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A The area of the battle of Ajnadayn is a sparsely
populated part of modern Israel. The old Avab villages
north of the battlefield, through which the defeated
Byzantines fled, are all abandoned. Only this
mysterious rutned ‘Tomb of the Prophet Paul’ watches
over some scattered Isvaeli fields. (Author’s
photograph)
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ORIGINS
OF THE CAMPAIGN

The battle of Yarmuk in 636 was a turning point in
history. If the Byzantines had won, Graeco-Roman
the Middle East could have
continued and medieval Europe might have been
denied the cultural contacts with eastern Asia that

domination of

Islamic civilization opened up.

Yet the whole process of 7th century Muslim
Arab expansion remains little understood outside a
small circle of specialists. Few
accounts survive, although there are highly detailed

contemporary

descriptions dating from a generation or so later. It
is also difficult to separate fact from pious myth.
Today, however, the ‘pendulum of credibility’ has
swung back from the almost total disbelief of early
20th century Western historians to what might be
described as a ‘twilight of historical reality’.

Byzantine Syria: the Arena of Conflict

A great deal is known about Syria in the last decades

of Byzantine rule. As now, it consisted of three

distinct zones — a westward-looking Mediterranean
coast, a rich agricultural hinterland and a much
larger region of semi-desert. The coast was largely
Greek speaking; Syriac and Aramaecan speaking
Semitic peoples inhabited the agricultural zone;
while the semi-desert steppes were already Arab.
Big cities were dominated by Greek speakers,
though their citizens were as mixed as the country
itself, with large Jewish populations plus groups of
Georgians and Armenians as well as Latin-speaking
Europeans. Use of the Greek language did not,
with the

effectiveness  of

however, prove a sense of identity

Byzantine Empire and the
Bvzantine rule in this remarkably complex region is

open to doubt.

¥ The fortifications of
Umm al Rasas, a deserted
city in southern Jordan
known in Byzantine
times as Kastron Mefaa.
It was one rd'ﬂn‘jffi\‘r

Syrian cities to fall to the
Muslim Arabs and

continued to flourish into
the 9th century. (Author’s

photograph)
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North of the Yarmuk river (modern-day Syria
and Lebanon), Byzantine local government and
defence were based upon cities, some of which had
existed for thousands of years. Southern Syria and
what are now Jordan, Isracl and the occupied
territories of Palestine included huge Byzantine
Imperial estates as well as flourishing cities and
church lands. Syria also had a very military
appearance, all cities being strongly walled and
some having large permanent garrisons. In the
north these faced the threat of Persian invasion,
while in the south any political disruption could
encourage raiding by bedouin tribes.

Syria, along with much of the rest of the
Byzantine Empire, had suffered a series of blows
since the mid-6th century: earthquakes, plagues,
economic decline, Sassanian Persian invasions and a
generation of Sassanian occupation. Worst of all
were earthquakes and plagues. A series of epidemics
starting in 340 cut the population by a third in the
towns infested with plague-carrying rats. Mean-
while the tented nomads escaped virtually

unscathed. There was, in fact, a large Arab-
speaking population within Byzantine Syria, many
being Christian while others were Jewish or pagan.

Natural features and man-made communi-
cations plaved a vital role in the Muslim Arab
conquest of Syria. In the north, mountains were the
only real barriers, running parallel to the coast and
then eastwards along the Anatolian foothills. In the
centre and south deep valleys cut through the
plateau. All ran east-west except for the
north-south Jordan and Biga’a vallevs. Emesa
(Hims) was the most important communications
and military centre in Byzantine north-central
Syria, Caesarca Maritima (Qaysariva) being the
main defensive base in Palestine. The Roman road
system was still in reasonable repair, vet it still took
several days to get infantry from Caesarea to Gaza
(Ghazzah). Cavalry, who were now the most
important part of the army, moved faster by riding
on cleared arcas on cach side of the paved Roman
roads. The most important such road ran from
Egypt to Damascus. North of al Lajjun in Palestine

town has a defensive wall
with towers and a church,
usually with a dome.
(Museum store, Mt.
Nebo, Jordan; author’s

photograph)

VY Among many mosaics
in Jordan are these
stylized views of fortified
towns dating from around
630, a few years after the
battle of Yarmuk. Each




P The agueduct of ancient
Caesarea Maritima on the
Mediterranean coast of
Palestine brought water
from north of the city.
Caesarea was the main
Byzantine military base as
well as being a vital port on
the otherwise bleak
southern coast. (Author's

photograph)

A
this split into two, one branch continuing across the
Golan plateau, the other taking a less direct route
along the upper Jordan valley to meet the main road
from "I'vre to Damascus, or crossing the Jordan to
rejoin the first road on the Golan.

