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Jordan 
Every bit exotic
With a rich historical heritage and its 

importance etched in the history 
of mankind, Jordan seems to send 

mixed signals to travellers upon arrival. For 
instance the Queen alia International airport 
doesn’t exactly stand as a statue of romantic 
notion that its name seems to suggest. Nor 
is it impressive enough, it feels more like the 
Indira Gandhi International airport of yore, its 
pre-T3 avatar. But one can easily notice a lot 
of construction in progress, which gives a clear 
indication of what is to follow. Picking up our 

luggage we head for Jarash, our first stop in 
Jordan, which rightfully deserves to be called an 
exotic kingdom.

Jarash is grand, to say the least. 
acknowledged as the largest and best-
preserved roman city outside of the erstwhile 
roman empire, it is a fascinating archeological 
site, less than an hours drive north of amman, 
Jordan’s capital. Its ruins are a testament to the 
architectural height and geographical expanse 
reached by the romans. 
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as you enter the ruins, the first glimpse 
from the visitors centre is that of the three-
arched South Gate. visitors and romans 
in the ancient era entered the city through 
this gate, informs the guide, Mahfouz. an 
elongated building to the left is converted into 
a museum housing excavated rocks chiseled 
with designs of flowers, animals, tools and 
other artifacts of the roman times. Further on 
is the vast open space of the Oval Plaza with 
the Temple of Zeus overlooking the plaza to 
the west.

To the west of the Zues temple is the 
South Theatre, presumably a place for 
entertainment and to stage events. Post 
restoration its acoustics are as refined as 
originally meant to be. Test it out by standing 
at the centre, marked by a low curve in a 
stone, and hear your voice carry through to 
all corners of the theatre which can still seat 
upto 3000 people. It is amazing to note that 
even in those days seating was arranged by 

seat numbers, which can be noticed on the 
steps in Greek letters. 

With a combined past of the Nabateans, 
romans, Byzantines and later the Muslims, 
Jarash is a historian’s paradise. visiting these 
ruins is like taking a stroll through time. Two 
thousand years of history, spectacular size of 
its columns and vast spread of the city play on 
your mind long after you have left the place. 

Back in amman by late afternoon, we have 
enough time to catch up on the Citadel. While 
you are there it might be worth paying a visit 
to the archeological Museum to get a glimpse 
of the excavation done here. It is small but 
worth your time. The Temple of Hercules, a 
Byzantine church and an Omayyad Palace are 
all within walking distance. To me, the Citadel 
also presents a romantic getaway amidst 
history, with beautiful views of the city and 
great sunsets. The roman theatre is visible in 
the distance and appears fairly similar to the 
one in Jarash. 

Next stop on the list is Bethany, on the 
banks of river Jordan, the place where Jesus 
Christ was baptised by John, the Baptist. It 
is mesmerizing to stand here knowing Jesus 
Christ the lord, stood at the very same place. 
even an atheist like me was humbled and 
murmured a few prayers. On the Israel side 
of the river, a priest was preparing to baptise 
a Christian family as they took dips in the holy 
waters of the river. The atmosphere is tranquil 
and soothing with an extremely charming 
church and very few visitors around.

From the plains of Jordan valley, we 
move up to Mount Nebo, believed to be 
the site of death of Moses (remember the 
movie ‘Ten Commandments’?). He led his 
people from egypt to the Jordan valley in 
search of the promised land. The church has 
great mosaics from early periods, depicting 
fish, birds, animals, trees and weapons, that 
constituted important elements in people’s 
lives. The platform behind the church 
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provides expansive views of the valley 
stretching into Israel. also famous here is the 
Serpentine Cross. another short drive takes 
us to Madaba, famed for its vast, wonderful 
mosaic known as Madaba map, located in 
the Church of St Johns. Possessing a horde 
of biblical sites, its a conundrum that Jordan 
converted to Islam.

