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Middle-Eastern politics today has its origins in this period.
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A r a b i c  s o u r c e s

This study of the military in the early Islamic world is based on the great narrative
sources compiled by authors of the third/ninth and fourth/tenth centuries, like al-
Baldhurı and, above all, al-‡abarı.1 It was they who edited and republished
earlier collections of narratives and transmitted the texts in the form in which they
have come down to us. This is not the place to review once again the arguments
surrounding the veracity and usefulness of these collections but it is necessary to
make some comments on the way I have approached and used this material. There
can be no doubt that this historical writing, in all its richness and variety, forms
one of the great monuments of world historiography. It does, however, have its
distinct characteristics and these must inevitably influence the approach and
conclusions of the modern scholar.

The early Islamic historians are more interested in individuals and groups of
individuals rather than institutions. They do not discuss the army as a corporate
body but rather how different people performed when fighting with or against
each other. Nor do they systematically discuss institutions like the dıwn or
methods of payment.2 Rather we are given anecdotes about individual disputes
about payments, or how much a certain person or group received on a certain
occasion. This in turn makes the writing of the history heavily prosopographical.
Some readers of this book will no doubt share some of E. M. Forster’s anguish
when reading the translation of the Baburnama: ‘Those awful Oriental names!
They welter from start to finish. Sometimes twenty new ones occur on a page and
never recur.’3 Yet these names are essential for understanding the development of
the military. Take the institution of the shur†a (military police), for example. The
existence of this body is attested from early Umayyad times but in no place are we
told of its functions or composition. In order to understand what this group did, we
have to collect examples of the shur†a in action and the names of its commanders
at different times.4 In this way we can establish, or at least suggest, that the shur†a
of the Umayyad Caliphs was indeed a body whose membership was fairly
continuous from one Caliph to the next, rather than simply the chosen bodyguard
of the individual ruler. The continuity of the names of the commanders points to
the continuity of the institution. We can also show that the commanders of the
shur†a in important cities like Basra, Küfa and Fus†† (old Cairo) were chosen by



xii

U S E  O F  A R A B I C  S O U R C E S

the Umayyad governors from the local élites, so demonstrating their role as
mediators between these élites and the authority of the Caliph and his repre-
sentative. But no source says this explicitly, only the prosopography reveals it. Or,
again, we find constant references to the quwwd (military commanders) in the
early ‘Abbasid period, but no source discusses and explains the recruitment and
duties of a q’id: we can investigate this only by taking the biographies of
individual quwwd and trying to extrapolate from them what the nature and
functions of the office were.

There is marked contrast in this respect with the sources available to John
Haldon when writing the volume on the Byzantine army which is the counterpart
of this book.5 He had at his disposal works like the De Administrando Imperii of
the Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus which, as its name implies, discusses
institutions of administration and occasionally mentions individuals who played
an important role. By contrast, it is the prosopography which drives this account
of early Muslim military practice and it is examples, rather than explanation or
prescription, which form the raw materials of the research. Nor can I emulate
Rhoads Murphey, in his volume on Ottoman warfare in this series,6 in discussing
the commissariat, the calorific value of the diets of soldiers and all the other
details of operations and movements which the Ottoman documentation reveals.
This is not because I feel they are unimportant, simply that the nature of the
sources means that the information is entirely lacking.

Another feature of the Arabic sources is the strength of the narrative material.
We have full, sometimes vivid, exciting and moving accounts of military oper-
ations and battles. I have tried in this work to do some justice to this material,
either in summary or direct quotation. At certain points, I have decided to
concentrate on key encounters which are well reported in the texts and to use them
as illustrations of what John Keegan refers to as the ‘face of battle’ at various
periods. I make no apology for this, though it runs against the grain of much sober
and scientific historiography of recent years. If we are to investigate the military
and society, we have to try to understand what went on in battles and how they
were remembered and recorded.

A particular problem attaches to the numbers of soldiers in armies mentioned in
the chronicles. Some critics may feel that all numbers mentioned in early
mediaeval sources are likely to be wildly exaggerated, or at least formulaic and
unreliable.7 They may be surprised that I have taken these as a basis for discussion
on numerous occasions. I believe, however, that there are good reasons for doing
so. The first test is that in many cases the numbers presented are plausible in the
context of the historical record: vastly exaggerated numbers of the sort sometimes
encountered in, say, Western accounts of the Crusades, are rare. Clearly this is not
by itself a very convincing reason for trusting them, but it at least means that in
many cases they are not unreasonably large or small.