Despite a thousand vears of alien Greek and
Roman rule, Syria still retained its own distinctive
Semitic culture. This was particularly apparent in
religion. In addition to non-Christian minorities,
the bulk of the population in some provinces
belonged to  churches regarded as  heretical
clsewhere 1n the Empire. Palestine was largely
Orthodox Christian, but central and northern Syria
were Monophysite — a theological difference that
meant a very great deal in those days! The deeply
anti-Jewish Orthodox Church hierarchy regarded
Svria as a hotbed of ‘Judaizers, Jewish-Christians
and Jews’. In return the large Jewish minority had
little love for its Orthodox rulers, particularly after
the Emperor Heraclius decreed that all Jews must
convert to Christianity in 630. But the most
alienated community was that of the Samaritans

P Fragment of 7th helmet with a long neck-
century carved ivory; guard wears a scale or
provincial Byzantine mail cuirass. He does not
workmanship from a use stirrups. ( Mus.
Lombardic tomb at dell’Alto Medio Fvo,

Nocera Umbra in Italy. A Rome)
cavalryman in a crested

BYZANTINE SYRIA: THE ARENA OF CONFLICT
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A Umm al Jimal, an
almost deserted ‘dead city’
on the edge of the desert in
northern _7m'd an, was
probably controlled by the
Christian Arab Ghassanids
in Byzantine times. This
tower in what is popularly
called the ‘barracks’ is
decorated with Christian
crosses. It was built around
AD 412 and includes two
early examples of
machicolations from which
rocks could be dropped on
an attacker. (Author's

photograph)

¥ Left and right: The story
of *‘David and Goliath’ on a
sequence of 6th century
Coptic Egyptian reliefs. On
the left Saul is flanked by
guardsmen, one with a spear
and shield, the other with a
shield and a sword hung

from a baldric. On the right

Goliath is portrayed twice,
on both occasions wearing
scale or stylized mail
armour and a large helmet.
(Coptic Mus., Cairo;
author’s photographs)



who, persecuted by Christians and Jews alike, had
risen in support of the Sassanian Persian invaders
and would soon help the Muslim Arabs. Paganism
would survive in Syria for another century and a
half under Muslim rule. The ancient Maiumas
‘water festival’ was still held at Gerasa (Jarash) as
late as 535, though the old orgies involving dancing
girls and public nude bathing had been toned down
and given a new Christian guise.

During the Sassanian Persian invasion of the
Byzantine Empire the old Byzantine army collapsed
and a new Emperor, Heraclius, had to rebuild 1t
from shattered fragments. This he did with
remarkable success. Ironically, he set out on his epic
reconquest of the Middle East in the same vear, 622,
that an obscure Arab religious leader fled from his
home town of Makka to seek sanctuary in the
neighbouring town of Yathrib (later to be known as
Madina). That vear of 622 would become vear 1 AH
in a new Muslim calender, the year in which the
Prophet Muhammad made his /ijra or escape to set
up the new religious community of Muslims.

The early 7th century was also a tume of

quickening military change in the Bvzantine Empire
after centuries of stagnation, and Byzantium was
certainly not in a state of collapse when it faced the
new challenge from Arabia. On the other hand, the
Byzantine army was unprepared for an attack from
such an unexpected direction.

THE ARABS: THE NEGLECTED NEIGHBOURS
The Arabs: the Neglected Neighbours

The Arabic-speaking peoples of the Arabian
peninsula and neighbouring areas followed many
religions and different ways of life. Some lived in
towns as merchants or craftsmen, but most were

Jallahin peasant farmers in the oases of Arabia, the

fertile hills of Yemen or the villages of Byzantine
Syria and Sassanian Iraq. Even among the nomads
there were important distinctions between the
camel-raising true badw (bedouin) of the deep
desert, the sheep- and camel-raising swayih of the
grassy steppes, and the ra’'w semi-nomads on the
fringes of the cultivated zone. Recent research
shows that there were plenty of small villages or
farms well bevond the Romano-Byzantine frontier
in what are now Syria and Jordan. Nor were Arab
nomads ever excluded from the settled arcas; while
the degree of conflict between nomad and farmer
has been greatly exaggerated, often for modern
political reasons. Within the desert, tribes normally
migrated across cach other’s territory by peaceful
agreement rather than constantly fighting each
other.

One technological development had an immense
impact on the balance of power in the steppes and
desert. This was the wood-framed North Arabian
camel saddle, which was secured on top of the
animal’s hump - the older so-called South Arabian
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saddle lacked a frame and was placed behind the
hump. Though adequate for peaceful purposes, the
old type was no use in war. Once the richer camel-
raising tribes adopted the new saddle it became very

difficult for neighbouring empires to control the
tribes. Both Byzantium and Sassanian Persia came
to rely on Arab allies to control the desert, and in
Byzantine Syria the last of thesc allies were the
Ghassanids. To the Byzantines these Ghassanids
were mere frontier auxiliaries, but within Arabia
thev were often seen as great kings. Their tribal
leader or shaykh was called the Strategos Parembolon
‘Commander of nomad auxiliaries’ by Byzantium,
the Arab hira or encampment being called a
Parembole in Greek. The Ghassanid federation of
pro-Byzantine tribes was shattered by the Sassanian
conquest and had not yet been rebuilt when the
Muslim Arabs erupted on to the scene.