If one wishes to indulge luxury and 
rejuvenation then the Dead Sea Spa could 
be the perfect place, a massive property right 
on the banks of the Dead Sea. “The lowest 
point on earth”, “saltiest water on earth”, 

“the largest natural spa”, various sobriquets 
adorn the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea is to 
be ‘experienced’ rather than admired for its 
beaches. Knowing that you can’t sink in it is 
different from actually floating in it and realising 
you aren’t sinking at all. apply a generous 
dollop of its black mud over your body and 
feel your skin turn smoother and healthier. 
Beware of the water getting into your eyes 
though, it burns like fire. and resist the urge 
to taste the water; your stomach will churn 
with gross sensations.  as a photographer 
the location can present some interesting 

opporutinities to click sunsets behind the hills 
of Palestine. 

Don’t be overwhelmed if every road 
in Jordan leads to Petra. ever since it broke 
into the tourist scene a couple of decades 
ago, people have made a beeline to visit this 
exotic place that is a wondrous mix of natural 
and man-made marvel, culminating in it being 
included in the new Seven wonders of the 
World.

Originally carved by the Nabateans over 
two millennia ago, Petra earned the name of 
lost City as it went into oblivion after the 14th 
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century. The year 2012 is being celebrated 
as the 200th year of the re-discovery of 
Petra after Swiss traveller Johann ludwig 
Burckhardt stumbled upon it in 1812.

essentially it is said that one must visit 
Petra first during the day and then revisit it in 
the night to see its beauty. I got me a ticket for 
the night visit on the day we arrived in Petra. 
I walked down the Siq on that moonless night 
with bright stars in the clear sky. The mile 
long path is lit with candles covered by paper 
bags, glowing like fireflies in a distance, guiding 
visitors right up to al Khazneh, popularly 

known as the Treasury. and the first sight of 
the Treasury, with hundreds of candles placed 
in front, is a moment to cherish. 

My enthusiasm wasn’t any less next 
morning. I was keen to see this magnificence 
in broad daylight. The journey into this 
mystical world starts immediately after the 
visitor’s centre. as you enter the Siq, the air 
feels magical, and you can’t help but wonder 
if such a thing as this is for real. The Siq is a 
finely sliced natural walkway through narrow 
crevices in gigantic rocks, not very unlike 
being at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. 

Flanked on both sides by soaring cliffs that 
dwarf anything inside it, the slice gets wider 
on one bend and suddenly narrows down 
at the next, flowing smoothly like a river 
romancing its sailors, at times giving an 
expansive view of its beauty when it spreads 
out into a courtyard, and then covering itself 
in a veil, making them curious what lies next. 
It is hypnotic walking down the Siq with the 
cool breeze whistling ever so softly as it first 
catches up and then leaves you behind.

and the Siq is just the preview before the 
al Khazneh. The guides at Petra have learnt 
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to heighten the reaction from visitors by 
making them look at a fictitious bird or rock 
high above and then have then turn around 
to face the Treasury. The reactions vary from 
uncontrolled gasps to gentle I-know-it-is-so-
beautiful smiles. Water channels that run the 
entire length of the Siq, are cut out on either 
side of the cliffs, one ferrying drinking water 
and another carrying water for agriculture. 
The story goes that a Nabatean princess 
announced that she would marry the person 
who can get her drinking water in the midst 
of this desolate rocky land. It must have set 
a lot of young men scurrying around for 
solutions.

al Khazneh is the most visible face of 
Petra, but there is a lot more to the city. 
In fact, it can take more than a month to 
explore the whole of Petra. Tombs, temples, 
water storage tanks and houses and are 
scattered over miles like how they should 
be in a modern city. and hold your breath 

as you learn this. This whole ancient site of 
the Nabateans has been carved only by two 
people. and how do you know this, I question 
the guide. He highlights the pattern of chisel 
marks on the walls as he explains. Only two 
distinct patterns have emerged at all these 
sites, which point to two people responsible 
for it. I was totally flabbergasted by the 
enormity of this. Indeed this is the epitome of 
craftsmanship. 

as you run your fingers on the pillars of 
the Treasury, you cant help but wonder how 
the city was altogether abandoned in the 
8th century and subsequently into oblivion 
in the 14th century. and you are glad it was 
rediscovered.

With azure skies, incredible landscapes, 
gentle and peaceful people, innumerable 
pilgrim sites, historical places of interest 
and even a sea port thrown in, Jordan is an 
all-year-round destination for everyone.
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