A more compelling justification for accepting some numbers as a general guide
given is that troops were counted and their numbers recorded at the time.
Certainly from the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik onwards, soldiers had their names
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recorded in the dıwn and payments were made to them. For example, when Abü
Muslim heard that a group of soldiers under Mu˛riz b. Ibrhim had assembled to
support him, he ordered a clerk (ktib) to be sent to count them and enter their
names in a book; he found that there were exactly 804.8 The method of payment
must have meant that soldiers were regularly counted. The numbers must have
been known, therefore, to the clerks who recorded the names and made the
payments, to the commanders who led them and presumably, by extension, to
many of the soldiers themselves. It would not be surprising if such well-known
information found its way into the historical record along with other details of the
military expeditions.

Some contemporaries were very skilled in estimating numbers as suggested by
the following anecdote: the time is shortly after the defeat of the Umayyad Caliph
Marwn II by the ‘Abbasid ‘Abd Allh b. ‘Alı in 132/750 at the battle of Tell
Kushf, which meant the end of Umayyad power. The speaker is Abü Müs b.
Muß‘ab of Mosul, who had been one of Marwn’s secretaries.

When Marwn was defeated and ‘Abd Allh b. ‘Alı triumphed over the people
of Syria, I asked for an amnesty and he gave it to me. One day I was sitting
with him and he was reclining when the conversation turned to Marwn and
his defeat . He [‘Abd Allh] said to me, ‘Were you present at the battle?’ and I
answered, ‘Yes, may God glorify the Amir.’ So he went on, ‘Tell me about it’
and I replied, ‘On the day, he [Marwn] asked me to guess the number of the
enemy.’ I replied, ‘I am secretary, not a military man.’ He then looked to left
and right and said to me, ‘They are 12,000 strong.’ ‘Abd Allh sat bolt upright
and said, ‘God damn him! There were 12,000 men in the dıwn that day!’9

This is not to say that all numbers should be trusted implicitly. Sometimes
contradictory numbers are recorded. There seems to be a suspiciously high
incidence of armies of 4000 in the Umayyad period, perhaps the number here
represents a formula for a small to medium-sized force. Furthermore, it would be
unwise to put much reliance on estimates of the numbers in armies before the
establishment of the dıwn. This is particularly true of the numbers quoted for the
armies of the Islamic conquests which must have been no more than estimates.
Estimates of non-Muslim armies, notably the Byzantines and Sasanians, or of
volunteers or rebels whose names were not recorded in a dıwn must be treated
with scepticism. It is also important to be cautious in cases where there is an
obvious reason to exaggerate for propaganda reasons, as when a small army of
Muslims defeats a much larger number of Byzantines, or a smaller army of
‘Abbasid troops fights a much larger number of Umayyad supporters, but such
contrasts are unusual in the sources.

In general, then, and I believe with due caution, the numbers quoted in the texts
for regular soldiers, that is to say soldiers whose names were recorded in a dıwn,
will be accepted as an approximate indication of the actual numbers.10

Another methodological problem is provided by the patchiness of the sources.
Some conflicts are covered in great detail, others apparently just as important, get
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only a cursory mention. Are the military campaigns on which we are best
informed typical or exceptional? We can only try to extrapolate intelligently from
the examples we have.

The accounts preserved in the works of such scholars as al-Baldhurı and al-
‡abarı are very varied in quality. Many of them take the form of narratives which
purport to be (and in many cases probably are) first-hand accounts. While these
are likely to be partial and are always partisan, they contain much incidental
information about tactics and equipment which is likely to be fairly reliable. For
the purposes of this study, the important aspect is not so much that they reflect
exactly what happened in one particular incident or conflict, but rather that they
show what happened in warfare at that time and how such warfare was perceived
by the participants.

The richness of the narrative accounts does not always reflect the wider
importance of the conflicts, since it is based more on the survival of material than
on conscious editorial decision. Thus we know very little about the course of some
battles which radically affected the history of the Islamic world, the battle of Marj
Rhi† in 65/684 which led to the accession of the Marwanid branch of the
Umayyad family, for example, or the battle of Rayy in 195/811 which led to al-
Ma’mün’s victory over his brother al-Amın. We know the names of the main
participants and the final outcome, but not what happened in the turmoil and why
one side won and another lost.

Surprisingly we have very little detailed information on the campaigns of the
Muslims against the Byzantines. It might be thought that these campaigns, which
were the focus of the military activities of Umayyad and ‘Abbasid Caliphs and
which occurred comparatively close to the seats of power, would have given rise
to an extensive historiography in praise of rulers and the Muslim armies. In fact,
we have little more than notes of raids and their outcomes.

