab armies stormed Aqaba and the Hejaz Railway to overthrow Ottoman rule. What followed were decades of wrangling, bookended between world wars, that culminated in an independent Jordan in 1946. Many Arabs felt cheated in 1948 by the creation of a Jewish national homeland across the Jordan River in Palestine, where around 90% of the population were of Arab Muslim distinction at the time. What followed were many years of armed struggle between Israel and its neighbours. The Martyrs’ Memorial Museum in Amman is more about memorial and less about vindication. Today Jordan is a relatively peaceful island in a sea of instability, where religion is generally practised with a moderate’s rather than zealot’s interpretation.

For more, see here.

14. As-Salt

OTTOMAN CAPITAL

In 2021, As-Salt (often referred to simply as Salt) became the sixth Jordanian site to be inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List. The recognition was in part thanks to the remarkably harmonious, non-segregated way of life between Muslims and Christians in the city, and in part due to its uniquely preserved Ottoman architecture. During that period, Salt was the administrative capital and was in contention for Transjordanian capital before Amman was ultimately chosen. The result is that the old town’s 18th-century buildings remain largely preserved intact, frozen in time.

For more, see here.

15. Azraq

PLANS AND CHALLENGES

Azraq’s life-giving aquifers are crucial in the supply of water to Amman. But aridity is such these days that water has to be artificially pumped back in again to revivify the wetlands each year. It is both a symbol of the growing environmental challenges that Jordan (one of the driest countries in the world) faces and the bizarrely brazen hope that, with technology, a lack of water is but a flesh wound on the body of progress. In 2023 tentative plans were announced to build a brand new capital in the Black Desert, east of Amman, midway between it and Azraq.

For more, see here.





MEET THE
JORDANIANS

Perennially late, always willing to lend a hand or advice, and genuine almost to a fault, we take life spontaneously and without overthinking it. Sanad Tabbaa introduces his people.


LIKE ANY OTHER people, Jordanians are paradoxical. We’re staunchly individualistic yet we value community. We’re exceedingly friendly and hospitable, yet we appreciate extreme bluntness. And though we can be quite opinionated, we enjoy testing those opinions through debate.

Although it’s a very small country, there is quite a lot of variety in Jordanian accents. The main difference is between the northern, more Levantine urbanites, and the southern, more Gulf-oriented townsfolk. Northerners’ accents tend more towards Syrian, closer to an Arabic drawl, while southerners’ accents skew closer to Saudi Arabic. It’s an odd linguistic gradient going from north to south; from the lilting, drawling characteristically Levantine speech, down to the harsh and glottal Gulf speech.

The Jordanian identity is quite new, so many tend to also identify with their towns, their pre-1920s roots or their tribes. There are Circassians, Druze, Palestinians from 1948 or 1967, Syrian Jordanians, Iraqi Jordanians, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Regionally, there are Karakis, Saltis, and Madabawis, among many more. Though differences do exist, with each family and town having a different reputation, history and background, the similarities far outweigh the differences.

Demographically, most of us are Sunni Muslim, and those who aren’t are usually Christian, split among Catholics, Maronites and Greek Orthodox. In general Jordanians tend to take religion quite seriously, often remain devout and consider themselves committed, if sometimes lax, believers. All in all, religion is a topic best avoided during casual discussion.

Not all Arabs!

About 95% of citizens identify as Arabs, with the major sub-groups being Jordanians, the Bedouin, Palestinians, Iraqis, Syrians and Egyptians. The remaining 5% mostly identify as Armenians, Chechens, Circassians, Assyrians, Druze, Kurds or the Dom (a nomadic community like the Roma).

There are around 11 million Jordanians, most of whom are 25 or younger, not counting refugees. Unfortunately, the lack of job opportunities and weak economy have created a brain drain, so it’s not unusual to meet a Jordanian who has spent time abroad. The situation is exacerbated by our hosting of refugees, as Jordan hosts the second greatest number of refugees per capita in the world. Though the economy and prospects are sub-optimal, something brings us back here.

It might be family, as we tend to maintain strong links with our extended families, which themselves can be very large. Maybe it’s our love for a good, strong, unfiltered Arabic coffee. Maybe it’s because we take hosting, and respect for our guests, as absolutely paramount. In any case, it’s very possible that the peak Jordanian moment is a large group of family and guests around a lunch table, completely stuffed with mezze, sipping coffee, and fighting about the bill. It’s probably because we miss exactly that.

That’s all to say that in general we’re hospitable, direct, loud, talkative and often broke. Expect warmth, curiosity and extremely strange conversations.
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I’M A JORDANIAN

My parents were living in Montreal, Canada, when I was born but we moved back to Amman when I was a few months old, allegedly annoying everybody for the whole 12-hour flight. It’s difficult to define what it means to be Jordanian, but with one grandparent of Syrian roots, one Egyptian grandparent and two that hail from Jordanian towns, I suspect I average out.

Many Jordanians can trace their histories from before the borders were drawn, with backgrounds that range from Ancient Greek merchants, Tunisians stranded in a town on the way to the hajj, Syrian merchants exiled by the French or other, often intriguing, tales. This is because the Jordanian people are the curious amalgamation of the history of the Middle East, due to our central location and welcoming attitude towards migrants and refugees. Whatever our roots may be, today we’re all Jordanians and proud.







