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ARMIES OF THE MUSLIM CONQUEST


INTRODUCTION

The dramatic eruption of the Arab peoples from Arabia after their adoption of the Muslim faith in the 7th century remains one of the most extraordinary events in world history. By the end of that century they ruled a state that stretched from the Atlantic to India, from southern Arabia to Central Asia, covering an area far greater than that of the Roman Empire. Arabia before the time of the Prophet Muhammad was, of course, neither isolated nor particularly backward (see MAA 243 Rome’s Enemies (5): The Desert Frontier); yet it was a divided, war­torn ‘zone of influence’ buffeted between the ancient empires of Rome and Persia. Warfare, at least among the nomadic bedouin, was a normal aspect of life; while the urban merchant class also had to be tough and warlike to carry on business in a tumultuous world where wealth and the possession of a few horses could give an overwhelming military advantage. The Jewish Arab clans of the northern Hijaz were, for example, famous for their wealth and power, so much so that the Qur’an, Islam’s Holy Book, credited King David with the invention of armour itself: ‘It was We (Allah) who taught him the making of coats of mail for your benefit, to guard you from each other’s violence: Will you then be grateful?’ (Qur’an: 21 .80)

On the other hand, we cannot be sure about the economic situation in the late 6th century when the Prophet Muhammad was born. Traditionally it was thought that the Quraysh tribe which dominated Mecca, and of which Muhammad was a member, controlled a widespread trade network. A more recent theory claims that the famous incense route from Southern Arabia had collapsed centuries earlier and that Mecca’s trade was only with local tribes. There was, meanwhile, already a substantial Arab population inside Byzantine Syria and along the desert frontier of Sassanian-ruled Iraq.

By 633 both Byzantium and the Sassanian Empire were exhausted following their recent wars and this, perhaps, encouraged independent Arab centres of power to develop within Arabia. Muslims, of course, see the Prophet’s mission and the amazing success of the new Islamic state as a result of divine revelation. Ibn Khaldun, the 14th century Muslim historian known as the ‘father of modern history’, explained the otherwise inexplicable speed of the subsequent Islamic conquests by suggesting ‘irrational panic’ on the part of their far more powerful Byzantine, Persian and other foes-a panic which Muslims would again attribute to divine will.
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Gold dinar of the Umayyad Caliph Abd al Malik (685-705) made before a reform of lslamic money banned human representation from coins. The bare-headed Caliph wears his hair long in the ancient Arab manner, has a long tunic and carries his sword from a baldric. (Cab. des Medaillcs, Bib. :Vat., Paris)

Key dates:








	c.570
	Birth of the Prophet Muhammad.


	632
	Death of the Prophet Muhammad.


	632–661
	Leadership of the Rashidun ‘Rightly Guided’ Caliphs: Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, Ali.


	633
	Rida Wars, consolidation of Muslim power throughout Arabia.


	633–650
	Muslim conquest of Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Egypt and most of Iran.


	643-c.707
	Muslim conquest of Maghrib (North Africa).


	661–750
	Umayyad dynasty of Caliphs rule all Muslim territory from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean.


	674–715
	Conquest of Transoxania. Establishment of Central Asian frontier.


	710–713
	Muslim conquest of lower Indus valley (southern Pakistan).


	711–713
	Muslim conquest of Iberian peninsula (al Andalus), temporary occupation of south-western France.


	744–48
	Widespread Kharaji (fundamentalist) uprisings.


	747–750
	Abbasid rebellion in Khurasan (eastern Iran).


	750
	Overthrow of Umayyad dynasty, establishment of Abbasid dynasty.


	755/6
	Surviving Umayyad prince, Abd al Rahman, seizes al Andalus (Spain and Portugal) as first province to break away from Abbasid control.


	763
	Foundation of new city of Baghdad.


	788-825
	Idrisid dynasty in Morocco, Ibadi dynasty in Oman, Aghlabid dynasty in Tunisia, Ziyadid dynasty in Yemen, Tahirid dynasty in Khurasan, Dulayfid dynasty in Kurdistan, all break away from direct Abbasid control.


	812-13
	Abbasid civil war, siege of Baghdad.


	861
	Caliph Mutawakkil killed by his own Turkish guards.
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Stylized horse-archers hunting lions on a piece of 7th-8th century silk from Syria. They ride without stirrups but use the Central Asian thumb-draw. (Erzbischoflichcs Museum, Cologne).





THE PROPHET’S FIRST WARRIORS

Arabian warfare was based on different principles from that of their larger neighbours, razzia raiding being the most common tactic. Courage, endurance, fighting skills and subtle tactics were much admired; but a generally accepted code of conduct kept casualties and damage to a minimum. Tribal leaders were also expected to lead their men, even if they were so old that they had to be carried on a litter, while women often took part, beating drums and encouraging their menfolk. The warrior ethic was dominated by single combats of mubarizun champions between the ranks of opposing armies. Despite the existence of superb (though very expensive) Arabian horses, infantry dominated Arab warfare in the early 7th century. The volume of weaponry available differed according to region and although swords seem to have been plentiful, armours and helmets were, like horses, relatively rare. ·weapons were distributed by merchants, or could be sold as booty at one of many annual fairs which were a feature of Arabia. Otherwise a powerful tribal family would gather an arsenal as tribute and might in turn lend it to allies in time of need.

