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The tumble-down ruins at Umm Al Jimal were an important stop on
caravan routes.

Umm Al Jimal
Meaning ‘mother of camels’ in Arabic, Umm Al Jimal was

already an important caravan stopping point during the era
of the Nabataeans (the tribe famously responsible for the
construction of Petra), though most of the ruins that remain
here date to the times of the Romans and Byzantines when
it was an important military garrison that kept order in the
area. Built primarily of basalt stone, the site today is a tum-
bledown collection of ruins stretching across a wide swathe
of the Houran desert. In various states of dilapidation - from
nearly intact to architects’ schematics - the remains of
Christian cathedrals; Nabataean temples; hundreds of
houses once occupied by Byzantine merchants, Roman
generals, and Druze settlers; and Roman-era military bar-
racks give visitors some understanding of the former im-
portance of the settlement, but for most it’s the very tangible
feeling of ruin that leaves the strongest impression.

Qasr Al Azraq
Constructed by the Romans as early as 300 AD at the

largest freshwater site between Baghdad and Amman, most
modern visitors to Azraq Castle come seeking traces of a
much more recent occupant: the legendary Lawrence of
Arabia. Occupying the fortress with his men over the winter
of 1917, TE Lawrence took the fortifications that had been
used as a military outpost by Ottoman armies for 400 years
and transformed them into a major staging point of the
Great Arab Revolt and the launch point from which
Lawrence’s forces eventually captured Damascus. Though
no artefacts remain to call to mind Lawrence’s band of war-
riors, the castle’s largely intact walls and architecture (of
which the soldier made notes in his Seven Pillars of Wis-
dom) help visitors with a strong picture of the many camp-
fires around which the group gathered during their long
winter nights here.

Qusayr Amra
A bit of an oddity among the desert castles, Qusayr

Amra was built primarily for pleasure rather than war. Once
the site of a hunting lodge complex built by the Umayyad
ruler Walid I, all that remains of the 8th-century structure
is a bathhouse, now world-renowned for the impressive
murals that cover its inside walls. Unusual for a society that
was transitioning to Islam, these frescoes depict human
form and faces, contemporary rulers, bathing women and
a particularly celebrated rendition of the zodiac on a
domed ceiling. Also look out for a seated bear playing a
guitar-like instrument.

Getting There
While the main towns in Jordan’s north and east are

served by public transportation, ruins that are off the beaten
track are not. You’ll need to either hire a car to drive your-
self or hire a car and driver from Amman. Count on a mini-
mum of two days for each region, more if you want to take
time to explore some of the area’s smaller attractions. 
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Qusayr Amra is an anomaly among
Jordan’s desert castles.

Pella was once part of a
league of Roman cities that
controlled the region.