JORDAN
BY HAND

Jordan’s heritage crafts are given a new lease of life through sustainable tourism initiatives, which are helping to channel money into once-isolated creative communities. By Paul Stafford.


WHEREVER YOU GO in Jordan, creativity flourishes in the workshops of mosaic technicians, jewellery makers, weavers and embroiderers. It’s present in the clack-clack of a wooden loom, bringing life and colour to a kilim; the musky smell of soaked hides in a goat-leather workshop; or the glint of silver as it is crafted into a ring or necklace. Like any country that attracts tourism, there is a lot of tat out there. But discerning shopping can find you a cherished keepsake, handmade by a craftsperson who will see a good portion of the fee that you paid for it.

Handcrafting History

From figurines made of reeds and lime plaster 8500 years ago, and elaborate mosaic floors created by the Romans and Byzantines, through to the kilim you’ll see being hand-woven throughout the country, Jordan has always had a creative streak. But much of what remains unique to the Jordanian creative idiom comes from local Bedouin communities.

Jewellery is particularly important to traditional Bedouin culture. In the past, Bedouin women received their first pieces of jewellery at marriage, which would go on to form the foundation of their collection. It would gradually expand as pieces were added, perhaps brought back from the hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, coming to demonstrate a Bedouin woman’s wealth and status. Silver was commonly used, often inlaid with gemstones including agate, carnelian and amber. Links made of coral, known as Murjan, were also common.

While jewellery making still thrives, embroidery is seen as a dying art. Embroidery was once a crucial skill for teenage girls, who would practise their craft by embroidering the clothes they would later wear as married women. These days, the skill is being snuffed out by easy access to cheap clothing. Nevertheless, older generations still work hard to impart their knowledge to younger people, and fine embroidery work is still sold primarily in two forms: roza cross-stitch patterns in red thread on traditional white dresses, and silk-thread floral designs on various keepsakes, such as shawls and purses.

Moving Mosaics

Jordan’s crucial position along historic pilgrimage and trade routes meant one thing: cultural diffusion. Traders and pilgrims, as well as successive empires, came and went, but some left behind veritable vestiges of their presence, including mosaics. Centuries-old Roman and Byzantine floors are still being unearthed, particularly around Madaba; as a result the Jordanian government established the Madaba Institute for Mosaic Art & Restoration (Mimar), which offers a two-year diploma specialising in mosaic restoration, conservation and creation.

‘The first thing you’ll learn here is the old Roman way to make mosaics, the indirect way,’ says Saeb Husain, a graduate of the mosaic school. The indirect way is more time-consuming, but allows for corrections before it is finalised, ensuring a higher-quality mosaic. Visit the school’s workshop and you’ll witness graduates producing mosaics to be sold, snapping off small squares of limestone (which is sourced from local mountains) with metal pincers from long cubic rods. These tesserae are then assembled into intricate designs of Jordanian life and iconography.

‘Mosaics here have a special serial number, so everything is registered,’ says Saeb. That means you can purchase a piece of art that has a known creator, to whom much of your payment will go.
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Kilim & Other Handicrafts

In the remote community of Mukawir, the organisation Bani Hamida perpetuates the country’s long-established history of weaving rugs and carpets. Commonly known as kilim, these rugs are hand-woven, using designs that often date back to the Byzantine era. Started in 1985 with only a dozen weavers, the Bani Hamida initiative now employs hundreds of local women, while passing on crucial kilim-making skills to younger generations. Although these days, young women from the community are just as likely to go to university as work at home.

Other mementoes commonly encountered in Jordan include fragrant soaps, such as those from Ajloun made from olive oil and local botanicals such as laurel and pomegranate. Further south, beside the Dead Sea, the olive-oil base is combined with camel milk and sea salt. Sand art in the form of paintings or in bottles is also common, as are ceramics and pottery, while copperware utensils such as Turkish coffee pots hint at the country’s history of copper mining, particularly around Feynan. More unusual are the painted ostrich eggs sold at Shaumari.

Enter the NGOs

In addition to Bani Hamida and Mimar, many NGOs have taken active roles in fuelling and promoting Jordan’s craft heritage. Throughout Jordan, the RSCN works, not only to preserve the country’s most unique natural spaces, but to promote the continued production of traditional crafts. Beside their Wild Jordan centre in Amman, shops within the visitor centres of RSCN-run national parks (Azraq, Ajloun, Dana, Mujib and Wadi Rum) sell products made locally. For example, in Dana the RSCN employs local Bedouin, giving them a workspace and resources to carry out their work, including jewellery, candle making and goat-leather workshops.

When it comes to buying directly from these organisations, you’ll find the largest concentration of stores in Amman, including top-quality kilim and embroidery from the Jordan River Foundation, quality ceramics from Beit al Bawadi, and handmade pottery and paper products at the Iraq al-Amir Women’s Cooperative, which was founded by the Noor al Hussein Foundation.

Top Tips: Buying Handicrafts in Jordan

It’s illegal to export anything over 100 years old from Jordan. Many items branded ‘antique’ in Jordan are often fakes. Consult the Customs Department (customs.gov.jo) website if you’re unsure.

Love it or hate it, haggling is a necessary part of the purchasing process (with the rare exception of a few places where prices are fixed). A general rule is that the price first quoted you will be somewhere between half again or even double the price the vendor is willing to sell at, so go in low, but not so ridiculously low that it makes a mockery of the process. Be willing to walk away with a polite ‘No thank you’. Sometimes this is an effective final gambit to get something at the price you’re willing to pay.