In contrast to these bald narratives, we have much richer accounts of other
conflicts. This is principally owing to the efforts of two early compilers whose
work al-‡abarı was able to call and incorporate, Abü Mikhnaf and al-Mad’inı.
Abü Mikhnaf Lü† b. Ya˛y al-Azdı (d. 157/774) was descended from a com-
panion of ‘Alı’s and was based in Iraq.11 He is recorded as having written a large
number of books and pamphlets at least some of which were used by al-‡abarı.
From the point of view of military history, the most important of these are
probably the works entitled ‘Sulaymn b. ∑urad and ‘Ayn al-Warda’ and ‘Shabıb
al-˘arürı and ∑li˛ b. Musarrah’. The first of these is the account of the attempt of
an army of pious Kufans to avenge the murder of al-Husayn by marching on Syria
in 65/684 while the second describes the daring exploits of two Khrijı leaders
and the attempts of the governor al-˘ajjj to defeat them. Other works preserve
the details of civil wars among the Iraqis and struggles with other Khrijıs. In
many cases, the compiler would have been in a position to speak with eye-
witnesses or participants. Abü Mikhnaf’s purpose was largely commemorative
rather than military, but the writing is often clear and vivid with a fine eye for the
detail of military encounters.
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‘Alı b. Mu˛ammad al-Mad’inı (d. c. 235/850) wrote extensively, among other
subjects, on the history of Khursn, especially of the long conflicts between the
invading Muslims and the Turks and Soghdians of Transoxania. Perhaps because
he was further than Abü Mikhnaf in both time and distance from the scenes he
describes, his accounts of battles are more impressionistic but he has preserved
much interesting material, with the result that we know vastly more about the
warfare in Central Asia than we do of the warfare against the Byzantines.

The sources for the history of warfare in the early ‘Abbasid period are,
curiously, less revealing than those of the Umayyad period. In general, the sources
used by al-‡abarı are much more fragmented, lacking the sustained narratives of
the earlier period. There is certainly nothing to compare with Abü Mikhnaf’s
descriptions of battles in Iraq or even al-Mad’inı’s narratives of the conquests in
Transoxania. The extended narratives we do have, notably ‘Umar b. Shabba’s
account of the rebellion of Mu˛ammad al-Nafs al-Zkiyya and his brother
Ibrhım in Madına and Basra in 145/762–3,12 are more concerned with the
religious and political discourse than with details of the military encounters. It is
only in the accounts of the campaigns of Khzim b. Khuzayma, the most
successful of the early ‘Abbasid generals, against the Khrijıtes and Ustdhsıs,
that we get a real feel for battle.13 In the Umayyad period, we know little about the
life of the court but a good deal about military activities. In the early ‘Abbasid
period, the position is reversed, the court becomes the focus of interest and
campaigns, even major campaigns involving the Caliph himself, like Hrün’s
raids on the Byzantine Empire, are treated in such a cursory fashion that we cannot
form any real impression of the warfare involved.

The accounts of the civil war which followed the death of Hrün al-Rashıd in
193/809 provide more details of military activity though, as already mentioned,
the crucial battle outside Rayy in 195/811 is reported in such vague and abbrevi-
ated terms that it is impossible to understand the course of the conflict. By
contrast, the blockade of Baghdad which followed produced some of the most
vivid narratives of siege warfare and hand-to-hand fighting encountered any-
where in early Arabic literature.

In the third/ninth century, a new genre of narrative appears. In contrast to early
Islamic accounts with their use of multiple, parallel and sometimes contradictory
akhbr (short stories), these are essentially linear narratives, carefully detailing
the course of military campaigns. These narratives also provide detailed descrip-
tions of organisation and equipment. Such narratives appear in the accounts of
al-Mu‘taßim’s campaign against Amorion in 233/838 and in the more extended
narratives of the campaigns against Bbak in Azerbayjn (219–22/834–7). Even
more striking is the long and meticulous account of the campaigns of al-
Muwaffaq and al-Mu‘ta∂id against the Zanj rebels in southern Iraq (266–70/
879–83) ascribed to Mu˛ammad b. al-˘asan b. Sahl, known as Shaylama.
Whether the much more developed military organisation described in these
accounts represents a real change in the nature of early Islamic armies, or simply a
changing style of reporting, or both, remains problematic.
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The early Islamic historical sources both inform and tantalise us. Their priori-
ties are not our priorities, at least as concerns this study. We often have to tease
nuggets of information from incidental detail and there are many questions we
cannot hope to answer. The shape of this book is necessarily restricted by the
nature of the sources on which it depends.
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T h e  c o n q u e s t s  a n d  a f t e r :
M u s l i m  a r m i e s ,  1 1 – 6 4 / 6 3 2 – 8 3

