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Preface


The land of Palestine has seemingly always been destined to be a war-zone. Ancient Egyptian histories tell how the self-proclaimed ‘Great’ pharaoh, Rameses II, devastated a Hittite army in battle there. Modern historians are more inclined to rate the outcome as a low-score draw. This ably demonstrates that, as well as being a catalyst for war and violence, Palestine (or at least the aura that has attached itself to that troubled land) has always generated its own share of half-truths, one-sided history and sometimes blatant falsehoods.


The procession of battles and wars seems never-ending. Biblical narrative tells how Palestine was conquered by the Children of Israel when they fled from Egypt. Then they themselves were attacked; by Assyrians, by Babylonians, most devastatingly by Romans who destroyed the kingdom and dispersed the Jews living there to the four quarters of the earth, in the process destroying the sacred Temple and its Holy of Holies.


Into modern times, the pattern continued. General Allenby fought his way up through here en route to Syria, fighting with machine guns, aircraft and heavy artillery while Lawrence of Arabia raced up on his right flank with camel-borne cavalry in an attempt to restore Damascus to the Arabs. In more recent battles a reinstated Israel has warred with countries such as Syria and Egypt and experienced a state of extreme frostiness with others in the region.


The battle goes on. Palestine/Israel – even the name is a bone of contention – remains a fault-line, a meeting place between three of the world’s major religions and as such an almost inevitable cause of confrontation. At its heart is Jerusalem, the most divided city in the world in the most divided region in the world. It is not hard to believe that Armageddon, the Last Battle, will be fought here.


Sandwiched in between these battles of the ancient world and those of modern times is another period of conflict and bloodshed: the age of the Crusades. Even the word is emotive. President George W. Bush used it in the build-up to the Second Gulf War and was quickly forced to withdraw it as it caused such offence to Muslims. And in that one unfortunate event we have a neatly paraphrased demonstration of the different paradigms of the Crusades held by Christianity and Islam.


It is hard to change the habits of a millennium and when Pope John Paul II made an apology for the excesses of the Crusades in 2000, and tried to cement the positive perceptions he hoped to create by then visiting both a mosque and a synagogue, it was no doubt a genuine attempt to rebuild shattered bridges; but it was just a very first step. The West has often overlaid its view of the Crusades with a romantic veneer but this view has never been shared by most inhabitants of the Middle East. Recent events in the world have caused something of a reassessment of this, perhaps, as the West has asked itself some difficult questions regarding its relationships with the world of Islam, yet Christian–Muslim antagonism remains one of the great challenges of the twenty-first century.


Views of Crusades and Crusaders vary depending on standpoint. For Islam, of course, the reality was somewhat different from the glamorous picture of an Ivanhoe-like warrior that can so easily be conjured up by the pen of great writers like Sir Walter Scott. The Crusaders brought death and devastation in their wake, persecution and slavery to many Muslims, the destruction of holy sites or their forced conversion into Christian places of worship. But they also had an important and more positive effect on the Muslim world. They reunited, just for a short time, a fragmented Islamic patrimony, enabling a fight-back to be launched. The sense of unity did not last and at the end of the Crusading epoch Islam was still unable to think or act as one; another state of affairs that echoes into modern times.


Just as the Crusaders believed in the righteousness of their cause, so did many Muslims think that the battle against them had similar approbation from a higher power. There are frequent references by the chroniclers of the time to the jihad against the Westerners. Yet it is too glib to take everything at face value for, just like the Crusaders, many Muslim soldiers were quite happy to obtain personal advancement as a result of their assistance.


The subject of motivations in holy warfare, as in all matters of faith, is a complex one. We will never truly know what spurred on individual Muslims to take up their swords and fight against the Crusaders and can only speculate on the basis of available information. But we should, given what we know of human nature, be healthily sceptical in assuming that all those who fought in the name of Allah were religiously-inspired soldiers of faith (or, to take a slightly less positive view, fanatics) just as it would be wrong to assume the same of all Crusaders who fought in the Middle East. Life is rarely that simple.


Western historians of the Crusades tend to concentrate on Western perspectives of events. Of course, the best of them will give due recognition to the part that Islam played in the dramatic actions of these troubled times and will approach their difficult subject with the requisite degree of balance. So this is not to say that Western histories are as a matter of course biased, just that they are written in the main with a view to the cause and effect of the movement on Western Europe.


This book will concentrate more on Islamic perspectives of the era. This is not to say that I will in any way adopt the Muslim ‘side’ in my approach for that, of course, is not the role of any balanced historian. However, I will be concentrating far more on Islam’s reaction to the movement than has normally been the case in the majority of Western histories.