Many vendors place a lot of emphasis on the auspiciousness of the day’s first sale, meaning that shopping earlier can sometimes be more effective.

Look out for TAG Tax Free signs, which signal that sales tax on all purchases is refundable for non-Jordanian citizens. Keep your receipts if you spend between JD50 and JD500 at these registered shops and present the purchases along with the receipts to customs officers at the airport. Here, you’ll fill a relevant form, which you then take to the TAG Tax Free window for a refund on the 16% sales tax.





JORDAN’S
ARCHAEOLOGICAL WORK

We owe much of what we know about Jordan’s past to two centuries of fruitful archaeological discovery. The work is still as vital as ever, and for those keen to take a more active role, you can join an amateur dig and enjoy a hands-on connection with Jordanian antiquity. By Paul Stafford


HUMANS HAVE ROAMED the land we now call Jordan for hundreds of thousands of years. Some of the first established human settlements were built here, starting around 9500 years ago, while hunter-gatherers formed seasonal camps and reared livestock such as goats as far back as 20,000 years ago. Through the millennia, empires and religions rose and fell, inspiring the foundation and growth of cities, each one leaving its signature in stone. Jordan’s past offers an exciting prospect to archaeologists, both at the professional and amateur level.

A Brief History of Archaeology in Jordan

The process of archaeological discovery in Jordan was turbo-charged in 1812, when the Swiss explorer Jean Louis Burckhardt talked his way into Petra, becoming the first outsider to see the ancient city and report back on it in centuries. Long before this moment, the wider region was keenly etched into western imaginations through various passages in the Bible, which detail King Herod’s fortress, Moses at Mt Nebo, and Lot’s Cave near the Dead Sea. The Torah and Quran also feature places that lie within the country’s modern borders, with plenty of crossover between the three religious texts, including Jebel Haroun, aka Mt Hor. As with Petra, many important early discoveries were made by explorers, or missionaries such as FA Klein, who uncovered the Mesha Stele in Dhiban in 1868. Thankfully, he took a squeeze (papier-mâché impression) of its inscription because the stone was subsequently destroyed.

By the turn of the 20th century, growing interest in Jordan saw western European and American archaeologists comb the country, leading to a slew of discoveries. Even TE Lawrence (he of Arabia) acquired his earlier experiences in Jordan through digs while he was an archaeology student, before later taking a more active role in contemporaneous issues.

As Jordan grew into its independence after 1946, domestic interest and opportunity grew in the region’s archaeology as a means of understanding the country’s past, therefore consolidating a sense of national identity. Displays at the Jordan Museum in Amman are a testament to the remarkable discoveries made by Jordanian and international archaeologists since that time. These include a portion of the Dead Sea Scrolls (first discovered by a Bedouin shepherd in 1947) and the 9000-year-old Ain Ghazal figures, still the world’s oldest known statues, discovered in 1983.

The discoveries keep coming. In 2022, archaeologists discovered a Neolithic campsite with a 9000-year-old carved shrine. It is thought that only a fraction of Petra’s mysteries is known, but much more is knowable. A huge platform for a long-lost structure was discovered there in 2016. Meanwhile, what is thought to be the world’s oldest church was only discovered in Rihab (northeast of Jerash) in 2008, beneath a more recent church. This suggests major discoveries are yet to be made.

[image: jpg]

Lot’s Cave | HUW JONES/GETTY IMAGES ©

The Past Is Present

From the mighty Roman Theatre taking pride of place in downtown Amman to the lovingly preserved Nabataean capital of Petra, it often feels as though Jordan is one vast open-air museum. Even for the casual visitor, Jordan’s ruins can inflame the imagination, provoking questions around how people lived and what these ancient sites may have looked like when fully formed. You’ll frequently encounter relics that have no description: goats sheltering in a rock-cut dwelling, dolmen surrounded by poppy-inflected scrubland, or the occasional carcass of a Byzantine church on a lonely hillside. Each contains whispers of a life and purpose long forgotten. And ruins can appear at the least expected of moments.

Once, when I was hiking through the hilly countryside north of Ajloun, the path came to a rocky outcrop shaded by wild pistachio trees. Stopping for a minute to hydrate, my guide pointed out an unusual pile of rocks and it was immediately obvious that they once formed a home. When I looked back at the landscape we’d just walked through, my eyes began to attune to the layout of a small town, shaken to its foundations by one of the many earthquakes that blighted the area.

Archaeologists have still not found their way to this remote Ajloun site. Further into the skeletal town, we could see that some of the larger homes were built around natural caves, their entrances now buried under centuries of debris and dust. Here, fresh holes dug in the sienna dirt suggested the uncultured scrapings of amateur treasure hunters. There remains a vast, global black market for antiquities, fuelled by unscrupulous wealth and supplied by the looting of sites such as this.

Limited resources for the archaeological community mean only the prime sites in Jordan invite extended digs. This poses a quandary, because throughout the country, there are many ruins that have yet to be fully excavated, if at all. Each one is potentially a chapter missing from the country’s story. As time passes, the chances that someone else will get to anything of value first increase, depriving the public of the light such artefacts can shed.

