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Travel letter 5- 2008 

 

n the first week after arriving in Ashkelon marina, we already visited the Negev desert we told 

you in the previous travel letter. The way in which and why it came to this early desert visit is a 

special event we like to share with you. 

We also visited some other famous ancient sites worthwhile to see, as you can read in this travel 

letter. 

 

From gas problem to a desert visit 
One of the first things we asked the manager 

of Ashkelon marina to organise for 

us, was a re-fill of our empty 10kg 

gas bottle. The little bottle we had 

in use momentarily was almost 

empty as well. 

So, we were very eager to get a new 

one. Hillel, the manager took us by 

car to the gas supplier in town. After a long 

discussion in Hebrew between the shopkeeper 

and Hillel, the answer to a re-fill, a swap or 

selling us a new one, was a triple no! 

We don't have an official Israeli certified gas 

installation, so they were not allowed to re-fill, 

sell or swab a gas bottle. Now we had a problem 

we never came across in our cruising life! 

 

Hillel drove back to the marina and asked us to wait a moment 

while he made several phone-calls to find a solution to our gas 

problem. 

Within 10 minutes he had tracked down Eithan who could help 

us. Eithan, a sailor whose yacht was on the hard in Ashkelon 

marina, used gas at home for heating and cooking. It was 

possible for him to re-fill our bottle from the big one at 

home, using our special pressure hose and adapters. 

Therefore he and Riens drove (an hour and a half!) to his 

house SE of the Gaza strip and re-filled our gas bottle 

without any problem. 

After a cup of tea with Batja, his wife, Eithan drove all the 

way back to Ashkelon, to bring Riens and the full bottle home! 

We were very grateful for all the help and time he spent on 

us. We wanted to pay at least the gas and petrol for the car 

drive but … were not allowed to do so. He explained that he 

was very glad to help visitors of his country and solve any 

problems! 

Very early the next morning, before he went to his own yacht, Eithan came to Zeezwaluw to inquire if 

everything was OK with the gas bottle. We told him that it was working perfectly and were very happy 

he helped us the day before. 

 

He asked if we had been visiting the Negev desert already and if not, he invited us to join him and his 

wife Saturday on a visit to the desert. Of course we accepted this unexpected invitation and saw 

forward to this outing. 

I 

Coast line south of Ashkelon 

Painted box for fire hosepipe  
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Saturday morning 8 o'clock Eithan picked us up at the marina and drove back to his house where Batja 

was waiting. We handed her the Dutch apple cake we backed the previous day. Together we drove to 

the first stop. Not far from their hometown at the border of the desert is a suspension bridge.  

 

There were dry 

rocky and sandy hills 

all around the 

suspension bridge. 

We walked over this 

bridge across a 

"river" containing 

only a little water 

but full of reeds and 

many turtles, which 

were swimming or 

sunbathing. 

 

This river is a very 

wild one during 

wintertime after 

heavy rainfall. 

 

Therefore it is one of the main freshwater supplies 

for the southern part of Israel. At this moment 

it's hard to imagine that during heavy rainfall the 

water is cascading through the riverbed. 

The view over the desert is stunning but very 

unfamiliar to us as Dutch citizen. 

 

Avdat, an ancient city in the dessert 
The next stop is Avdat, an ancient settlement on a 

solitary hill in the middle 

of the desert. 

 

Since March 2007 it is an UNESCO World Heritage Site. It's very 

hot today (40º C in the shade) and after having a nice coffee at 

ground level, we drive by car to the highest parking lot near the 

entrance of the site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The suspension bridge at the 

border of the desert 

The river underneath the 

suspension bridge 

 

View over the desert through a 

monument 

Avdat ruins of the Byzantine Cathedral 

Batja & Eitan 
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From this high point the view is spectacular as the pictures show. 

 

This Nabatan-Roman-Byzantine city was the most important city of the Negev desert and it bore the 

name of the deified Nabatean king Obodas III. The city was built on a mountain spur, above a plain. It 

was a main station on a junction of the caravan routes and the Incense (perfume) route that ran from 

Petra, cut through the Ramon Crater, ascended Ma’aleh Mahmel and continued to Avdat, Halutza and 

Gaza. 

It still has a unique urban character. Two structures among the ruins of Avdat are prominent: the 

acropolis, set upon the crest of the spur, and the lower city; a city of caves in the sides of the spur. 

The city of caves was the dwelling place for a majority of the city’s residents. 

The acropolis is encircled by a wall of which complete sections still stand, having survived earthquakes 

and the destructive hand of man. On the large rectangular complex are a Nebatean temple, two 

churches where, in one, still visible a cistern and a baptismal basin. Beyond that is a plaza with the 

Byzantine fortress. In the 7th century AD Avdat was Arabic, trade routes shifted and there was no 

longer a justification for a settlement in this area.  