I begin with an explanation of how the Muslim world developed. I believe that in order to understand the evolution of the movement one must first of all appreciate that Islam was, even in its early years, far from a homogeneous whole. The formative years of the faith were ones characterised by extreme violence by Muslim against Muslim as well as against those of other faiths. Any attempt to understand the initial successes of the Crusades from a Christian viewpoint without appreciating just how split Islam was at the time is doomed to fail.


The disunity of the Muslim world was at its most marked during the eleventh century. (I will use mainly Western years in this account as they will probably be more familiar to most Western readers, though I will also occasionally note the equivalent year in the Muslim calendar as a gentle reminder that there are fundamental cultural differences to be borne in mind.) This played right into the hands of the large forces that sailed from the West and appeared almost out of the blue in Asia Minor.


A Muslim revival followed, slow at first, picking up speed later. The great characters of the story that unfolds in this book will mostly be Islamic rather than Christian personalities. Of course, icons of the West such as Richard ‘Lionheart’ or the saintly Louis IX are an integral part of the story and they will appear in the account that follows as they must, but their stories have been told often enough.


There were great Muslim figures produced by these events too, warriors, poets and statesmen who played their part in this traumatic era. Most will have heard of Saladin, but far fewer will know the story of Nur al-Din, Zangi or Baybars, all outstanding leaders deserving of recognition, still less some of the poets and chroniclers who wrote about these momentous events. Their role in the revival of Islam in the face of initial Christian conquest will be fully examined.


Some profound emotions were unleashed in Islam by the onset of the Crusader invasions. The most controversial perhaps is that of the movement known as ‘jihad’. The word, which means ‘struggle’, should primarily be applied to that of the spiritual inner battle with oneself to find true enlightenment and religious fulfilment. However, it has a secondary meaning, one with which we are still very familiar, that of the ‘holy war’, a more literal battle against the enemies of Islam.


The twelfth century in particular saw a significant revival of the importance of this alternative concept of jihad in Islam. It reached its ultimate expression with the campaign in which Saladin retook Jerusalem in 1187. But it was far from a spontaneous response. Internal division within the Muslim world far outlived the Crusaders’ capture of Jerusalem in 1099 and returned again after the city was once more in Muslim hands. Such division militated against an effective response against the Crusaders even with the spur of jihad egging devout Muslims on.


Nevertheless, if the Crusades were, in part, a manifestation of spiritual euphoria generating political and military responses from Christian warriors, they also unleashed an equally striking and similar effect from an Islamic perspective. But one should not overdo the religious motivations of friends and foes. Such elements were present but not for everybody. And a black-and-white analysis that sees such emotions as the only force impelling men to act would be fatally flawed.


Great men in both camps fought as much as anything for power, for personal advancement and, though in many cases they were also by the paradigms of the time pious, they saw no contradiction between fighting for their faith and advancing their own interests. In many cases many Muslims chose not to fight at all once a Crusader kingdom had been established in Palestine. Instead they would frequently enter into alliances with the Christian invaders and some strange coalitions were formed.
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The centre of the bathing system at Saladin’s Castle. For Muslims, cleanliness is a part of godliness and this system was added when the Sultan took the castle from the Crusaders. (Author’s collection)


One of the realities of the Muslim response to the Crusader incursions was that there were frequent peaks and troughs in its intensity. For much of the time, a live and let live paradigm was the most obvious feature. There were many wars and even more small-scale raids launched by both sides, but there were many periods of relative calm. Trade between both blocs was the norm most of the time. Flare-ups of jihad intensity would materialise on occasion and then the tension would heighten and violence would follow, but peace would break out equally as often.


The world had to go on and trade, in the main, had to continue. The Franks possessed most of the sea-ports on the Syrian coast and were, to the Muslims, an important import and export market. Not for nothing are there several words of Arabic or Persian origin in everyday commercial use in the West even now, such as ‘cheque’ or ‘tariff’. The items traded have also left their linguistic mark too: ‘damask’, ‘cashmere’, ‘taffeta’ for example.


It was not all about Christians and Muslims either. The Crusader kingdoms hung on in Palestine until the end of the thirteenth century. In later years, they almost became a side-issue for the Muslims in the region, for a much greater horror appeared – the Mongols. While Islam fought for its survival, Western settlers in the region found themselves caught up in these massive upheavals. These repercussions too will be explored, a reminder that what we are about to examine has played a critical part in world history and not just that of the Middle East.