Elsewhere, partially excavated ruins stand windswept in an otherwise-empty countryside, archaeologists having already passed through. On a low hill to the east of Shobak, Khirbet al Dawsaq is a small cluster of ruined buildings in an otherwise bare, stony terrain. The ruins aren’t enough to construe a guidebook entry per se, but to the history buff visiting Shobak’s castle, they’re worth a detour. Successive digs, since al Dawsaq was first recorded in 1864, failed to concretely ascertain its use, until 2009, when excavations by the French Institute of the Near East (IFPO, Institut français du ProcheOrient) discovered evidence to support the theory that it was a medieval hammam. Part of the site was subsequently destroyed by careless developers. This demonstrates the value and ongoing importance of archaeological work in Jordan, bringing the past into better focus before it’s erased for good.

How to Get Involved in a Dig

In 2023, it was announced that there are 15,000 registered archaeological sites in Jordan. While only a handful are being excavated at any given time, there’s scope for your involvement.

To most people, spending a couple of weeks painstakingly removing layers of dirt lacks the swashbuckling pizazz of archaeology’s silver-screen depictions. Even less so, when you consider that amateur digs are only usually accessible on a voluntary basis and require you to pay a participation fee. But the chance to bring to light a decorated shard of Roman amphora, a necklace made of agate and carnelian gemstones, or the foundations of a Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) home – where some of the first families to ever live in a settled community loved, mourned and laughed – is reward enough for many.

Nabataeans, Crusaders and Romans have all left their watermarks in the soil. Figuring out the era that you’d like to dig into can help narrow down your options. Then there are the different dig teams. Universities, Muslim, Christian or Jewish organisations and NGOs all work in conjunction with the Jordanian government and local experts to exhume the country’s past.

Volunteering positions are usually limited on any given dig to a couple of people. Successful applicants will need to demonstrate some relevant skills or expertise, such as photography, Arabic-speaking abilities or previous experience. Much like a job interview, you’ll be expected to demonstrate a passion and knowledge for the area of research, a willingness to commit to the dig’s minimum duration, plus an ability to work well in a team. As befits the discipline, there’s a degree of rigour to the hiring process and unsuccessful applications are common. Persistence and advanced planning pay off.

Here is a selection of organisations that occasionally run programmes welcoming volunteers:

American Center for Oriental Research (acorjordan.org) Runs digs across the country, including major sites such as Petra, although volunteer fieldwork opportunities are restricted to less sensitive sites.

American Society of Overseas Research (asor.org) Non-profit organisation dedicated to researching Middle Eastern cultures.

Archaeological Institute of America (archaeological.org) Operates a vast fieldwork program across the globe, occasionally with projects in the Middle East. The AIA is well established and an invaluable source of information.

Biblical Archaeology Society (biblicalarchaeology.org/digs) Good choice for shorter volunteer digs (starting at one week) at biblical sites across the region. Also produces the Biblical Archaeological Review magazine.

Council for British Research in the Levant (cbrl.ac.uk) Excellent collection of periodicals and books at their Amman Institute, sponsored by the British Academy.

La Sierra University (lasierra.edu) This Seventh-day Adventist university in California runs digs with placements for non-students willing to commit to at least three weeks.

University of Jordan (archaeology.ju.edu.jo) This university’s School of Archaeology and Tourism is a good contact point for anybody looking for upcoming volunteering opportunities.

University of Sydney (neaf.sydney.edu.au/volunteer-at-pella) A highly respected organisation running digs every few years with some volunteer places open to the public.

THE CHANCE TO BRING TO LIGHT A DECORATED SHARD OF ROMAN AMPHORA, A NECKLACE MADE OF AGATE AND CARNELIAN GEMSTONES, OR THE FOUNDATIONS OF A PRE-POTTERY NEOLITHIC (PPN) HOME – WHERE SOME OF THE FIRST FAMILIES TO EVER LIVE IN A SETTLED COMMUNITY LOVED, MOURNED AND LAUGHED – IS REWARD ENOUGH FOR MANY.
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GRAPHITE BORDERS,
STONE CITIES

With many ancient cities but few old ones, Jordan is a historical anomaly with a fascinating story. By Sanad Tabbaa


LIKE MOST MIDDLE Eastern history, the history of Jordan is complex, contentious and controversial. To tell the story as effectively as possible, it’s best to look at the vague region of the Ottoman Empire, later to be called Jordan, in the mid-1800s.

Before Jordan

The Ottomans relied on provincialising the local Arabs around major urban centres, which they directly controlled (called mutasarrifates such as the Mutassarifate of Jerusalem), or within larger vilayets (provinces) that had some degree of autonomy, such as the Vilayet of Syria.

The area that would later become Jordan was split among many administrative divisions. The vast majority of the country would be formed out of the Syrian Vilayet, while the eastern desert and many of the eastern regions once belonged to Bedouin vassals in the Hejaz and Arabian desert, and lastly some of the cultivable land in the west near the Jordan River was part of the Mutassarifate of Jerusalem. Jordan, by its very existence, is both diverse and artificial.

The majority of Jordan is desert, with some semi-arid and cultivatable regions mostly in the north and west of the country. Given the difficulty of providing a resource-lacking region with the tools to urbanise, especially in the 1800s, the area was largely neglected. Some hadari, or settled, tribes congregated around some of the older towns and villages, and some Bedouin nomads lived in the deserts. To this, the Ottomans added a small Muslim Circassian minority who had fled Imperial Russia, and later forcibly resettled Armenians. Although there had previously been large urban areas, especially in the Roman period, by the 19th century the population remained small, rural and unconnected. This would change with WWI.