 

It is amazing to walk in-between the ruins of this ancient place, even the colours of the ruins are 

almost unnatural in the bright sunlight. Eithan and Batja have only been in Avdat as a child and even 

they are overwhelmed by the place. The city of caves is even more special as you can walk inside the 

caves, a nice cool place during the midday heat.  

 

Makhtesh Ramon 
After Avdat, Eithan and Batja brought us to Mitzpeh Ramon at the border of the “Grand Canyon of 

the Negev”, called Makhtesh Ramon or Ramon Crater. 

 

 

Avdat, the city of caves 

Avdat, inside one of the caves  

Avdad, Church with 

baptism basin 
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In the Visitors centre of the Nature reserve is a lot 

of information about the crater’s history. A 

spectacular movie and beautiful pictures about 

wildlife, plants and the geological stone formations 

gave away the beauty of this reserve. 

 

The crater is 30km long, 8km wide and 400m deep. 

Its outer rim reaches about 1000m above sea level 

and the crater floor has been hollowed down to its 

earliest geological strata. In the east it splits into 

two semi-craters with Mt. Ardon in between. 

 

On top of the visitor’s Centre, situated at the edge of Makhtesh Ramon, we have an incredible view. 

Today it’s too late to walk into the crater but we promise ourselves to come back another time for a 

special walk. (it never came to that due to the circumstances of the end of December, see the next 

travel letter) Next to the visitors centre was a Grill restaurant with the same spectacular view where 

we choose to have our lunch. 

 

During the lunch, Eitan and Batja gave us lots of information about other special places in Israel and 

some in the Negev as well. We never came across such nice and friendly people who were so proud of 

their country and willing to share it with (almost) complete strangers as we are. 

 

After returning at their home, having a cup of herbal thee with the Dutch apple pie, Eithan drove us all 

the way back to Ashkelon marina. As you can imagine we have had a very special day we will never 

forget! 

 

Masada 
One day the two of us drove to Masada at the Dead 

Sea in a rented car, a kind of vacation! In Arad near 

Masada we took a shortcut of about 70 km. Half way, 

we discovered on the road map that the road was 

ending near the west side of Masada, sh....! 

 

So we crossed our fingers the road would not end 

until we were where we wanted to be!  

 

Luckily we ended up at the west entrance parking lot, 

the second entrance of Masada. 

 

View over Mahktesh Ramon from visitors centre  

Example of the equipment used by 

the Romans 

Visitors centre 
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We did not know there was a second entrance, never heard of it when we were here 20 years ago. To 

go from this entrance to the plateau was only a 15 min walk along the steep hill, the guard told us. 

We packed water and sandwiches into the rucksacks 

and started our walk. 

 

It was already November and not too many tourists 

around. Our car stood alone at the parking lot and 

we were the only human beings walking this steep 

hill. The walking path was near the historical ramp 

build by the Romans to use the special equipment to 

conquer the plateau. 

Walking along this side of the plateau was amazing; 

around us is only desert, many coloured rock 

formations and silence, deep silence. 

 

Historical information 
Masada has been declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 2001. 

The plateau of Masada is located on the eastern fringe of the Judean desert near the shore of the 

Dead Sea, between Ein Gedi and Sodom. It is a mountain block that rose and was detached from the 

fault escarpment, surrounded at its base by Wadi Ben Yair on the west of Wadi Masada on the south 

and east. The plateau, 450 meters above the level of the Dead Sea, is approximately 650 meters long 

and 300 meters wide. 

East of the mountain is sediment scored by numerous cracks left by the ancient Dead Sea. Masada’s 

remote location and its natural defences were the advantages that transformed it into a fortress 

during the Second Temple period. 

 

Masada was the last bastion of Jewish freedom fighters, against the Romans; its fall signalled the 

violent destruction of the Kingdom of Judea at the end of the Second Temple period. The tragic 

events of the last days of the rebels at Masada transformed it into both a Jewish cultural icon and a 

symbol of humanity’s continuous struggle for freedom from oppression. 

 

View from Masada plateau to the Dead Sea 

The ramp the Romans build at the west 

side of Masada 

 

View over re excavated ruins of Masada. The covered place at the right side is the 

old synagogue 
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Built by Herod, king of Judea, Masada was a palatial fortress in the style of the ancient Roman East. 

The camps, fortifications and assault ramp at its base constitute the most complete surviving ancient 

Roman siege system in the world. 

On top of the plateau 
The walk uphill was not too exhausting so 

we entered the plateau almost fresh! 

 

The view is stunning and we enjoy it for a 

while (no we were not exhausted, 

honestly!) before we walked to the 

Northern Palace, an architectural gem, 

built by Herod. 