In 622 Muhammad escaped from Mecca to Yathrib where he had been invited to govern the town. Most of his Meccan supporters, the first Muslims, also fled to Yathrib, which thus became the world’s first ‘Muslim state’. Henceforth the town was known as Medina (the city) and the year 622 became Year One of the Muslim calendar (I AH). Less than two years later constant threats from the still pagan Quraysh leaders of Mecca led to war, and the battle of Badr (January 624) was Islam’s first victory. This was the start of Islamic military history. Facts about the first Muslim army are shrouded in pious legend, yet traditional accounts suggest that the Prophet enforced a new discipline on his followers, dividing men into units according to tribal origin and separating foot soldiers from those owning horses. Strict rules were also introduced for the distribution of booty, with all horsemen getting an equal share and all foot soldiers getting an equal but lesser proportion. As Islam won more converts, this first Muslim army came to include a number of mawali or non-Arabs adopted as ‘clients’ by Arab tribes.

Early Islamic writers provide considerable information about the flags used in those first heroic years. The Prophet’s own small white flag or alam was nick-named ‘The Young Eagle’. He also had a larger black raya banner which was said to be made from his wife Aisha’s head-cloth. At Badr the leader of one Muslim unit was identified by a yellow turban and yellow banner; while before the expedition to Tabuq (630) Muhammad ordered each unit leader to have a distinctive banner behind which his men could rally. Each man had to equip himself, so booty was very important. Tribute from peoples who accepted Muhammad’s authority often included gifts of weaponry, the Persian governor of Yemen sending the Prophet many swords. The Prophet also sent non-military booty to be sold in Syria in exchange for various arms. Helmets were rarely mentioned, though one Muslim warrier had to wrap his head in cloth because no helmet could be found large enough to fit him. Armour may have been slightly more common, the Muslim force which eventually captured Mecca in 630 being called the ‘dark army’ because it wore so much armour.

The tactics used by these first Muslim armies were typical of the Arabian tradition. The holding or seizure of water sources, as at the battle of Badr, was vital, and a junction of caravan routes could be a good place to spring an ambush—as again at Badr. Vast areas of volcanic boulders known as the harrah could prove a worse obstacle to men and animals than the jagged mountains of western Arabia, forcing an attacker to approach down a predictable route. Almost all armies had fewer camels than men, though this situation got better after several bedouin tribes adopted Islam. An increased emphasis on archery in the Prophet’s small but now disciplined Muslim Arab army could be reflected in a saying traditionally attributed to Muhammad in which he urged the Muslims to ‘Use the spear and the Arab bow for with them was your Prophet victorious.’ Many skirmishes and battles certainly started with archery exchanges, one detailed description stating that a man emptied his quiver on the ground and knelt to shoot. At the battle of Uhud Muhammad stationed his archers on a flanking hill to stop the pagan Mecca cavalry sweeping round the Muslim rear. On this occasion the Meccans managed to charge home, overrunning the archers, while the Meccan infantry attacked the Muslims’ front rank of mail-clad warriors. At Uhud the Prophet’s daughter Fatima tended the wounded behind the ranks and in this, as in so many things, she became an idealized role model for Muslim women.
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Interior of the triangular fortress of Qala’at Rustaq in Oman. The original structure is probably pre- or early Islamic, and commanded an annual fair held in the large oasis of Rustaq during the time of the Prophet Afuhammad. (Author’s photograph)
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The Bayt al Mal in the Great Mosque of Hama. This structure dated from the Umayyad period, serving as a communal treasury and arsenal when the Muslim community was a tiny minority living close to the Byzantine frontier. (Author’s photograph)






THE AGE OF EXPANSION

The Prophet Muhammad died in 632, having unified much of Arabia under Muslim rule. He was succeeded by Abu Bakr, the first Caliph or ‘Successor’ in a series of real or nominal leaders which only came to an end in 1924. Abu Bakr was also the first of the Rashidun or ‘Correctly Guided’ Caliphs. His immediate concern was the series of Rida Wars in which several regions tried to throw off Muslim authority. These were savage, wide-ranging, and caused high casualties among the tiny Islamic community; yet the Rida Wars not only ensured the survival of lslam but made Abu Bakr the undisputed leader of the entire peninsula. Elsewhere military communities such as the abna of Yemen—descendants of 6th century Persian occupation forces—converted to Islam to gain support against local hostility.

Muslim Laws of War are also said to date from the Rashidun Caliphs. Jihad is the only type of war legitimized by Islam, yet this word is still misunderstood in the West. 'Holy War’ is a misleading translation, jihad really consisting of individual or communal ‘struggle’ against evil, both within the self and to protect Islam, but never to enforce conversion. The rules of military conduct were known as siyar and included theories of jihad, aman (safe-conduct for enemy emissaries) and hudnah (truce). Non-combatant civilians were to be treated as neutrals. Some of the earliest hadiths or religious quotations also dealt with warfare. The Caliph Abu Bakr declared. 'Do not kill women or children, or an aged infirm person
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