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Excavation and Survey at Hurbat Husham in the Judean
Foothills and its Possible Identification with Thamnata,
One of Bacchides’ Fortresses

Eitan Klein and Boaz Zissu

Hurbat Husham lies in the Judean Foothills at the summit of a hill that looks out
on its surroundings (380 m above sea level). It is located in the northern section
of a ridge that is part of the High Shephelah, between the Nahal Soreq and Nahal
Elah basins. The ruin covers some 50 dunam at the top and along the slopes of
the knoll. It affords a view in all directions, including towards the coastal plain,
the Shephelah, the Soreq valley, and extensive stretches of the Judean Hills as
far as the Beit EI Hills. The name of the site, Hurbat Husham, or, in Arabic, Kh.
el Kheishum (i.e., “nose”) reflects the fact that it towers prominently over its
surroundings.

Beginning in the late 1990s, the authors documented and mapped
underground cavities and other archaeological features there, in the wake of
intensive illegal excavations carried out by antiquities looters. We documented a
variety of elements, including mikva’ot (ritual baths), underground storage
cavities, a hiding complex, agricultural facilities, a small fortress at the top of the
hill, and burial caves. These findings bear witness to a large Jewish settlement at
the site from the Second Temple period until the Bar-Kokhba Revolt. An
uninscribed milestone, found in the wadi north of the site, indicates the existence
of a Roman road nearby.

In 2013, looters uncovered the opening of a large underground cistern, 18 m
long and 5 m wide, rock-cut on the site’s northern slope outside the ancient
settlement. The cistern is similar in its layout and design to others that have been
found on the slopes of Hasmonean/Herodian fortresses throughout Judea, both in
the Judean Desert—Masada, Hyrcania, Herodium, Dok, Kypros, and
Alexandrion—and in settled areas—Kh. el Urmeh, Tel Kefira, Kh. Tura, and
Kh. al-Jumjum. During this year, the authors carried out an excavation (on
behalf of 1AA) in a Second Temple era ritual bath on the northern slope. The
doorposts were marked with Christian graffiti, which include crosses and
schematic representations of birds. During this excavation, we also collected
shards from a hiding system on the same slope near the ritual bath. The pottery



makes it possible to date the periods of activity at the site: the second and first
centuries BCE, from the late Second Temple era through the Bar- Kokhba
Revolt, the late Roman and Byzantine era, and the Ottoman period.

The site’s unique topography, the name, the existence of a long rectangular
cistern from the Second Temple era, and pottery from the second century BCE
all suggest the existence of a Hasmonean/Herodian fortress intended to guard the
western approach and one of the major access routes (the Soreq Valley) to Judea
in the late Second Temple period. The existence of a ruin known as Kh. Tibneh
near Hurbat Husham allows us to suggest, albeit with due caution, that the
ancient name of this site was “Timna” and that the name was transferred to and
preserved in the nearby “Tibneh”—a phenomenon known from many other
places. We therefore propose identifying this site with Thamnata, one of the
fortresses erected by Bacchides in response to the Hasmonean Revolt.