Meanwhile the Ghassanids were by no means
the only Christian Arab tribe. For many vyears
Byzantium had insisted that tribes become
Christian in return for Byzantine support. In Arabia
itself wandering monks spread the Gospel by
preaching at annual tribal fairs. Muhammad himself
was a native of the Hijaz, and there were Christian
monasteries in the north of this area serving as
centres of Byzantine influence. More monks also

to nomadic bedouin. Such
areas of shattered
volcanic rock covering
hundreds of square miles
exist in Arabia, Syria,
Iraq and, as here, in
FJordan. (Author’s
photograph)

A The Syrian and
Arabian deserts were not
a vast empty area into
which Muslim Arab
armies could retreat at
will. Many parts,
particularly the harra or
lava plains, are still
virtually impassable even

sought refuge among the Christian Arab tribes
during the Palestine.
Christianity was similarly spreading in Yemen to the
south. Even in Oman, in castern Arabia,
Christianity had been recorded since the 4th
century. Most of the people of present-day Iraq may
also have been Christian by the early 7th century.

Despite the spread of Christianity among the
Arabs, the Byzantines still looked upon their desert
neighbours as barbarians, set apart by their nomadic
way of life, and the Greeks had little real knowledge
of the Arabian peninsula. Their image of the Arabs
was stuck in an outdated mould, describing them as
‘wild untamed beasts’, ‘beastly and barbarous
enemies’, the Old Testament ‘hosts of Midian® or as
agents of Divine Wrath. At first, Christians did not
realize that Islam was a new religion, secing it as
just another Judeo-Christian heresy.

Sassanian invasion of



A The parched Wadi
‘Araba valley, south of
the Dead Sea, separates
southern Palestine from
ancient Moab, now

southern Jordan. The
Muslims used the tiny
oasis of Gharandal in the
Wadi ‘Araba as a base.

(Author’s photograph)

Within Arabia there had, of course, been many
other changes. The northern Arab peoples had
learned much from both Byzantines and Sassanians,
particularly in warfare, and they could face the
troops of these neighbouring empires on equal
terms. To the south, Yemeni society was headed by
an aristocracy of kabir clan chiefs, gai/ princes, and
the military satraps who governed the country
following its conquest by the Sassanian Persians.
This was a relatively rich area, but the lucrative
incense trade had virtually ceased since the
Romano-Byzantine Empire had become Christian.
Nevertheless, Meccan merchant families, like the
Quraysh who dominated the city until the coming of
Islam, were prosperous and owned property within
Byzantine-ruled Syria.

On the other hand, there were many times when
Sassanian Persian influence was stronger than that
of Byzantium, and from their capital at Ctesiphon
(more correctly Tyspwn in Middle Persian) the
Sassanian Emperors encouraged their own Arab
allies, the Lakhmids, to bring Arabia within the

Persian orbit. By the mid-6th century Lakhmid-
Sassanian control may theoretically have reached
Najran 1n northern Yemen, while in Oman local
shaykhs known as the Julanda ruled as Lakhmid-
Sassanian chients. The Sassanians’ defeat by the
Emperor Heraclius of Byzantium undermined their
power within Arabia, and in the period of near
anarchy that followed a great deal of weaponry fell
into the hands of other Arab tribes. Meanwhile
Makka gradually emerged as a new power centre.

The Coming of Islam

Into this fluid political and religious situation came
the Prophet Muhammad who started to preach the
new faith of Islam.* Muhammad’s mission and his
rise to political power coincided with the Sassanian
occupation of Syria. While the reconquering
Byzantines rebuilt a confederation of allied tribes to
the north, Muhammad attracted Arab tribes to
Islam 1n the Hijaz. The rulers of Yemen to the
south, Bahrayn on the Gulf coast and Oman in the
cast also accepted Islam in recognition of the new

* It is important to note that, for Muslims, Islam is not a ‘new
faith’; it is the first religion given by God to Adam. For
Muslims, Muhammad merely brought back the original True
Faith to a misguided world.
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A Muslim élite soldier equipped for infantry
warfare. His iron and bronze helmet comes from
Iraq and is of a Central Asian type which would
become very common in the following centuries.

