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"Fortune sides with him who dares." – Virgil, Aeneid
"...he retired to a certain tower, at Malatha..." – Josephus, Antiquities 18.6.147
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Abstract

MALHATA IS ONE OF A group of fortresses on the Roman-Judaean frontier with Nabataea (roughly equivalent to modern Jordan). This fortress, located on a tel in the southern portion of the group, is associated with the remains of a Roman road and occupied a strategically central position on an important crossroads between southern Roman Palestine and central Judaea, and between the Dead and Mediterranean seas. It was also on the Roman sector of the Frankincense Trail caravan trade route with the Arabian Peninsula. As well, it is believed to have been ‘Malatha’, mentioned by the Roman- Jewish historian Josephus as the location where the fugitive Herodian prince, Agrippa I, hid when forced to fiee his privileged life in Rome among the Julio-Claudians. An archaeological excavation report and GIS spatial analysis of Malhata reveal information on the fortress’ purpose, and support its being the location where Agrippa hid.


Previously published in Itinera, Vol. 3, 2023
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Marcus Julius Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great, was an adventurous and colourful character skilled at intrigue and mentioned in both the Book of Acts and by

the historian, Flavius Josephus. He grew up in Rome with the children of the Julio-Claudians and close friends with Caesar Tiberius’ son and heir apparent, Drusus, and his career then was very promising. However, shortly after Drusus’ sudden death at the hands – it was later discovered – of the praetorian prefect, Lucius Aelius Sejanus, he fled Rome and hid in a tower at Malatha. How does this historical action thriller and crime mystery connect with a Judaean Roman road?

Figure 1, for clarity, is a map of Roman-Herodian Judaea as it was during the first half of the first century AD before the reign of Agrippa I but during the period of his stay at Malatha and in the Galilee as mentioned in this article. The Negev, the location of Malhata fortress and the fortress group referred to in this article, roughly comprises Roman Idumaea, the Herodian
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Figure 1. Map of Herodian Judaea and the Decapolis (Ditter, M. The First Province of Judea, n.d., n.p.; courtesy of Tabulae Geographicae, n.d. n.p.)



FAMILY’S ANCESTRAL home. This area is west of the Dead Sea, and Malhata is near Hebron. Tiberias, where Agrippa later worked for and acquired intelligence on his uncle, the tetrarch Antipas, is Antipas’ city in the province of Galilee, north of Idumaea, Judaea and Samaria, and just west of the Sea of Galilee.

Archaeologically, a group of Roman fortresses used for policing and later as a limes have   been found on Roman Judaea’s border with the wealthy Arabian kingdom of Nabataea, which  roughly comprised the area now known as Jordan. Figure 2 displays the area in which Malhata and the surrounding group of Negev fortresses referred to here are located. The location of the actual fortress group is bounded by the red box. Some of these fortresses, positioned in the southern portion in the Judaean Negev, 
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Figure 2. Map of area of Negev’s Roman fortresses in Judaea (Pazout, A., 2018, 174, Fig. 1; courtesy of the author)




SEEM TO HAVE GUARDED the Roman Empire’s sector of the Frankincense Trail, and these include the  Fortress of Malhata. The remains of a Roman road were found near this fortress. This stronghold is particularly interesting for a couple of reasons. First of all, it is believed to have been Josephus’ Malatha tower where Agrippa fled. Secondly, this strategically connected defensive structure, located at an important crossroads in Roman Palestine, may have guarded a caravanserai. I shall be discussing how this tower relates to Josephus’ action story regarding Agrippa, some historical possibilities for why the Roman-Judaean prince was really hiding there, how the archaeological remains and their dating suggest that this was Josephus’ Malatha tower, information on the Roman road and important crossroads associated with this fortress, and some interesting features of the fortress itself including its importance in the Negev frontier fortress group
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