Before the conquests

The armies of the first Caliphs were formed in the Prophet’s lifetime and during
the spectacular conquests which followed his death in 11/632. Most of the men
who joined the armies of the conquests were of bedouin origin.1 Raiding and
fighting, as well as defending themselves against the raids of others, were an
integral part of their lives, as both the poems and narratives of the Jhiliya and
information about modern bedouin societies makes clear.2 This meant that most
adult males had experience of military activity and some practice and even skill in
riding, using spears and swords and archery. Hunting, too, provided training in
such skills. Compared with the farmers and citizens of the settled areas of the Near
East, they were a military population.

They did not, however, form armies. An army, as an identifiable unit in society,
can exist only if there are sections of society which are in effect non-military or
civilian. In the bedouin tribe, this was not the case: with few marginal exceptions,
all adult males were fighters and all females and children the families and
dependants of fighters. Only after the conquests and settlements did there develop
the social specialisation which meant that the army formed a discrete group.

The military forces lacked any system of remuneration, fighting as they did for
booty, honour or self-defence. Nor did they have any structure of command with
coercive powers. There were certainly tribal nobles, the ashrf (sing., sharıf),
who owed their status to descent and their own abilities, but they were obeyed
only voluntarily. The individual bedouin tent preserved its own autonomy, just as
it provided its own subsistence and the warrior his own weapons. Social identity,
formal training, provided equipment and payment, all characteristics of a true
army, were foreign to this society.

How far this changed in the first years of Islam, the lifetime of the Prophet, is
very difficult to tell.3 The latest authority on the subject4 stresses the extent to
which our sources on the practice of the Prophet in military affairs, as elsewhere,
have been shaped by later legal discussion. We can probably assume that
Mu˛ammad’s own unique position meant that his orders were accepted more
readily than those of other contemporaries. There is some evidence that the
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nascent Muslim community did, on occasion, supply weapons and food to allow
its more indigent members to join in campaigns.5 There is no sign, however, of a
structure of command, of military units other than the tribe, or of regular payment.
We should be very wary of burdening this fluid and expanding community with a
developed military system on the basis of later evidence of doubtful historicity.

The armies of the conquests

The great Muslim conquests in the decade which followed the death of the
Prophet Mu˛ammad in 11/632 were among the most dramatic and far-reaching in
history. By 20/641, all the lands of the Fertile Crescent, Iraq, Syria and Palestine
and Egypt had been conquered. By 30/650 much of Iran had been subdued as well.
The lands which were taken in these swift campaigns were to remain under
Muslim rule, with only limited exceptions, right down to the present day.

This massive change has not given rise to the wealth of speculation and
argument which can be found, for example, in the historiography of the fall of the
Roman Empire in the West.6 There is no doubt that there were important long-
term factors, such as the effects of plague and military exhaustion and political
instability in the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires, but the immediate cause for the
Muslim conquests was the military victories of Muslim armies over their rivals,
most famously the Battles of Yarmük in Syria and al-Qdisiya in Iraq, both
probably in 15/636, when the military power of the Byzantine and Sasanian
Empires was shattered. The indications, such as they are, suggest that the Muslim
armies were less numerous and probably less well equipped than their opponents.
If the battles of Yarmük and al-Qdisiya had been decisive victories for the
Byzantines and Sasanians, and the Muslim armies had been slaughtered and
scattered, it is unlikely that the Islamic conquests would ever have occurred.

To understand the conquests, it is important to keep the military history centre
stage. However, this is less easy than might be supposed and the amount of
scholarly discussion devoted to the military reasons for the triumph of Islam is
very small. This is not because there are no sources; indeed almost the opposite is
true.7 While Byzantine and Persian writers have little enough to say on the
subject,8 the Arabic texts purporting to describe the events run to thousands of
pages, packed with names and apparently eye-witness accounts. These accounts
present almost insuperable problems to the military historian. For them, victory
was the result of God’s will, the valour of individuals and groups and the
cowardice, pride or foolishness of their enemies. As explanations for the great
events of the seventh century these are at best partial. This is not to say that the
Muslims were not brave and that the conviction that they were doing Allah’s will
was not significant: it clearly was. But their opponents also had firm ideological
commitments and there is no reason to assume that individuals were likely to be
any less brave. Despite the great mass of words, the full explanation for Muslim
victory still eludes us.