He also wears two dir’ mail hauberks with an
Arab durra’a tunic between them. The use of a

baldric rather than a waist-belt to carry his

sword is also typically Avab. The yellow cloth

around this man's head and shoulders suggests

that he was one of the Ansar, the first men to

help the Prophet Muhammad back in Arabia.
(Angus McBride)

P Top and Bottom:
Among the finest 6th-7th
century Coptic carved
ivories are a series of
panels illustrating the
story of Joseph on the
‘Throne of Archbishop

long plaited hair and are
dressed in the simple
izzar wrap-around cloth
still worn by Muslims
while on Haj or
pilgrimage. Bottom shows
Joseph, now governor of

dominance of Muslim Makka and Madina. The
Riddah Wars, which erupted immediately after the
Prophet’s death, were partly an attempt by these
areas to regain their independence, partly an effort
by Muslims from Makka and Madina to extend
their control over Arabia. They resulted in the
consolidation of a powerful new Muslim state
14

Maximian’, made around
AD 550. They show
bedouin Arab warriors as
well as Byzantine troops.
In the top picture the
child Joseph is sold in
Egypt. Both bedouin have

Egypt, guarded by
soldiers in typical
Byzantine military
uniforms. (Cathedral
Museum, Ravenna;
author’s photographs)

throughout the peninsula. The Emperor in
Constantinople, meanwhile, seems to have been
blissfully unaware of what was happening south of
Svria.

Muhammad at first regarded Christians as
allies. Only after his followers clashed with pro-
Byzantine Arab tribesmen at Mu’ta in 629 did the
two religions become rivals. A vear later the
Muslims made a peace treaty with the bishop of
Aila (modern ‘Aqabah) and various south Jordanian
tribes. This area still lay outside Byzantine control
for, after defeating the Sassanians, the Emperor
Heraclius set up a new defence line from Ghazzah
on the Mediterranean to the southern end of the
Dead Sea, leaving the deep south outside the
Empire. The new line was only designed to protect
communications from bandits, and the bulk of

Byzantine defences were concentrated in northern

Syria, facing the traditional Sassanian foe. But this
new defence line meant that raiders from Arabia
could now go around the Gulf of ‘Aqabah into
Egypt or north towards Ghazzah before meeting
regular Byzantine troops.

After the Prophet Muhammad died in 632 he
was succeeded politically, though not in a religious
sense, by a Caliph (Khalifah) or ‘viceregent’, the
first of whom was Abu Bakr. Verv soon Abu Bakr
realized that if the Muslims did not control the
tribes then the Byzantines would, and raids were
launched to impose Muslim authority on all Arabic-
speaking peoples. As vet, Muhammad’s religious
message applied only to pagan Arabs rather than to
Christians and Jews who, as ‘Peoples of the Book’,
already worshipped the One True God. But these
early Muslim raids aimed in the Ghazzah area soon






brought Muslim troops into confrontation with
Byzantine soldiers. In 634 the Muslims defeated a
Byzantine force, killing its commander who as a
Candidatos ranked as a member of the Emperor’s
own bodvguard. The following vear’s earthquake
and the appearance of a sword-shaped comet
apparently coming from the south would later be
interpreted as omens of the forthcoming Muslim
conquest.

To the east, beyond the Byzantine frontier, the
Muslims were consolidating their authority among
the tribes of the Syrian steppes. Here the transition
to a new government seems to have been peaceful.
Gradually the frontier regions were also taken over.

The Muslim conquest of the Balqa region of central
Jordan was strategically important, for it was from
here that the Muslims would launch their invasion
of Syria and Palestine. For once, desert invaders and
a settled empire — in this case the Muslim Arabs
and the Byzantines — were evenly matched, perhaps
more so than they ever would be again.

¥ Roman roads criss-
cross much of the Middle
East, but few are still in
such remarkable
condition as this stretch
between Antioch and
Qinnasrin (ancient

Chalcis). Such roads
played a vital part in
Byzantine strategic
planning, and even the
highly mobile Muslim
Arab armies used them.
(Author’s photograph)




THE OPPOSING LEADERS

The Byzantine Commanders

[t 1s normal for more to be known about victors than
vanquished, but the information is particularly
unbalanced the battle of Yarmuk is
concerned. The only well documented Byzantine
figure is Heraclius himself. He was a courageous
though tragic figure, the first Emperor to lead his
armies in person for many generations. Heraclius
adopted the Greek title of Basileos in 629, thus
claiming to rule by Divine Right, finally shedding
the Roman titles used by previous Emperors . His
propagandists portrayed Byzantium’s wars in a very
religious light, using that most potent of Christian
relics, the Wood of the Holy Cross, to inspire the
fichting fervour of his troops. Parallels were also
made between Heraclius’s carly victories and those
of the Old Testament Jews. The Emperor’s
biographer, George of Pisidia, even used Heraclius’s
marriage problems to draw a parallel between the
Byzantine Emperor and the ancient King David.

Herachius’s reputation clearly worried the
Muslims in the early stages. Yet the historical record
shows that, though he was a capable general, he was
anxious and prone to doubt. He did know the
geography of Syria personally but tended to
interfere with the daily conduct of operations and
was not good at delegating responsibility. By the
time of the Muslim invasion of Syria Heraclius was
also a sick man, suffering from hydrophobia and
dropsy (probably cancer). His greatest military
achievement was to have regained the Byzantine
provinces lost since the reign of the Emperor
Maurice. His tragedy was to have then lost an even
greater area to the rising power of Islam.

