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iritual and
historical Iegacy

Dead Sea

The Dead Sea, the lowest point on
earth, boasts a proud spiritual and
historical legacy. Prophets, dreamers
and mysterious sects have all
wandered this desert area. To this day
the landscape remains unchanged,
with a primordial feel. Just a 40
minutes’ drive from Amman, this is a
favourite  destination  with
holidaymakers, who come to soak up
the sun, float in the water, or coat
themselves with mineral-rich mud.

The Dead Sea sits in a hollow
surrounded by mountains, on the floor
of the Great Rift Valley. At 400 meters
below sea level it marks the lowest
point on the earth’s surface.

Soaring temperatures cause the sea
to evaporate on a vast scale. This, and
the fact it has no outlet and little
replenishing rainfall, keeps salt levels
extraordinarily high. The water
contains a 33 per cent concentration of
minerals- nine times greater than the
ocean- in a unique composition rich in
magnesium, sodium, potassium,
calsium, and bromine. At depths below
100 metres the water is saturated and
salt precipitates out and collects on the
sea bed. Even more unusual is the Dead
Sea’s discharge if asphalt-black tarry
rocks regularly emerge from the depths.

Little can survive the intense
salinity. Small quantities of bacteria and
fungi live in the water, but there are no
plants. Any fish that accidentally swim
in die instantly. The water feels greasy,
stings open cuts, and burns.

HEALING WATERS

Nevertheless, there are many
positive characteristics. Being so low-
lying, the air by the shore contains 10
percent more oxygen than at sea level.
And the evaporation causes a
permanent haze over the region, which
filters out harmful UVB rays (which
cause sunburn), an important
consideration in a place enjoying 330
sunny days a year.

These factors, plus mineral-rich
water and a pollen-free atmosphere,
make it a natural health spa. People
suffering from respiratory diseases such
as cystic fibrosis, benefit from coming
here, as do those with skin disorders
such as psoriasis, or rheumatic
complaints.

The sea's remarkable healing
properties have long been celebrated by
people such as Pliny the Elder and King
Herod. Aristotle described it as: "very
bitter and salty water in which no fish
can live and where neither man nor
animal can sink." And lakeside plants

produced medicines so valuable they
even sparked wars: Mark Anthony
conquered the area so Cleopatra could
obtain exclusive rights to build
cosmetic and pharmaceutical factories.

In more recent times the Dead Sea
has attracted a new wave of visitors,
and become a recreational and health
hot spot. Some come to bob in the
water, which is so dense it's hard to
place your feet on the bottom and
impossible to sink- you couldn't drown
if you tried. Others flock here to soak
in the healing mud and mineral hot
springs.

There is a darker side though. The
Dead Sea relies on the River Jordan
to feed it, but is shrinking fast as much
of the latter is diverted to irrigate
farmland. Between 1930 and 1997 the
sea level fell 21 metres. It may never
dry out entirely, but it does need help.
Hopefully, while it continues to attract
visitors and bring benefits to all, this
natural treasure will remain very much
alive.
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