Transjordan from WWI to WWII

WWI brought Arab independence from the Ottomans following the Arab Revolt. Although the British had agreed with the Sharif Husayn of Mecca to provide the Arabs with statehood, presumably under his dynasty, they reneged on this with the Sykes Picot agreement of 1916. This agreement divided the Arab lands based on British and French spheres of influence, and the later Treaty of Sevres formalised these boundaries with borders and a set of mandate governments. Mandates were a formal designation intended to guide the people of the area into ‘civilisation’ but were functionally colonialism. The locals of mandate territories had no real power, self-direction or control over their resources.

The British did, however, reward Sharif Husayn with two kingdoms for his sons, presumably to ensure strong allies in the region. One would become the Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq under King Faisal, while the other would become the Emirate of Transjordan under Emir Abdullah. Both of these states’ borders held no resemblance to previous relationships in the region. Even the odd-looking Eastern Desert of Jordan became nicknamed Churchill’s Hiccup (in reference to a likely apocryphal story that he drew the borders while drunk and hiccupped) and the very name, Transjordan, was merely a reference to the Jordan River.

Starting in Ma’an in the south, as it was closer to his home in the Hejaz, Emir Abdullah set about establishing his rule. His task would not be made easier by the onset of WWII.
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From WWII to 1967

Although WWII itself did not directly affect Transjordan, changes in the neighbouring Mandate of Palestine were extremely influential. There had been widespread immigration of European Jews into the area of the Mandate of Palestine since late 19th century, but this increased with the rise of fascism and caused a great deal of tension between the locals and the European Jewish setters. By 1948 this would result in war, the establishment of the state of Israel, and the annexation of the West Bank by Transjordan, ostensibly for the protection of the Palestinians. Many who had lived outside the West Bank moved to Transjordan, leading to a population boom and a two-thirds Palestinian majority, who were given Transjordanian citizenship and formed much of the basis of the urban and middle classes. Following this, Abdullah was permitted to change the name of the state to Jordan and proclaim himself king, as well as proclaim Jordan independent from the British, regardless of the reality.

In 1951 King Abdullah I was assassinated in Jerusalem in retaliation for his close relationship with the British. His son, King Talal, was unsuited to the monarchy due to a mild case of schizophrenia and was sent to an asylum after a brief reign, so his grandson, King Hussein, ascended to the throne at the age of 18. King Hussein was not expected to last long by local and international observers, but through astute political manoeuvring he managed to succeed where his grandfather had failed, establishing a stable and resilient state. This was not a fast process, but was aided by his dismissal of the British Regent in 1956. This would be tested by the 1967 Six Day War, in which Israel launched a pre-emptive strike against Egypt, Syria and Jordan, leading to heavy territorial losses for all three Arab states.

Jordan was hit particularly hard through the loss of its most prosperous urban centres, all of which were in the West Bank. Additionally, a second wave of Palestinian migration into the country ensued. This prompted a crisis of stability until a short civil war with the Palestine Liberation Organisation in 1970, dubbed Black September. Following that, tensions died down, and with US financial aid, Jordan prospered economically. Furthermore, Jordanian political neutrality contributed to good relationships with its neighbours, which also influences acceptance of migrants and refugees to this day.

EVEN THE ODD-LOOKING EASTERN DESERT OF JORDAN BECAME NICKNAMED CHURCHILL’S HICCUP AND THE VERY NAME, TRANSJORDAN, WAS MERELY A REFERENCE TO THE JORDAN RIVER.

1967 to Today

From that point forward it becomes largely clear why Jordan looks the way that it does, demographically, geographically and cartographically. Jordan was drawn on a map, probably with a pencil, and almost certainly by someone who did not particularly care about pre-existing bonds of any kind. Through a series of migrations, accidents and political manoeuvrings it has come to be what it is today – poor in resources, economically dependent but stable and beautiful.





BEDOUIN OF
WADI RUM

The Bedouin – nomadic ‘dwellers of the desert’ – are named for the desolate Badia, which they have roamed for centuries. For at least as long they’ve evoked fascination, admiration, envy and fear. Wrapped up in the Bedouin reputation are unflinching virtues of generosity, courage and honour. While the bulk of Jordan’s Bedouin reside in the Eastern Desert’s vast steppes, it’s a relative handful that sits most prominently in the world’s imagination: the Bedouin of Wadi Rum. For many, the larger-than-life, cinematic presence of this landscape has bound the Bedouin to its stunning terrain: soaring red cliffs, broad valleys and twisting canyons awash with dunes. By Anthon Jackson
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ACROSS THE ARAB world, the Bedouin have long been considered the wellspring of culture and poetry, the keepers of ancient tradition, and custodians of the purest of Arabic tongues. The name ‘Arab’ itself is enmeshed with the Bedouin, the desert and fast-fading memories of itinerant life. In Jordan, up to half of the population can claim descent from Bedouin tribes. Since the birth of a modern state here, they have been seen as the Hashemite Kingdom’s reliable backbone, guardians of the crown.

