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NEWSLETTER & PROGRAM for January 2018 
 

THE DATE: Tuesday 9 January 2018 
 
VENUE: KwaMuhle Museum, Bram Fischer Road [Ordnance Road] Durban.  
 
TIME:  Meeting commences at 1715; Refreshments will be served from 1630.  
 
PARKING: Off Bram Fischer/Ordnance road [next to the Museum]; security person is present  
 
FEATURE: Portraits of Colonial Natal by Dr Duncan du Bois 
Professor Goolam Vahed, Head of History at UKZN, said this about Dr Du Bois latest publication and 
the work he will be discussing at the January meeting, 
 

“Dr Du Bois has been working on a period and an area about which little new 
research is currently being done. It is commendable that these essays are now 
available in this highly readable volume which can be accessed by the wider public. 
This book makes an important contribution to the regional history of KwaZulu-Natal 
in the colonial period.” 

 
We know this will make for an excellent first meeting of 2018 and look forward to seeing another 
record attendance. Dr Du Bois will have copies of his book for sale at R150.00 a copy. 
 
INVITATION FROM: 
World Ship Society – Port Natal Branch 
 
David Hughes has invited 
members to attend the WSS 
Meeting at RNYC, 1700 for 1730 
on Tuesday, 23 January 2018, 
where Dr JOHN BUCHAN, will be 
presenting an illustrated talk, 
entitled "A HISTORY OF THE 
DURBAN FLYING BOAT 
SERVICE". 
 
David sent this photo from his 
own maritime collection, 
showing a Flying Boat on 
Durban Bay sometime in the 
late 1940’s .  
 
He believes the sailing ship to be the Lawhill. 
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REPORT BACK: HEROD THE GREAT – a great, and possibly the greatest builder of all time. 
 
Alison Bastable enthralled 
everyone with her presentation 
covering so many places in the 
Near East that are steeped in 
history. Sadly your scribe was 
unable to be there so this report 
has been compiled using an 
extract from Alison’s PowerPoint 
presentation and accompanying 
notes. But rumour has it there 
was talk that instead of a 
Ladysmith Tour for members in 
August 2018 this should be 
changed to a Tour to the Near 
East. Can one receive higher 
praise? 
 
There were three phases to this 
presentation because it was 
based on first-hand knowledge 
gleaned from several visits.  Using 
the map members ‘visited’ the 
following places – Petra, Masada, 
with a quick detour to the Dead 
Sea and Qumran, Herodium, 
Caesarea Maritima and 
Jerusalem. 
 

PETRA is located in southern 
Jordan not too far from the Gulf 
of Aqaba.  The first known 
settlements date back to 8000 
BCE. (Before Current Era). In the 
13thC BCE a Semite people known 
in the bible as the Edomites moved into this area and lived there happily for about 500 years.  They 
were descendants of Esau – the problematic brother of Jacob.  Jacob and Esau were the twin sons 
of Isaac and grandsons of Abraham and there was NO love lost whatsoever between the 
descendants of Esau and the descendants of Jacob.   
 
When the Romans occupied Judea and needed someone to rule it, they came up with a cunning 
plan – the ideal candidate would have to be Jewish enough to understand the Jews and their 
strange ways, but unflinchingly loyal to Rome.  AND the ideal candidate would have to be RICH.  
Rome trusted only wealthy families!   
 
Enter Herod the Edomite!  Mission accomplished!  Herod promptly executed most of the traditional 
Jewish aristocracy and confiscated their land and wealth – so that he could build an empire worthy 
of Rome!  And build it he did – building was in his blood.  His ancestors came from Petra!   
 



Page 3 of 8 

The Edomites were a prosperous people, but it was the 
Nabateans who conquered the area in 6th Century BCE 
who really put the city on the map.  Petra is situated at the 
very point where the great north-south trade route from 
Arabia to the Mediterranean intersected with the 
westward trade route from the Far East.   
 
The ‘Kings Highway’ was in existence by the time of the 
Exodus – and we travelled on that same road down to 
Petra!  In many places the paving stones put in place by the 
Romans are still clearly visible! 

Highway and Paving Stones 

The main products traded were spices, precious stones, myrrh, incense, and asphalt from the Dead 
Sea.  Nabatean ceramics, using the local sandstone and organic colours, are still acknowledged as 
the finest in the world.  
 
The prosperity of the Nabatean Kingdom reached its 
peak during the time of the Roman occupation of the 
Holy Land or Palestine as it was known then.  Thanks to 
the great wealth it had accumulated through trade, in 
particular luxury goods bound for Rome, the Nabateans 
embarked on a massive feat of hydraulic engineering in 
the desert around the city.  Channels were carved out of 
the rock and the construction of earthenware pipes, 
dams and cisterns ensured a never-ending supply of 
water both for the city and for irrigating the surrounding 
farmland.   
 
