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Umm Qais Castle
In the far north of Jordan overlooking the Golan Heights, Syria,

and Israel, the city of Umm Qais was founded as the Greek city
of Gadara and was later conquered by the Romans. In the empire’s
decline, it became an Ottoman settlement. Of the ruins that remain,
easily the most iconic is the Basilica Terrace, the standing columns
of a former Byzantine church at the heart of the settlement. De-
spite Umm Qais’ distance from Amman, it sees few visitors, so
you’ll likely find yourself wandering through the ruins or the at-
tached archaeological museum without any other tourists in view.
Beyond archaeological significance, Umm Qais has a claim to re-
ligious fame as well. Biblical scholars believe it was here that Jesus
cast demons out of two crazed men and into a herd of pigs, as de-
scribed in Matthew 8:28-34.

Ruins of Jerash
The only one of northern Jordan’s tourist sites that draws any

serious visitor numbers, the ruins of the ancient Greco-Roman
city of Gerasa impress from first sight atop a broad hill that stands
above the modern town of Jerash. The most prosperous period of
the ancient city’s history and the origin of most of the ruins that
still exist today date back to the 1st century AD. Unlike many of
the world’s great Roman ruins, visitors are encouraged to scale
the steps of the Hippodrome, tramp past the columns of the cen-
tral Cardo Maximus and cross the threshold of Hadrian’s Arch just
as the eponymous emperor surely did on his visit to the city in
129 AD. The long-abandoned Temple of Artemis and Temple of
Zeus, the ruined Cathedral and many other tumbledown stone-
block buildings bring the city to life in an interactive manner that
few ruins manage.

Ruined city of Pella
Though rivalling the town of Gerasa in age and former glory,

the ruins of Pella have more of the air of a forgotten outpost than
a major city. Yet, belied by the columns of the last remaining tem-
ple to stand on this windswept hillside, a vast ruined city still lies
buried beneath the dirt of the Jordan Valley. Less than 30km south
of the Sea of Galilee on the historic trade route to Jerash, this
once-prosperous Greco-Roman city is now an atmospheric if
lonesome ruin along an otherwise quiet stretch of motorway be-
tween the Jordan Valley and Ajloun. As you clamber over the re-
mains of a small amphitheatre, a Bronze-Age temple and handful
of excavated shops and homes, it’s tough to imagine Pella as a
member of the Decapolis, a 10-member group of Roman cities
that were instrumental in maintaining the empire’s control of the
Levant region.

Ajloun Castle and Jordan’s Christian Quarter
On a forested hilltop overlooking the city of the same name,

Ajloun Castle has stood guard over the valleys of northern Jordan
since at least the time of the conqueror Saladin and remained an
active military site into the Ottoman period. Today it stands as a
lonely tourist attraction above the quiet settlement of Ajloun, a mu-
seum to the region’s past and testament to the historic importance
the area played in the empires that moved through Jordan and the
Levant. The area is notable as one of the largest centres of Chris-
tian Jordanians in a majority Muslim country; in addition to several
small hiking trails that wind through the nearby Ajloun Forest Re-
serve, nearby religious sites such as Mar Elias (thought to be the
birthplace of the prophet Elijah) bring the occasional pilgrims and
religious tourists to the area.

Go behind the scenes at Gerasa, where you can
climb to the top of the Hippodrome
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Climb to the top of Ajloun
Castle for commanding

views over the city.