After a century of government efforts to settle the Bedouin, a vanishing few remain truly nomadic. Their once-vast herds of camels have dwindled as most have settled in towns or along their outskirts, taking up sheep and goats and grappling with more or less ordinary struggles. A few generations in flux have forced an array of pressing questions, among them what it means to be Bedouin today and what remains to protect of their heritage.

A Brief History

Wadi Rum’s Bedouin community is dominated by the Zalabieh clan, a branch of the Anaza tribe. Generations ago, the Zalabieh were drawn to the perennial springs that once lured their predecessors here. Ancient etchings – in Thamudic, Greek and Nabatean – mark the cliffs where these precious waters tumble. As for the Bedouin elsewhere, camels were key to subsistence here, rounded out by occasional enlistments: as mercenaries or guarding – or raiding – caravans to and from the Hejaz. Such skills served them well in the Great Arab Revolt, when Wadi Rum’s Bedouin played a part in ousting the Ottomans. In the 1930s, they were among the first troops in Transjordan’s new Hashemite force. Still, by the filming of Lawrence of Arabia (1962), today’s Wadi Rum Village was little more than a huddle of tents. The film, which enlisted the Bedouin in novel postings (some re-enacting scenes from their parents’ or grandparents’ lives), would broadcast to the world at large for the first time the dreamscapes that so enchanted TE Lawrence.

Soon afterwards came the permanent village and the road that linked it to the Desert Highway, followed by the first school. During breaks, its first students – boys only – would wander off into the desert to reunite with their families, still roving beyond, reliant as ever on livestock. But further change was afoot.

A World of Change

Just as SUVs swiftly ousted the Bedouin’s camels as favoured beasts of burden, tourism arrived, with visitors naturally lured to Wadi Rum’s ethereal beauty. By the turn of the 21st century the stream of visitors was turning into a wave. Concrete compounds encircled by walls soon sprouted in the expanding village, now a bona fide town, complete with a medical centre, shops, restaurants, cafes and schools – including a school for girls, whose studies now stretch past the secondary level.

In the desert beyond the village, permanent camps – unheard of just decades ago – now number in the dozens, most fitted with tiled bathroom blocks, solar-powered showers and rings of goat-hair tents (beit ash-sha‘ar), the fabric for which is picked up in an afternoon at the souq in Maan. (In the not-too-far past, the weaving of a single tent cost a year of taxing labour.) Among Wadi Rum’s camps, intense competition now rages online over clicks and instant bookings. The 3G service reaches surprising distances, now enjoyed at select spots even deep within the reserve.

Even as visitors arrive in droves to escape the rush of cities and modern life, the Bedouin tourism business here has increasingly picked up its pace to meet the rising demand. The ancient tribal structure has lost ground, the distance between family units widening, each increasingly tending to their own pursuits and increasingly pressed for time. Even the ‘pure’ Bedouin language is perceived to be shifting as youth absorb dialects from Amman and much further afield.

Saving What Remains

In the wake of mass tourism, the inevitable commodification of this age-old tradition has sat rather uncomfortably for many, a change sometimes felt as a loss. However, amid the concrete blocks of the village it’s still easy enough to spot the old goat-hair tents used as gathering places. Alongside the SUVs, camels too remain the fixture they’ve always been, and most families own at least one as a source of enduring pride – and delicious, protein-rich milk.

Despite the official abolishment of tribal law roughly half a century ago, it lives on, with several teeth intact to boot – to the chagrin of King Abdullah. Since 1999, His Majesty has sought to wholly replace it with the workings of a more traditionally modern state. This old, unwritten, eye-for-an-eye code works in parallel with Jordan’s regular courts, with police attending tribal ceremonies to adjudicate truces aimed at upholding both justice and honour. In times past, when the crime involved blood (dam), so too did the resolution, forcing the guilty party’s kin to either act or invite inter-tribal reprisals. These days, however, blood money or banishment suffice, and cases, based on precedent alone, are becoming increasingly rare.

Faith traditions cling tighter. With very few exceptions, Bedouin women remain hidden from visitors. Unlike in Petra, they have yet to enter the tourism sector, an ominous prospect considered a bridge too far for the Bedouin of Wadi Rum.

True to medicinal custom, Bedouin children are treated with oil infused with the charred remains of snakes or scorpions, providing the age-old protection against venomous bites and stings. Superstitions abound, with magical jinn still held to inhabit the desert’s hidden reaches.

Though inevitably jolted by the smart-phone explosion, traditional storytelling, poetry and music survive – and in the case of the latter, thrive. In Wadi Rum’s permanent camps there’s often an oud to be found and a skilled player to lead campfire serenades under the stars.

Not least among what remains is an ancient Bedouin tradition of hospitality. Expect magnanimity among the Bedouin of the desert: cups of tea, Arabic coffee or even steaming maqloubeh platters. They’re invariably proud to share their nomadic heritage, including still-visceral ties to the desert – another element of their rich inheritance that most certainly survives.





WATER WOES
& CLIMATE CHANGE

Jordan is no stranger to managing human-made crises, but climate change threatens to exacerbate the country’s already precarious relationship with nature. By Jason Ruffin


READ, WATCH OR listen to just about any piece of media related to Jordan, and you’re bound to hear references to the country’s water problems. You can see it in the neatly proportioned water tanks stationed atop buildings. You can hear it in the way conversations about rain seem less like small talk and more like dire predictions. And you can sense it the moment you step off a plane or cross the border.