The source of the water was Wadi Musa, the Wadi of 
Moses, where, according to ancient tradition, Moses 
struck the rock to supply water for the thirsty Hebrews 
en route to the Promised Land. 
 

The decline of Petra began in the 3rd 
century BCE when the major trade routes 
changed from land to sea. In May 363 CE 
Petra was devastated by an earthquake 
and many buildings were destroyed.  
After another earthquake in 551, the city 
sank slowly into oblivion with the 
exception of a brief period of occupation 
by the Crusaders in the 12th C when many 
of the graves were robbed and 
monuments destroyed.   
 
Petra was “rediscovered” by a Swiss 
explorer in 1812 but kept “secret” until 
after his death in 1817.  The irony is that 

Petra was never actually LOST!  When Burckhardt arrived it was FULL of people happily going about 
their business!  Lost to the WEST maybe, but certainly not to the EAST!  In 1865 it became the 
object of scientific study and systematic archaeological excavations began in 1929.   



Page 4 of 8 

On the day we visited Petra the temperature was 
a searing 44°.  It was hard to believe that two 
weeks before it had been SNOWING and, two 
days before, flash floods had filled the wadis to 
overflowing, destroying many of the roads in the 
process.   Someone had an app on his phone that 
counted the number of footsteps we made – in 
the space of 11 hours we walked over 32 000 
footsteps and climbed 1 087 metres up a 
mountain to reach the Monastery! 
 
The valley of Wadi Musa, in which the city was 
built, is part of the Great Rift Valley extending 
from Israel to Central Africa.  The only access in 
and out of ancient Petra is through a narrow 
gorge about 2 km long and in places, 80 m high.   
 
Tombs, niches, carvings and even the fossil of a 
baby dolphin adorn the walls of the gorge and 
the ceramic water pipes and channels that 
weren’t destroyed by the many earthquakes, are 
still clearly visible. 

 
The “Treasury of the Pharaoh” is the most famous building in Petra, 
probably because it’s the first thing you see as you round the final 
corner of the gorge.   
 
There is a legend that the urn on the top of the facade contained 
treasure left by a pharaoh, hence its name.  But it is in fact “only” a 
tomb with a vestibule, inner chambers, dining halls, burial chambers 
and sacred places.   
 
Sadly the truth had to be found out the hard way when some over-
hyped “Raiders of the Lost Ark” “Indiana Jones” wannabees, tried to 
climb up to reach the urn and couldn’t – so they let rip with a hail of 
bullets instead, smashing many of the magnificent carvings to 
smithereens in the process. 
 
If only they had known – you don’t climb UP – you climb DOWN!  All 
these magnificent monuments were carved by people hanging from 
the TOP of the cliffs in baskets and working their way steadily 
downwards until they eventually reached ground level!   

 
Waste not, want not. All the stone excavated from inside the rocks was carefully removed in blocks 
to be used to build other structures or for powder for their world famous porcelain. 
 
The Bedouin who inhabit the area make a living from tourists.  We were told not to buy things from 
children.  The Jordanian government is desperately trying to instil in the desert wanderers the need 
for their children to get an education but the children would much rather sell water to tourists than 
sit on a hard school bench. 
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King Herod the Great now comes into his own.  Herod was pronounced King of the Jews by the 
Romans in 40 BCE when he was about 33 years old.  He died in about 4 BCE of a kidney disease and 
gangrene that was so painful that he attempted suicide more than once. 
 
Herod was probably one of the greatest visionary builders of all times.  He was responsible for the 
construction of the first man-made harbour as well as the first man-made mountain, a palace that 
defied gravity and the largest construction on earth in his time – the Second Temple in Jerusalem.  
 
Herod had clawed his way up from obscurity to fame by a combination of ruthlessness and political 
cunning so it is no surprise that he was a manic depressive who was paranoid about his safety.  
That’s why he built fortresses, as though they were townhouses – or rather, he HAD them built – by 
hundreds and thousands of slaves and soldiers.  His building frenzy was financed largely through 
crippling taxes imposed on his Jewish subjects.  No wonder he needed a personal bodyguard of 
2000 soldiers! 
 
Back in Israel our next stop 
was Masada, a mountain 
fortress built in 37 BCE 
overlooking the Dead Sea 
450 metres below.  
Considering the fact that 
the Dead Sea is 432 metres 
below sea level, Masada 
looks like a mountain but its 
top is actually only 18m 
above sea level!  
 
This was Herod’s winter 
palace and his most 
southern fortress.   
 
Masada’s claim to fame is the Jewish Uprising of 66 CE when a small group of 900 rebel Zealots 
holed up on top of Masada and held off the might of the Roman army for three years!  Evidence of 
that siege is still clearly visible today.   
 