 

The palace is 30 m high, built on the 

inaccessible northern edge of the cliff 

at three rock terraces and supported by 

impressive retaining walls. 

The palace was built to host high-ranking 

visitors and to allow the king his solitude. 

Herod and his family lived on the upper level, and the two lower levels were for receptions. 

 

At the southern wall are still visible what's left of the 

beautiful original frescos. 

From the upper level you have a splendid view at the 

lower levels and a nice breeze. 

 

The outline of the Roman camp ¨D¨ 

View at the path going 

to the lowest level of the 

palace 

The lookout at the middle section 

The southern wall in the palace with the frescos 
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To descent to the lower levels using the staircases is not too bad, but climbing them is breath-taking 

and we need a break after arriving at the top again. Sitting near the old synagogue eating our 

sandwiches, we heard the voices of Jewish people saying 

their prayers, a special background sound in this historical 

place. 

 

Another astonishing place is the large Roman bathhouse. 

Entering via the courtyard, which was surrounded by 

columns in the old days, you enter the dressing room. 

 

The floor is uniquely paved and the walls are fresco-

adorned. Also the way the bathroom was heated, the hot 

air flowed under the double floor and rose through clay 

pipes embedded in the walls, very, very impressive. 

 

After we have seen most of the buildings at the platform 

we descend along the rampart back to the car. Our visit 

this time was more impressive as 20 years ago, maybe 

due to the fact that we did the tour by ourselves this 

time and not in a group with a (boring) talkative guide. 

 

Tel Megiddo 
Another day we went by car to Tel Megiddo 

(Armagedd

on), south 

east of 

Haifa at the head of a mountain pass at the western end 

of the valley of Jezreel. 

 

We expected to see here the world famous “City of 

Chariots” of King Salomon (10th century B.C.E). To be 

honest, we were a little disappointed when we saw these 

“famous” ruins. Hardly anything was detectable or 

observable, even the explanation was badly done. 

A marquette of the Northern 

Palace hanging at the rock 

The large Roman bathhouse 

A reconstruction of the ancient 

bathhouse 

 

The disappointed “ruins” 
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They tried to "rebuilt" in a modern way, the outer 

parts of the stables as you can see in the picture. 

Disappointed we went to the exit. 

 
Drawing of the City of Chariots of King Salomon the 

partly re-built ruins of the city of Chariots 

 

Near the exit was the entrance of the city’s water 

system which was open for visitors. Very surprising 

were the words written on the information board: 

“A large shaft sunk through the rock to a 

depth of 40 meters where it meets a tunnel 

cut through for a distance of 72 meters to a spring outside the city. The spring was 

also hidden by a wall camouflaged by covering earth”. 

We walked down the stairs, stepped onto the 

walkway over the water canal in the long and 

high tunnel and walked to the very end, the 

spring. The exit of the tunnel was outside Tel 

Megiddo and we had to walk around the site to 

reach the parking lot again. 

It’s incredible that they were able to build this sophisticated water system, in those days. After all we 

have seen something special today, although it wasn’t what we had expected. 

 

Our car drive back from Tel Megiddo to Ashkelon was beautiful. We drove along the river Jordan, the 

border river. Most of the West Bank is now watched over by the Palestinian Government but we drove 

only through parts watched over by the Israeli for safety reasons. Driving south of Jerusalem through 

the mountains was as beautiful as we remembered from 20 years ago. It was too late to have a stop in 

Jerusalem, so we will save that for another day. The remaining of the trip was through a flat 

countryside, nothing special. 

 

Drawing of the city’s water system 

The walkway in the tunnel of the water 

system 
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As you already know, we left Ashkelon the first week of January because of the rockets flying over 

and landing near the marina. We were sad we had to leave Ashkelon and Israel for safety reasons. We 

were at the wrong time at the wrong place, we think. The next travel letter “Leaving Israel due to 

Gaza problems” is more or less a summary of those days about the rockets fired by the Hamas from 

the Gaza Strip flying over Ashkelon. 

 

Riens & Ineke Elswijk at: “SY Zeezwaluw” 

 

 
 Note 1 - The historical information about Avdat and Makhtesh Ramon is out of; Israel’s National Parks & Nature 

Reserves book by Azaria Alon (2008) 

 
 Note 2 -The historical information about Masada is out of the “Masada National Park” leaflet (2008) 

 

___/)___ 

https://salingadventuresofsyzeezwaluw.files.wordpress.com/2017/04/2009-1-leaving-israel-due-to-gaza-problems.pdf
https://salingadventuresofsyzeezwaluw.files.wordpress.com/2017/04/2009-1-leaving-israel-due-to-gaza-problems.pdf