Little is known about Heraclius’s brother
Theodore, the kouropalates or senior officer who
commanded Byzantine forces at Ajnadayn. He was a
political enemy of the Emperor’s new wife Martina,
but was also an experienced general, having fought

where

several campaigns against Sassanian armies in the
cast. Muslim chroniclers portray him as aggressive,
foolhardy and ignoring the Emperor’s instructions
to await reinforcements. Various eastern Christian
sources also blame him for the Byzantine dcbacle.
After Ajnadayn, Heraclius was clearly angry with
his brother, either for his failure or for fleeing the
field, and sent him back to the capital.

Even less 1s known about Theodore ‘Trithourios,
who commanded the Byzantine armies that
attempted to drive the Muslim invaders from Syria
in 636 and who was defeated at Yarmuk. He was the
Byzantine Sakellarios, or Treasurer, which suggests
that the Emperor was worried about the problem of
paying his troops and thus maintaining their morale.
He may still have been the Magister Militum per
Orientem *Master of the Fastern Soldiers’ and is
believed to have been a eunuch.

Vahan, the Byzantine field commander at
Yarmuk, was of Armenian origin, and he probably
knew the Middle East better than the newcomer
Theodore Trithourios. As commander of the main
base at Emesa, Vahan would have been second only
to the Emperor in the military hierarchy of
Byzantine Syria. He may then have been put in
charge of fresh troops sent from his own homeland
of Armenia and from the capital, Constantinople
(Istanbul), as well as local Arab forces.

Niketas, another senior Byzantine officer at
Yarmuk, had a partcularly interesting background.
He was the son of the famous Sassanian Persian
general Shahrbaraz, who had led various Sassanian
armies in Syria. Thus Niketas may have known the
area well. Shahrbaraz met Heraclius four vears later
and got Byzantine support for his own attempt to
become Sassanian Emperor — in which he succeeded
for a brief period. Shahrbaraz is said to have been
sympathetic to Christianity, and his son Niketas was
almost certainly a Christian. Almost nothing is
known about the troops Niketas commanded,
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A The most famous
pieces of early 7th century
Byzantine metalwork are
the ‘David Plates’, found
at Lampousa in Cyprus
and probably made to
celebrate the Emperor
Heraclius's victory over

the Sassanian Persians —
before his catastrophic
defeats by the Muslims.
The largest plate
tllustrates the battle
between David and
Goliath. On the left are
two Israelite warriors

though there were still Persian units in Syria, either
unable or unwilling to go home following the recent
Sassanian defeat. Niketas’s loyalty to Byzantium
may have been shallow, as some sources suggest he
attempted to go over to the Muslims after the battle
of Yarmuk.

Rather more is known about Jabala, the last
‘king’ of the Ghassanids, perhaps because he was a
Christian Arab well remembered by his Muslim
Arab foes. For a quarter of a century Jabala had

Early Islamic sources describe turbans as the
‘crown of the Arabs’, but these were not the
tightly wound bulky turbans seen in later

centuries. Instead they were little more than

headcloths. Here a member of the early Muslim

Arab military élite has the fully mail armour

characteristic of rich tribesmen and is armed
with the spear and shield similarly of Arab

troops. (Angus McBride)




dressed as Byzantine
soldiers. It is unclear
whether Byzantine troops
actually wore such
elaborate Roman-style
armour, except perhaps
élite guardsmen. It is
interesting to note that

their helmets are covered
with decorative caps, one
corner of the leading

Sfigure's helmet still being

visible beneath this cover.
Goliath at the centre is
dressed in Romano-
Byzantine style though

his shield has a lion’s
head boss identical to a
fth century Sassanian
shield-boss now in the
British Museum. On the
right two Philistine
warriors again have
Romano-Byzantine mail

THE MUSLIM COMMANDERS

armour, but their helmets
are very different and
reflect those worn by late
Sassanian troops. (Mel.
Museum of Art, New
York; author’s
photographs)

fought hard against Byzantium’s Sassanian enemies.
He survived the battle of Yarmuk and for a time
made peace with the new Muslim rulers of Syria.
But then Jabala quarrelled with the Caliph ‘Umar
and left for Byzantine territory, taking many of his
fichting men with him. He eventually settled in the
strategic frontier area of Charsionon (Cappadocia)
in central Anatolia where his descendants and their
followers proved their worth against future Muslim
raids. They lost their Arab language but never their

pride in their origins. A later Byzantine Emperor,
Nicephorus (802-11), was himself descended from
Jabala the Ghassanid.

The Muslim Commanders

A great deal was recorded about the men who led
the Muslim Arab conquest of Syria, their deeds,
characters and individual foibles, but it is almost
impossible to separate fact from fiction.
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‘Umar, the second Caliph of Islam, was
respected rather than loved. He was a man of
exceptional moral strength, high intelligence and
great political skill. Though autocratic, he remained
humble in his dress and private life. Muslim
expansion began under his predecessor, Abu Bakr,
but ‘Umar then directed the greatest period of
conquest, controlling his military leaders by his own
power of command.