The water supply was guaranteed by a network of canals and cisterns capable of storing 200 000 
cubic metres of water!  During the winter rains, streams flowed down the sides of the plateau and 
filled the cisterns that had been hewn into the rock.  Slaves then carried the water up to the top – 
not only for domestic use but enough to fill an enormous swimming pool as well as the lavish 
bathhouses! That’s a LOT of buckets ... and even more slaves.   
 
Apart from the palaces, there was an administrative centre, storehouses filled with oil, wine, grain, 
dried fruit and dates, a large bath house/gymnasium and comfortable living quarters for officials 
and their families.  To keep the buildings cool they had thick walls constructed of layers of dolomite 
stone covered with plaster.  
 
On the northern edge of the steep cliff Herod ordered the construction of an elegant, intimate, 
palace-villa. It consisted of three terraces carved into the rock face, to catch the breezes from the 
Mediterranean.  It was luxuriously built and connected by narrow, rock-cut staircases.  The upper 
terrace served as the living quarters while the lower two were used for relaxation and 
entertainment.  Talk about a room with a view! This part of Masada was constructed in much the 
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same way as the buildings of Petra – working from the top down instead of from the bottom up.  In 
the process, the rock was badly cracked in places making it very unstable.  Four bolts each about 15 
– 20 metres in length have been found pushed into the rock face to strengthen it. 
 
The largest building on Masada was the Western 
Palace covering an acre of ground.  The throne 
room had a magnificent mosaic floor and the walls 
were moulded panels of white stucco. There was 
also plenty of space for the growing of crops and 
the keeping of sheep and goats ... and horses! 
 
Can you believe it – it is highly unlikely that Herod 
ever visited Masada!!!!   He had it built as a place 
of refuge but he had the habit of dispatching his 
enemies before they even knew they WERE his 
enemies.  When Herod died in about 4 BC his three sons inherited his kingdom and probably never 
went that far south either.   
 
Qumran – the place of the Essenes – a religious sect who were so horrified by the corruption going 
on in the Temple in Jerusalem that they retreated to the desert to live an austere lifestyle of prayer 
and meditation while waiting for the promised Messiah. 
 
Until the first of the Dead Sea scrolls 
were discovered in 1947, the oldest 
surviving Hebrew biblical 
manuscripts dated to the 9th 
century CE.  The Isaiah scroll written 
in about 100 BCE, and was almost 
completely intact – and word for 
word identical to the Hebrew 
Scripture still in use today! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now on to Herodian, this being built in 23 BCE some 15 km south of Jerusalem.  At first sight it 
seems to be the cone of a volcano on the edge of the Judean desert.  Closer inspection shows it to 
be a natural hill with a manmade top gaining its strength from its conical shape. Its 45° slope is 
perfect for defence purposes.  How did they build it?  Easy – they simply chopped off the top of a 
nearby hill and planted it on top of this one!  Herod wanted to build the highest mountain in the 
Judean desert – so high that he could see Jerusalem from its summit and Jerusalem could see him!   
Once it was high enough he started building yet another palace surrounded by casemate walls just 
like Masada.   
 
As with Masada, there was an elaborate system of tunnels and cisterns inside the mountain to 
ensure enough water for a swimming pool so large that small boats could be sailed on it.  The 
enormous courtyard had lush green grass and bushes and the bath complex consisted of a cold and 
a warm room, a sauna, Turkish bath and plunge pool.  It is here at Herodian that the first domed 
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ceilings known in the western world were built.   This was a HUGE engineering breakthrough and 
was repeated later in Jerusalem.  It is thought that the stones were laid around mounds of sand and 
then the sand was removed, leaving perfectly structured domed ceilings.   
 
The complex system of tunnels and cisterns inside the mountain made the perfect hiding place for 
rebels during the Jewish Revolt.  They ran around in the dark like sewer rats and the Romans in 
their uniforms and carrying heavy shields and swords simply got lost in the maze of darkness. These 
tunnels exited on the side of the mountain where a Royal Roman Theatre and Herod’s Tomb were 
recently discovered.  The frescoes are illustrations of Italian scenes and the river Nile, suggesting 
that the artists were on loan from Rome.   
 
And so to our next “port of call” just north of Tel Aviv.  
 
Listen to this description of a city and tell me where it is and when it was probably built .... 
 
A man-made harbour that is one of the largest harbours in the world.  The south breakwater is 
almost 600 meters long and the north breakwater is 300 meters long.   The base for these 
breakwaters is built of 12m x 18m concrete blocks that were poured under water at depths of up to 
33 metres and are large enough to support huge warehouses.  
  
The lighthouse at the harbour entrance can be seen many kilometres away. 
 
A magnificent palace is designed in such a way that ships can sail right up to it and passengers can 
alight directly into the reception rooms.  The palace has a freshwater swimming pool, 40m long, 
20m wide and 3m deep ..... built in the sea.   
 