Things weren’t always so dire. Jordan sits on the western portion of the once Fertile Crescent, which is one of the areas where humans are thought to have sown the first seeds some 12,000 years ago. But many of the same factors that have led to the Crescent’s decline have disproportionally affected Jordan – population growth, urbanisation, damming, declining rainfall and conflict.

Along with water mismanagement, illegal logging, well-water pumping and hunting, Jordan has had to deal with waves of refugees and the subsequent population growth and unchecked urban development that came with it. Today state agencies and non-governmental organisations – both large and small, international and local – have responded in bids to avert the worst possible scenarios for the future.

Protecting Jordan’s Biodiversity

When the Emirate of Transjordan was first established in 1921, the country wasn’t done many favours in terms of natural resources, but the country was blessed with an abundance of biodiversity, especially for its small size. Vast changes in altitudes and climates support a surprising number of different biomes here. Wolfs and hyenas roam the countryside in small numbers and usually far from the wary eyes of humans. Around 2500 species of flora – or 1% of the world’s genetic diversity – can be found here, with more expected to be discovered in coming years. And wetlands provide an important layover for migrating birds.

As in many other places, Jordan’s biodiversity and natural habitat have come under increasing threat in recent years. However, it has been unique in its response. Noticing that overhunting was becoming a problem, a group of hunters established Jordan’s Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN) in 1966, under the auspices of Jordan’s late King Hussein. The organisation is independent of the government but manages the country’s wildlife refuges and works to build environmental awareness among the public.

Among their many notable achievements, the RSCN has revived the Azraq Wetland Reserve, an important oasis that once hosted as many as a million birds at a time during their migratory stopovers. The over-pumping of groundwater virtually wiped the oasis out in the early 1990s, and a couple of years later, the RSCN stepped in to artificially revive the wetlands. Today it only covers 10% of its historic range, but without the organisation’s intervention, there would most likely be nothing but dust and rocks.

The RSCN’s rangers have also tackled poaching head on while starting a number of breeding programs to reintroduce once-endangered species back into Jordan, most notably the fabled Arabian oryx and Nubian ibex. Many of their refuges are also tied to community initiatives that play a key role in supporting local industries and helping educate people on the importance of caring for the country’s wildlife and natural places. Many of those initiatives are located in Jordan’s northwest, one of the most heavily populated areas of the country.
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Devastating Deforestation

Today a little less than 1% of Jordan is covered in trees, and most of what little forest cover Jordan has left is under the care of the RSCN. However, it’s thought that most of the region was once awash in pine and oak that provided habitat for deer, squirrels and now-endangered trees. Both Ajloun and Dibeen Forest Reserves are prime examples of what the region might’ve once looked like.

Illegal logging, mostly for firewood during the country’s cold winter months, has taken its toll on these forests. But so has fire and agriculture, with monoculture olive groves being planted on swaths of cleared land, often butting up right next to protected areas. The contrast between forest and farmland is often stark, and balding hills usually mark the start of private property and the end of the reserves.

Relatively new forestation campaigns and non-governmental organisations have sprung up in recent years to give Jordanians and foreigners alike a chance to reverse this trend, but trees are slow growing, and it’s not entirely clear the seedlings won’t grow up to witness the same fate as many mature trees.

The Water Problem

Jordan is the second-most water scarce country in the world. The Jordan River, once the lifeblood of the region, has been dammed and over-pumped to the point that it contains less than 5% of its historic flow. Even the Dead Sea, which the Jordan flows into and is hardly suitable for drinking, is drying up. A lack of water is being compounded by large-scale mineral harvesting along the sea’s southern shore. Simply put, more water is evaporating from the sea than is flowing into it.

Spikes in population have strained already precious resources. Around 30% of Jordan’s population is estimated to be refugees, and the country has seen massive influxes of people, nearly since its founding. All of this has weighed on its economy and infrastructure and led to the need for more food and water. In response, the government sought resources where it could, drilling more wells into the ground (as did many private suppliers, often illegally).

It’s not uncommon to spot a tanker truck ferrying water through Amman’s narrow streets. During particularly dry seasons, cuts aren’t uncommon, and those who can afford it often buy extra tanks. However, this is a relatively small portion of the population, and for most, especially families, the amount of water left in the tank is a source of constant anxiety.

Then, there’s climate change, which looms in the background and threatens to exacerbate droughts and increase desertification. Researchers estimate that the country will see a 15% fall in precipitation by the end of the century. When you’re falling short of the UN’s 500 cubic metres per person water requirement by around 450 cubic metres, then any drop in rainfall is going to be heavily felt. The country’s efforts to increase desalination capacity are largely hinged on its relationship with neighbouring Israel, which can be rocky at the best of times.

AROUND 30% OF JORDAN’S POPULATION IS ESTIMATED TO BE REFUGEES, AND THE COUNTRY HAS SEEN MASSIVE INFLUXES OF PEOPLE, NEARLY SINCE ITS FOUNDING.

Looking Ahead

Still, there are bright spots. Many of the non-governmental organisations operating in the country have some sort of program or project to tackle a different aspect of the water crisis. Solar has also emerged as a promising area that officials hope can help alleviate pressure on the heavily subsidised electricity grid. Now, the question is just whether most of these problems can be solved in time to stave off the worst effects of climate change. Drier and hotter weather promises to threaten not only the country’s delicate ecosystems but also the long legacy of human habitation in one of the oldest places on Earth.