‘Umar also laid the foundations for a regularly
organized and paid Muslim army with the Diwan
military list, a register of all men eligible for military
stipends. On the one hand ‘Umar founded several
new amsar military centres, some of which
developed into great cities. On the other he ensured
that horses captured in Syria, one of the ancient
world’s main horse-breeding areas, were system-
atically before new military
operation, since the first Muslim armies were
acutely short of cavalry.

Khalid Ibn al Walid was a very different man
had the Prophet

collected every

and once been one of

Muhammad’s most effective military opponents.
Impetuous, fearless, occasionally unscrupulous, a

lover of money and not very religious, Khalid was
nevertheless one of the greatest tacticians in military
history. He was known as the ‘Sword of God’ (but in
Arabic, that most subtle of languages, this implies
that Khalid was merely a weapon to be wielded by
greater men). Although Khalid had shown a streak
of brutality during the Riddah Wars within Arabia,
he may later have been the first Muslim leader to
impose the relatively light jizyah tax on enemies
who surrendered voluntarily, using this money to
pay his troops.

Abu ‘Ubaida could hardly have been more
different to the fearsome Khalid. Pious but lacking
military skill, Abu ‘Ubaida was nevertheless a man
of considerable common sense. ‘Umar probably put
him in charge of the invading Muslim Arab armies
in Syria for political reasons, describing him as ‘the
faithful guardian of the people’. He had been much

¥ Qasr al Hallabat; a
Sfortress in the Jordanian
desert, which originally
Jormed part of the Roman
limes (frontier defences).
The Byzantines turned it

into a monastery and the
Muslim Umayyads
transformed it into a
‘desert palace’. (Author’s
photograph)
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more conciliatory than Khalid towards those ex- ;
Riddah War rebels who now served in Muslim
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AFTERMATH
AND RECKONING

The battle of Yarmuk has not received the attention
it deserves, supposedly ‘serious’ scholars min-
mizing the military aspects of Byzantium’s
catastrophic defeat. ‘This has not been helped by a
persistent Western inability to take the early Muslim
Arabs seriously in military terms. As a result, the
crass excuses made by the Byzantines themselves
have often been accepted by uncritical Western
historians.

Performance of the Byzantine Army

Early Byzantine writers tried hard to shift the blame
away from Heraclius, pointing to the Emperor’s
illness, a supposed mutiny by Armenian troops and
a mythical dust storm. Heraclius was, in fact, far
from the scene of battle and could only have

interfered in general terms. The Caliph ‘Umar, of

course, similarly supervised operations from a

"W The most mysterious
Armenian carved relief of
this period is in the ruined
monastery of Surb
Bartolomeos, now called
Albak, east of Lake Van in
Turkey. It shows a
cavalryman, with a large
Persian-style crest on his
helmet, armed with a lance
that he uses in the medieval
couched manner, and a
large archer’s quiver on his
right hip. He is
overthrowing a horse
archer, who clearly has
stirrups. (in situ, monastery
of Surb Bartolomeos/
Albak, Turkey; photograph
via Centre d’Etudes et
Documentation sur ‘Art
Chretien Oriental,
Etampes)

distance. Later Byzantine writers were inclined to
blame Heraclius, largely because of his unorthodox
efforts to unite the various Christian churches.

The only truly disaffected groups in Syria were
the Jews and Samaritans, who rarely served as
soldiers. The Greek Byzantines also never fully
trusted their Christian Arab auxiliaries. A more
serious problem was the Byzantine shortage of
money to pay its army and to maintain the
friendship of neighbouring tribes. This failure
almost certainly undermined discipline before the
battle of Yarmuk. Byzantine forces in Palestine and
Syria, though outnumbering the Muslim Arab
invaders, were able to concentrate their forces and
achieve a numerical advantage only on the battlefield
at Yarmuk. Their subsequent defeat may have
resulted from lack of coordination between
commanders and friction between Armenians and
Greeks. Yet the Byzantines clearly failed to make
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effective use of terrain — since this area was at the
centre of Ghassanid territory, one can only assume
that Jabala the Ghassanid’s advice was ignored. The
Byzantines also failed in their traditional tactic of
subverting the enemy leadership, presumably as a
result of the Muslim Arabs’ new Faith.

Yarmuk is unusual because the Byzantine high
command actually committed itself to a decisive
battle, probably abandoning their traditional caution
because they were so confident of victory. This
could also explain the depths of despair that
engulfed the army once the battle was lost, and the
lack of a fall-back position.

Both sides used sophisticated tactics during the
Yarmuk campaign, those of the Byzantines fully
within their known military heritage. Where
fortified cities were concerned, the length of
resistance depended upon the condition of the
walls, the morale of a garrison, the character of a
commander, or the availability of food and water.
Yet most towns only put up a token resistance to
obtain decent surrender terms. In fact Syria was lost
less because of Yarmuk than as a result of the urban
population failing to resist in the way they had

previously resisted Persian invaders. In much of the
countryside, ordinary people may well have felt that
they were exchanging one set of Arab rulers for
another: Ghassanids for Muslims.