Muslim historians of the Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid period would naturally
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tend to imagine the armies of the conquests in the context of armies of their own
time, in the same way as Western mediaeval painters dressed figures from the
classical past in the armour of their own period. They might well assume that the
early Muslim troops were drawn up in lines of battle and that they were divided
into units of ten, organised by ‘arıfs9 for some administrative purposes, as were
soldiers in their own day. This unwitting anachronism could impose a false sense
of organisation and method on military manoeuvres which were, in reality, much
more chaotic.

Furthermore, the short stories (akhbr) which form the basis of the Arabic
accounts are clearly not as reliable as they claim to be. Often there are totally
contradictory accounts of the same event. Many of the details turn out to be topoi,
formulaic accounts which can be transferred from one conquest to another. The
tellers of these tales often had good reason to claim that certain individuals in
certain tribes participated or were martyred in certain conflicts. It was not only a
question of tribal or personal honour; it was a question of serious money. When
the conquests were over, those who had participated in great battles like al-
Qdisiya in 636, which led to the conquest of Iraq, were entitled to much higher
wages than those who had not. There was an immediate and compelling need to
establish, truly or falsely, that named people fought in particular campaigns.

Other issues emerged to cloud the picture with later polemic. Robinson10 has
shown how accounts of the conquest of Khuzistan were heavily influenced by
later debates about the rights to the proceeds of the taxation (fay’) of this rich area.
If it had been conquered by the Basrans alone, then the revenues belonged to them
but if Kufan forces had been involved, then the revenues should be divided. This
meant that the issue was one of pressing concern as long as the concept of fay’
remained the basis for the distribution of revenues (probably until the late
Umayyad period in this area), and it was precisely during this period that the
traditions which have come down to us concerning this conquest were first
elaborated and recorded.

This is not to say that the accounts were all fabrications. Obviously the Muslim
conquests did occur and it is clear beyond reasonable doubt that the main battles
happened where they did (though the exact chronology is much more problem-
atic). We can assume, too, that some of the individuals and groups mentioned did
in fact take part in the campaigns to which they are ascribed and that some of the
incidents did actually occur. The trouble is that it is very difficult to tell which.
This in turn means that it would be quite unsafe for the historian to search these
accounts for examples of Muslim strategy, tactics, composition of armies or even
of the weapons they carried. The account of the armies of the conquests can never
be more than a suggestive prologue to the discussion of the armies of the Caliphs.

Despite the problems of the source material, Donner has proposed some tenta-
tive conclusions about the organisation and equipment of the Muslim armies at
this time. The secret of Muslim success did not lie in overwhelming numerical
superiority, though the very high numbers given for their Byzantine and Sasanian
opponents should be treated with complete scepticism. Numbers for the Muslim
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army at the battle of Yarmük in Syria range between 20 000 and 40 000, with most
estimates tending towards the lower end.11 The numbers given for their enemies
range as high as a quarter of a million, figures which should not be taken literally,
but which do suggest that they were at least as numerous as the Muslims.12 For the
Muslim army at al-Qdisiya in Iraq, Donner suggests a figure of 6000–12 000 or
fewer.13 The army operating in southern Iraq in the first phase of the conquests,
seems to have been no more than 2000–4000.14 Hinds suggests 2000–3000 in the
earliest Arab expeditions to Frs, a force that proved too small to penetrate much
beyond the coastal plain.15 The forces with which ‘Amr b. al-‘◊ß took Egypt are
said to have numbered 15 500 at the most.16 These totals are approximate but not
entirely unreasonable. Numbers soon increased and there can be no doubt that in
the years immediately following these victories, the original Muslim armies were
joined by large numbers of tribesmen from Arabia and the Fertile Crescent who
wanted a share of the action.

The Muslim sources suggest that the Caliphs in Madına exercised a consider-
able degree of control over the armies of the conquests.17 Communications
between the capital and the front lines in Syria and Iraq may not have taken much
more than a week each way and Donner concludes that ‘Operational co-ordination
of a broadly conceived strategy for the Islamic conquests by the Caliphs in Madına
certainly seems to have been feasible given the prevailing communications of the
day.’18 The sources give us examples of the despatch of armies from one from to
another and, perhaps most convincingly, the removal of governors who had
achieved the conquests and their replacement by the Caliph’s own men, as when
‘Uthmn dismissed the conqueror of Egypt, ‘Amr b. al-‘◊ß, and replaced him by
his own foster-brother. Nonetheless, the sources clearly have a tendency to
explain events in terms of the Caliph’s will and decree and we should be wary of
attributing too much weight to his word or letter.

