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A MILESTONE STATION IN THE BET NETOFA VALLEY, NORTH
OF ZIPPORI, AND ITS PLACE IN THE ROMAN IMPERIAL ROAD
SYSTEM IN THE GALILEE

YOTAM TEPPER
(PP. 1%-24%)

In November—December 2001, a salvage excavation was conducted at the site of the Eshkol
reservoir in the western Bet Netofa Valley (Fig. 1), prior to the facility’s enlargement.
Four excavation squares were opened (Plan 1), exposing a square foundation. Near the
foundation, to the west and northwest, three large stone bases and three milestones were
found, two of which were intact.

The stone-built foundation (5 x 5 m) was constructed of limestone blocks, which were
exposed below the height of the floor. A section dug in the middle of the structure exposed
up to five stone courses (Figs. 3, 4), slightly concave in profile. One of the stones bore a
worn relief of an animal on its upper part (Fig. 5). To the west of the foundation, two large
ashlar blocks were unearthed (B1, B2; 1 x 1 m, 0.45 m high) that had served as milestone
bases. A third base (B3; Fig. 6:1) was found c. 3 m northwest of the foundation.

The excavation recovered three milestones: two in its northern part (MS1, MS2; Fig. 7)
and a third to the west of the structure (MS3; Figs. 6:2; 8). Milestone 1 (height 1.9 m, diam.
0.5-0.6 m) has a square base (0.65 x 0.79 m) and a five-line Latin inscription on its lower
section; the inscription dates to the reign of Hadrian, 120 CE (see Isaac, this volume: No. 1;
Fig. 9). Milestone 2 was found broken; a cylindrical stone, discovered before the excavation,
probably belongs to it. The fragment contained traces of another inscription that was also
dated to the reign of Hadrian, 130 CE (see Isaac, this volume). The third milestone (MS3;
height c. 1.5 m, diam. 0.50-0.55 m), has a square base (0.52 x 0.55 m; Fig. 6:2) and a five-
line Latin inscription on the upper section of the column. The inscription dates to 333—337 CE,
during the reign of Constantine the Great (see Isaac, this volume: No. 3; Fig. 10).

A small pottery assemblage was recovered from the excavation, including bowls, cooking
pots and jars dating to the Roman and Byzantine periods (first—fourth centuries CE; Fig.
11). Similar vessels were found at nearby Zippori and at other Galilean sites. A single coin,
found on the surface, dates to the rule of Justinian II (572/3 CE; identified by Danny Syon).
A marble slab (16 x 31 c¢cm, 3.5 cm thick; Fig. 12) was found on level with the top of the
stone-built foundation’s walls. It is typical of the Carrara quarries on Italy’s west coast. The
relief on the ashlar stone (see Fig. 5) probably portrays a lion in profile, two of its legs—
front and back—are visible, as is a long tail curved in an arc over the rear end of the body.
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The milestones found in the excavation attest to the location of a milestone station at
the site. Such stations are regularly found on or beside Roman roads. The alignment of the
remains in the excavation indicates that the stones were erected along a road that ran from
north to south. The milestones and inscriptions attest to two main phases in the evolution of
the Roman roads. The road was initially paved (120 CE) and subsequently repaired under
Hadrian (130 CE). It was later refurbished during the reign of Constantine (333-337 CE).

The built foundation exposed in the excavation dates to the fourth century CE and was
probably constructed in the Constantinian era, when Milestone 3 was erected (see above).
The purpose of the structure is unclear. Its location beside the road suggests that it was
a roadside installation from the later phase of the Roman roads’ development. From its
location, it can reasonably be assumed that it was not built as a guardhouse. The imported
marble plaque and the ashlar with the animal relief are an indication of the decoration of the
structure that once stood on the foundation. In the ancient world, cultic sites, dedicated to
gods and emperors, were located on main roads and intersections for the benefit of travelers
seeking to ensure a safe journey; therefore, it is suggested that the structure had a cultic
purpose.

Chronologically, the inscriptions found on the milestones date the initial work on the
road to the reign of Hadrian. There are two scholarly approaches to the connection between
the first Roman road and nearby Zippori. According to one opinion (Fig. 2), the Roman road
system included the city of Zippori in the early Hadrianic period (120 CE) and therefore,
the roads from the legionary camp at Legio and from ‘Akko-Ptolemais were paved into the
city. According to the second theory, adopted by the author, in the earlier phase and prior to
the founding of the Roman city at Zippori, the road ran directly from the camp at Legio to
‘Akko-Ptolemais and bypassed the city (Fig. 13). A major intersection in the western part
of the Bet Netofa Valley was crossed by the roads coming from ‘Akko-Ptolemais, leading
eastward toward Tiberias, and coming from the legionary camp at Legio. Their courses
were only changed at a relatively late stage, when they were laid as far as the Roman city.

To summarize, the milestone group and the stone-built foundation in the Bet Netofa
Valley attest to a major road intersection near the city of Zippori when Roman imperial road
construction began in the region. With the founding of Zippori-Diocaesarea, the Roman
imperial roads were probably diverted to the city. In my opinion, this event should be dated
to the reign of Caracalla in the third century CE, when the network of Roman roads in the
country reached a peak in its development.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map.

Fig. 2. Map of the Roman imperial roads in Galilee in the third century CE, showing
archacological excavations along them (after Roll 1994a:21-22: Roman Road Map).

Plan 1. Site plan and sections.
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3. Stone-built foundation, looking west.

4. Section through the interior of the W118 foundation, looking west.

5. Ashlar with animal relief.

6. Milestones: (1) milestone base (B3); (2) Milestone 3 with Constantinian inscription.
7. Square A1, Milestones 1 and 2, looking east.

8. Square A3, Milestone 3, looking east.

9. Inscription of Hadrian on Milestone 1.

10. Inscription of Constantine on Milestone 3.

11. Pottery finds.

12. Marble slab.

13. Map of Roman imperial roads in the region of the Bet Netofa Valley prior to the

founding of the Roman city of Diocaesarea (Zippori).
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