For the Byzantine Empire as a whole the reign
of Heraclius proved to be one of ephemeral victories
and real defeats. Traditional Byzantine search-and-
destroy tactics had failed, and new ones had to be
explored. Over the next century these were
developed into the defensive guerrilla strategy of
‘Shadowing Warfare’ in which raiders or invaders

were harassed and ambushed rather than
confronted in a major battle.

Performance of the Muslim Army
The Muslim invasion of Syria was not an

irresistable mass movement of tribes. It was a
carefully planned, coordinated and organized series
of military operations using strategy well able to
deal with Byzantine defensive measures. Muslim
Arab tactics of penetration by several self-sufficient

armies eliminated the traditional distinction

between ‘front’ and ‘rear’, the Byzantine defending



B Coptic Egyptian ‘folk
art’is notoriously difficult
to date, and this fragment
of a painted vase is
sometimes thought to have
been made between the 2nd
and 6th centuries. Certain
aspects of the foot soldier’s
kit might, however, suggest
the 6th to 9th centuries.
(Benaki Mus., inv. 13953,
Athens; author’s
photograph)

forces being dcfecated piecemeal.  Muslim
commanders clearly understood the military
traditions of their enemy, while the Byzantines
apparently did not understand the methods of the
Muslims.

Khalid Ibn al Walid’s famous march from Iraq
to Syria showed how effectively the Muslims
controlled the intervening descrt steppes, home to
many warlike tribes. It also demonstrated a high
degree of control from the Caliph’s capital at
Madina. In battle the Muslim Arabs made excellent
use of terrain, and they never blundered into battle
unawares. Their willingness to attack at the hottest

o A late 6th or early 7th
century mosaic from
Antioch shows a fallen
huntsman — a soldier
Judging from his uniform

- with a single-edged
sword and a large shield.
(Worcester Art Museum,
Massachusetts; author’s
photographs)

part of the day and ability to remain effective with
less drinking water than their enemies must have
helped, though it would hardly have changed the
military balance. The Arabs also cultivated a
reputation for ferocity in warfare, which may have
had a morale impact on the enemy, though this was
based on isolated and rarely proven acts of savagery.
Chroniclers of both sides also mentioned the
ferocity of Arab women in battles. Their active role
would have come as no surprise to their menfolk,
though it dceply shocked the more ‘sexist’
Byzantines.

On the other hand, it would be wrong to to
suggest that dedication was universal on the Muslim
side at Yarmuk. There were clearly some desertions.
The Lakhm and Judham tribes, which were also
present in the Byzantine army, also fought with little
enthusiasm for either cause.



THE BATTLEFIELDS TODAY

The Muslim armies that conquered Byzantine Syria
ranged over modern Syria, Jordan, L.ebanon, Israel,
the occupied territories of Palestine and northern
Saudia Arabia. Three of the battlefields and the
main siege described in this book are easily
accessible today, the only exception being the most
important — namely the battlefield of Yarmuk,
which straddles the United Nations monitored
ceasefire line between Syria and the Isracli-occupied
Golan Heights. The Isracli-held part of the
battlefield, with the exception of a narrow frontier
strip where visitors are likely to be flagged down by

half-tracks, is open to visitors. So is territory east of

a line linking the Syrian villages of Sa’asa, Nawa
and Mazayrib. To visit the area between this line
and the cease-fire line itself, special permission is
required from both the Syrian authorities and the
UN office in Damascus. This takes time to obtain
and is even required by Syrian citizens not resident

in the area.

Cross-country vchicles are not
though sturdy rock-proof shoes are. Minor roads
are adequatc cverywhere, though rather pot holed
on the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights. Good hotels
are available in cities and in towns like Dara’ah,
Irbid and Tiberius. Isracl generally lacks the ‘cheap
and cheerful’ fundug local accommodation found in
all Arab towns, but there are hospitable if not cheap
kibbutz settlements that provide rooms. Israel also
has more vouth hostels and camp sites.

Damascus is among the most interesting cities
in the Middle East, and the epic Muslim conquest
was only one episode in its astonishingly long
history. Ajnadavn is, in contrast, an isolated place
with little of interest other than the battlefield. The
region is a sparsely populated part of Isracl
dedicated to re-afforestation, with a few old villages
like Kefar Zekharva (ex-Palestinian Zakariva), new
Israeli settlements such as Netiv and the abandoned
ruins of Arab villages. Almost all the mosques and

necessary,




tombs that once dotted the area have been destroyed
or lie quietly crumbling in the sun.

Fihl, on the Jordanian side of the Jordan valley,
is a remarkably dramatic spot, though visited by few
tourists. Part of the ancient city of Pella (Fihl) has
been excavated, including some early Islamic houses
built before the place was devastated by a huge
carthquake. Roads between Fihl and Irbid are good,

if somewhat hair-raising in the dramatic scenery of

northern Jordan, but a new road has been built
down the Wadi Kufrinja to the Jordan Valley, which
makes ‘Ajlun slightly closer. For those who want
adventure, a precipitous track also runs from the
‘Ajlun-Dayr Abu Sa’id road to I'ihl.