The Muslim troops were definitely an army, not a tribal migration. They con-
sisted overwhelmingly of adult males, without families or flocks and herds.19

Migration of tribes followed the conquests, after the military victories had been
won. The weapons20 they used were the sword and the spear. They had archers and
some of them probably wore chain mail and iron helmets. They were both infantry
and cavalry but the distinction was blurred: the cavalry often fought on foot while
the infantry were transported to meet the enemy on horses and camels. Their
mounts enabled them to travel more quickly to the scene of battle and conduct
reconnaissance expeditions.21 Camels were used largely for transport. In short,
they enjoyed no identifiable technological advantage over their enemies but may
have been more mobile, especially in the semi-desert and pasture lands. This
mobility allowed them to strike where they wished and to retreat to safety and
regroup when necessary.

From an early stage in the conquests the Arabs were joined by groups of non-
Arab troops. The most famous of these were several units of élite Sasanian troops
who defected to the conquerors during the course of the conquests of Iraq.22 As
early as the battle of al-Qdisiya, 4000 of the ‘Army of the king of kings’ (jund
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shhnshh) are said to have defected to the Muslims; in exchange they
demanded to be allowed to settle where they liked, to become affiliated to an Arab
group of their choice and be paid salaries.23 There were 4000 foot soldiers from
Daylam, in northern Iran, who joined the Muslims, converted to Islam and
became allies of the Banü Tamım. They, and other Persians who joined the
Muslims at this early stage, were known as the ̆ amr’ (red people) and had their
own mosque in Küfa and are said24 to have received the same pay (2000 dirhams)
as those who had fought at al-Qdisiya. At the battle of ∑iffın, ‘Ali’s Kufan forces
are said to have included some 8000 mawlı (clients) and slaves (‘abıd, mamlik),
all presumably non-Arabs, out of total force of some 70 000.25

There were also the famous Aswira,26 Persian élite troops commanded by one
of Yazdgard’s senior commanders, known to the Arab sources as Siyh al-Uswrı.
They had joined the Muslims at the time of the conquests of southern Iraq and
agreed to convert to Islam and fight alongside the Muslims against their fellow
Iranians. In exchange, they were given the highest level of pay, a place to settle in
Basra and a quasi-genealogical position as a sub-group the tribe of Tamım, and
were immediately despatched to help the Muslim armies in the siege of Tustar. In
64/683–4 they were engaged in the civil wars between the tribes in Basra: they
were commanded by one Mh Afrıdhün (an obviously Persian name) and spoke
Persian. Their numbers are given as 400 or 500, but whether this was the total
number or refers only to those under the command of Mh Afrıdhün is not clear.27

They distinguished themselves as archers who never wasted a shot.28 Their
example was followed by other groups of Sasanian soldiers originating from Sind,
the Saybija, Zu†† and Indighr who joined the Muslims and were settled in
Basra;29 they continued to be an element in the Muslim army of Iraq until it was
effectively demilitarised in the early second/eighth century.30 Non-Arabs seem to
have formed part of ‘Amr b. al-‘◊ß’ army during the invasion of Egypt. The
traditions are confused, but there seem to have been both Greeks and Persians
involved and both groups were given areas to settle in the newly founded garrison
city of Fus††.31 Such groups of renegades may have been important in stiffening
the Muslim armies and introducing new military techniques, and their role is
likely to have been underplayed in the Arabic sources.

The Arabs seem to have fought in tribal units, each following its own banner
(liw, rya). However, we are also told that they were drawn up in lines of battle
(ßufüf) with the classic formation of centre (qalb = heart), right wing (maymana)
and left wing (maysara), implying some supra-tribal organisation, but this may be
no more than a projection back of later practice. According to some accounts, Sa‘d
b. Abı Waqqß, the Muslim commander at the battle of al-Qdisiya had some sort
of command structure with the Amır appointing leaders of various units and the
division of soldiers into units of ten.32 Here again, however, this may be no more
than a later rationalisation.

The most detailed reconstruction we have of one of the major battles of the
conquests is Kaegi’s account33 of the Battle of the Yarmük, which is itself based
on Caetani’s account. It benefits from the fact that the battlefield was visited both