There is an enormous stadium large enough to host the opening of the Olympic Games.   
 
An outdoor theatre seating 4000 people is embellished in marble and gold, magnificent mosaics, 
stonework and frescoes.   
 
Aqueducts bring water in ceramic pipes from 20 kilometres away as there is no closer source of 
fresh water. 
  
It is ..... Caesarea Maritima built by Herod the Great between 25 and 13 BCE!!   
 
And what is left of it now?  Not much, really, but included in the ruins is a stone with the name of 
Pontius Pilate clearly visible.  Proof that he really existed! 
 
The Romans in Naples had discovered that volcanic ash would harden under water and so the first 
underwater “cement” called PORCELANA was invented.  Wooden frames made by Herod’s 
engineers have been found under the Mediterranean in the vicinity of Caesarea.  These frames 
were floated out to sea and filled with stones and volcanic ash to build the breakwaters.   
 
Within a few years of completion sand piled up against the walls and created a new stretch of land 
– much like our Marine Parade only on a MUCH grander scale.  So Herod’s architects designed a full 
scale Hippodrome with enough seating for 38 000 spectators.  The first Roman Theatre in Judea and 
an enormous temple in honour of Caesar Augustus were built here too.  And so the most modern 
city in the Roman world took shape and form – it even had water borne sewerage. The Romans 
LOVED it – but the Jews were so angered by the temple that Herod feared a massive rebellion.   
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So to keep them happy, he decided to give Jerusalem a facelift the likes of which had never been 
seen before or since.  Using all the expertise learnt from Masada, Herodian and Caesarea, Herod set 
about rebuilding the Temple of Solomon, destroyed by the Babylonians centuries before and 
desecrated again by the Greeks before the Romans invaded Israel. The site of the temple was 
originally a threshing floor. According to tradition, it was selected because this was Mount Moriah, 
where Abraham had been called to sacrifice Isaac on an altar many hundreds of years before. In 
order to get an area vast enough for his grandiose ideas – 5 soccer fields long and 3 wide – Herod 
encased the Temple Mount with stone walls 31 metres high.  In so doing, he created the largest 
manmade platform on planet earth.   
 
To fill up the gaps between the hill slopes and the walls, Herod built a series of vaulted tunnels 
beneath the platform – many of which are perfectly preserved to this day!  Some of the stones used 
are of unbelievable size and proportion.  The largest stone is 13.6 metres long, 3 metres high and 
3.3 metres thick.  A quick bit of maths tells us that such a stone weighs over 570 tons!  
 
No one knows exactly WHAT is hidden in the vaults under the platform.  How did the Crusader 
Knights Templar become so suddenly very, very rich?  Were all the Temple treasures stashed away 
just before the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE when not a single stone of the temple was left 
standing?  Although some of the tunnels have been explored – in boats because they also served as 
aqueducts bringing water to the Temple for the ritual baths – NO further exploration was permitted 
after the Moslems claimed the Mount as theirs and barred any Jews from ever setting foot on it 
again.  
 
The Dome of the Rock – the rock of Abraham – and, by tradition, the rock on which Mohammed 
ascended into heaven in a dream – has been built right over the place where Herod’s Temple stood.  
Or so they thought at the time!  Jewish records show that the original Holy of Holies was on a 
different part of the platform but it is too late now to move the mosque!  
 
In spite of all Herod’s attempts to make himself the greatest man that ever lived, he was so 
paranoid that no-one would mourn his passing.  When he realised his end was near, he ordered a 
host of celebrities and high ranking officials to be brought to Jericho where they were imprisoned.  
His instructions were that they were all to be killed the moment he died – to ensure loud weeping 
and wailing throughout the land by both Jews and Romans!!  We aren’t sure whether these 
instructions were carried out or not, but we DO know that whatever wailing WAS done, was 
probably by the poor soldiers and slaves who had to carry Herod’s body on an enormous bier from 
Jericho to Herodian along dangerously narrow, dusty desert roads in searing heat. 
 
Herod may have been a great builder but he was definitely a not-so-great ruler.  Small wonder he 
was known by the Jews as Herod the Monstrous – profligate in his spending, brutal in his 
oppression and psychopathically paranoid to the end. 
 
To end let’s talk about Jeru-salem ... salem = shalom – PEACE.  The city of peace may sound like a 
misnomer given the current political climate, but when I had finished praying at the Wall for the 
peace of this amazing city, I looked up ... and saw ... a white dove nestling peacefully on a ledge in 
the wall, in the shade of a tuft of grass and weeds.  The Dove of Peace. 
 
Shalom! 
 

The Committee extends Seasonal Greetings to all its 
members and friends. May 2018 indeed be a year of Peace. 