If all the paperwork can be obtained, discretion
is taken with passport stamps, and the visitor is

A These columns formed
part of a large Byzantine
church in Pella. The city
itself, which included

Mamluk mosque, lay to
the left. To the right, the
steep Tal al Husn served
as a citadel. (Author’s

A The site of the battle of
Yarmuk is still a very
sensitive military area
lying on the UN-
monitored cease-fire line
between Syria and the
Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights. This picture was
taken from an unmanned
Israeli front-line fort,
looking east, A line of
trees in the distance
marks the Wadi Rugqad

before it cuts its way into
a deep gorge. A bridge
crosses the river amid
these trees, just as it did
at the time of the battle,
and beyond it lies the
village of ‘Ayn Dhakar,
which is still inhabited
hecause it lies within
Syrian controlled
territory. (Author’s

photograph)

houses from the Islamic photograph)

Umayyad period and a

prepared to use Egypt as an intermediary stepping-
stone, it is possible to visit both parts of the Yarmuk
battlefield. But, at thc time of writing, it is
emphatically NOT possible to cross the UN
supervised ceasc-fire line on the Golan plateau.
When this piece of occupied territory is, one hopes,
returned to Syria as part of a peace agreement, the
picture will change — as it already has in the
liberated though still devastated Syrian city of
Qunaitra. The eastern part of the occupied Golan
plateau is, however, a singularly desolate place.
Wildlife abounds and gazelle are liable to bound in
front of a visitor’s car; but their presence indicates
an absence of people. The Arab villages have been
obliterated since 1967, together with most of the
mosques, tombs and other Islamic shrines on the
platcau. The Syrian side is not particularly scenic,
but for a student of military history from 2,000 BC to
the present day it remains one of the most
fascinating places in the world.
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A Quite where the flecing Byzantines [ell to their
deaths after the battle of Yarmuk is unknown, though
the episode was appalling enough to be remembered
for many generations. Those attempting lo escape

fram the main Byzantine encampment at Yaqusah
could have ended up here, on the bluffs facing the
Jordanian spa village of al HHamma. (Author’s
photograph)



CHRONOLOGY

There are still unanswered questions about the
chronology of the Muslim Arab conquest of Syria.
The following sequence is followed in this book:
611-14 Sassanian Persian invasion & conquest of
Syria.

629 Sassanian occupying troops agree to withdraw
from Syria & other Byzantine territory.
September 629 Pro-Byzantine Arab tribes defeat
Muslims at Mu'ta.

630 Byzantines massacre Jews in Jerusalem &
Galilee.

21 March 630 Byzantinc Emperor Heraclius’
pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

632 Death of the Prophet Muhammad.

Winter 633/4 Three Muslim {orces invade
Palestine & Jordan, capture Areopolis (Ma’an).

4 February 634 Muslims defeat Byzantines at
Dathin.

March—April 634 Khalid Ibn al Walid crosses
desert from Iraq to Syria.

24 April 634 Muslims defeat Ghassanids at Mar)
Rahit

Late May 634 Khalid Tbn al Walid captures Busra.
30 July 634 Muslims defeat Byzantines at Ajnadayn.
August 634 Skirmishes at Yaqusah and/or (1st)
Marj al Suftar.

23 August 634 Death of Caliph Abu Bakr.
January 635 Muslims defeat Byzantines at Pella
(Fihl).

February 635 Byzantincs fight Muslims to a draw
at (2nd) Marj al Suffar.

March 635 Start of first siege of Damascus.

4 September 635 Muslims’ first conquest of
Damascus.

November 635 Muslims’ first conquest of Emesa
(Hims).

Spring 636 Muslims evacuate Emesa & Damascus,
withdraw to Jabiya area.

May 636 Byzantine forces advance against Muslims.
July 636 Prcliminary clashes near Jabiya.

15-20 August 636 Muslims defeat Byzantines at
Yarmuk.

December 636 Second & final Muslim conquest of
Damascus.

Spring-summer 636 Final Muslim conquest of
Svria & Lebanon.

August-September 637 Ghazzah surrenders to
Muslims.

September 637 Jerusalem offers to surrender to
Muslims.

Late 637 Byzantine & Muslim authorities agrec onc
year truce in northern Syria.

January 638 Jerusalem surrenders to Caliph
‘Umar.

Late 638 Muslims capture rest of northern Syria
including Antioch (Antakya).

639 Byzantine forces regroup in Anatolia (Turkey).
December 639 Muslims under ‘Amr Ibn al As
invade Egvpt.

639—40 Plague in Syria.

640 Muslims conquer Palestinian, Lebanese &
Syrian coasts.

11 February 641 Death of Emperor Heraclius.