“Bumping into Bedouin goatherds in the highlands or steppes can lead to sweet tea or delicious, savoury mansaf.”
ANTHON JACKSON
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“Stopping for coffee along a cliff and watching the sun sink over the Dead Sea might just be serenity at its finest.”
JASON RUFFIN
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“Even having lived here for almost 20 years, I still get lost every time I look for the Kalha staircase.”
SANAD TABBAA

 

“The time when a young lad who saw that I had a camera and just wanted somebody to take a photo of him proudly holding an award he’d just won.”
PAUL STAFFORD
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FROM THE AIRPORT

Jordan’s two main airports are in Amman
(Queen Alia International Airport) and Aqaba
(King Hussein International Airport). The latter
is closest to Petra by around 75km, although
more flights run to Amman throughout the
year.

Sig

Petra’s Main Trail

BUS

A daily bus service operated by JETT connects
Amman to Petra (four hours), stopping on
Tourism St just north of Petra Museum.
Minibuses between Wadi Musa and Agaba

run four times a day from the downtown bus
station. Free buses connect Petra to Little
Petra (15 minutes) every 30 minutes.

®

WALKING

Pull on some sturdy footwear: Petra is best
explored by the network of rocky mountain
paths and dusty slot canyon trails. But don’t
underestimate the distances. The hike from
the entrance gate to the Monastery is a10.5km
round trip without deviations (you're going to
want to deviate).

{ Little Petra &

the Back Door
Petra
Balloon
Petra
Kitchen
Wadi Musa

CAR

Petraiis easy to reach by car. The World
Wonder is under four hours from Amman, three
from the Dead Sea, and two from Wadi Rum
Village or Agaba. Large, free car parks located
north and south of the entrance gate offer easy
access.
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Navigating with your own set of wheels
is by far the superior way to explore the
King's Highway. It is also often the only
way toreach the more remote ruins and
hilltop villages. Use a local SIM card
(Orange, Zain or Umniah) with data on
S0 you can access online navigation.

BUS

Bus routes connect the main towns
along the King's Highway, but times and
availability are often an approximation
rather than a certainty. You might be
able to hire alocal driver for the day,
although drive a hard bargainto geta
good deal.

BICYCLE & WALKING

If you have the fitness levels and
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Jerash & the
Jordan Valley

VERDANT HILLS AND
ROMAN RUINS

The north and west of Jordan
are perceived as boring, which
is simply untrue! These are the
greenest parts of the country,
from Ajloun’s oak forests to Salt's
olive groves, not to mention the
Roman ruins around Jerash and
Umm Qais and the laid-back,
traditional city of Irbid.

Madaba & the
King's Highway

BIBLICAL LANDS AND
HERITAGE SITES

Along its breadth, the King's
Highway includes some of
Jordan's greatest hits, from the old
Christian town of Madaba all the
way to Petra then linking up with
the Desert Highway. Check out the
Dana Biosphere Reserve, or the
Roman and Abbasid-era ruins of
Umm ar Rasas and Karak Castle.

Jerash &
the Jordan
Valley
The Dead Sea
Highway
EXTRAVAGANT RESORTS
A;DLHE[)GI?EAJ SAtll.];I‘lStEA The
esides being beautiful to
drive, this areais loved by De.ad Sea
Jordanians for its pools, ponds, Highway
rivers and lakes. Aside from the
famed Dead Sea, itincludes
Wadi Mujib, a local hot spot for
hiking and exploration, and the
Ma'in Hot Springs, locally prized
for their healing qualities.
Madaba &
the King's
Highway
Petra

Petra

ROCK-CUT TOMBS AND MOUNTAIN RUINS

Petra has a well-deserved reputation for being
the major tourist attraction of Jordan, ranking
among the Seven Wonders of the World. Located
in the Bedouin town of Wadi Musa, Petra is more
than the oft-reproduced image of the Treasury
and contains a host of ancient relics

Amman

CITY OF STAIRS

The laid-back capital city of Amman is the
ideal start and end-point of any Jordanian
adventure. Within it is the still-used Roman
Theatre, ruins from the Neolithic erain the
Citadel, and a host of fun bars, restaurants
and cafes. Luckily it's centrally located,
which makes transportat from it easy and

~ Amman
Dk

Aqaba, Wadi
Rum & the
Desert Highway

straightforward.

Azraq & the
Eastern Desert
Highway

Azraq & the Eastern
Desert Highway

ENDLESS DESERT VISTAS
AND HERITAGE SITES

While the al-Azraq Wetland Reserve oasis is
wellknown, especially for birdwatchers, the
largely untouched Eastern Desert is filled with
opportunities for exploring largely undiscovered
and unique sites, from the Shaumari Wildlife
Reserve, to the vast majority of the Umayyad
Desert Castles, and into the extremely private
Wadi Dahek.

Aqgaba, Wadi Rum
& the Desert Highway

DAZZLING DESERT AND
MARINE LANDSCAPES

Starting from the town of Tafileh and going to the
southern end of the country, the Desert Highway
links the beach town of Agaba with wide-open
Wadi Rum, known for its red sands and almost
alien appearance. Between them are the smaller
cities of Ma'an and Qatraneh.
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