The Crusades were a seminal event, not just in the history of Western Europe but also in that of the Muslim Middle East. Their impact reverberates down the ages into our own times, though just how significant and strong that ripple is remains a matter of heated debate among historians, sometimes, it must be said, divided still by whether writers come from Christian or Muslim cultural backgrounds. The battle, it seems, still goes on. Sad to say, there is no sign that it will come to an end any time soon.


Wayne Bartlett


Bournemouth
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The Coming of Islam


The rise of Muhammad and his faith


20 August 636 was a momentous day. Close by the River Yarmuk, to the south of Syria, two great armies continued to fight a tremendous battle as they had done for the past five days. One army represented the oldest surviving empire in the Western world: Byzantium, heir to Rome. Arrayed against it were the forces of the newest power on earth, Islam.


Beneath the searing heat of the Syrian skies, the two hosts braced themselves for a decisive last push. The Byzantine army, led by their commander Vahan, was 20,000 strong. This force was anchored on its right wing, composed of heavy infantry whose role was to forge an impenetrable shield wall. While the enemy smashed themselves to pieces in an attempt to pierce this, the left of the army would be the manoeuvrable arm, swinging round and pulverising the Muslims in a flank attack. Such, at least, was the theory.


The Muslim forces were nominally led by Abu ‘Ubaida, though he had delegated operational command to Khalid Ibn al-Walid, a great warrior and lieutenant. Behind the bulk of their army were three large cavalry units with a further mounted reserve to the rear. There were also archers, many from Yemen. They were fresh from triumphs in Syria and their morale was sky-high. Those victories had been at the expense of Byzantium and the spirits of their opponents were consequently low. It was a battle between the old world and that of the new and, in the campaigns preceding this confrontation, the latter had had much the better of it.


The confrontation at Yarmuk was the culmination of a campaign in Syria that had sent shockwaves back to Constantinople. The first day of this battle had been preceded by the champions of either side facing each other in hand-to-hand combat. Soon after, Vahan had launched the attack, sending in infantry backed up by archers. A bitter exchange of close-quarter hacking and slashing followed, carrying on until sunset with neither side gaining an advantage.


As the next day broke, the Muslims were at prayer. They were unprepared when Vahan again went on the offensive. The Byzantines outnumbered their enemies and Vahan figured that a dawn attack would give him the triumph he craved. The tactics were not subtle – this was to be a battle of attrition. He meant to use his superior numbers to outflank the Muslims and crush them in a vice-like grip.


After several attacks the Muslims began to fall back and the Byzantines started to fight their way into their camp. Here they came up against an unexpected Muslim secret weapon. There were a number of women and other camp followers present and they castigated the Islamic warriors for retreating. Shamed by the admonitions of the supposedly gentler sex, the fleeing soldiers returned reinvigorated to the fray and forced the Byzantines back.


A similar thing happened on the left of the Muslim army where a 73-year-old man, Abu Sayfan, was also forced to retreat. As he turned and fled he was met by an even fiercer opponent than the Byzantine soldiers who were chasing him in the shape of his 50-year-old wife Hind. A massive figure in every sense of the word, she beat him with a tent pole until he faced about and charged back into the heat of battle, or at least returned to it as quickly as a 73-year-old was able. The poetry of Hind echoed in his ears as he did so, as she sang a song of encouragement which included the words ‘if you attack we shall embrace you, and if you retreat we will forsake you with a loveless separation’.1


By the end of the second day, the Muslims had managed to hold their own. For all the Byzantines’ efforts, the sunset positions of the armies were much as they had been at sunrise. A similar pattern was repeated on the third day although the Byzantine attacks were focussed on the north flank of the Muslim army. Once more they forced their way into their enemies’ camp where the Muslim women again encouraged their men to fight on. However, although the pattern of this day’s attacks was similar, the level of losses sustained by the Muslims was starting to have a serious impact.


The fourth day would be decisive. It appeared as if Vahan held all the trump cards given the Muslim losses. However, the topography of the battlefield was about to play a decisive part. The terrain was fragmented by vast gorges, tears in the corrugated landscape, which hampered the progress of Vahan’s armies. Vahan again launched the attack with Armenian troops leading the way. But on this occasion the Muslims launched a ferocious counter-attack and the previously solid Byzantine front started to fragment. The cavalry began to separate from the infantry with ultimately disastrous results.


As a gap emerged, it was widened by an observant Islamic cavalry commander, Zarrar, who harried his opponent ferociously. Allied with the Byzantines were some Arabs who now opted to change sides. The key to an orderly Byzantine retreat, should one be required, was a bridge over a wadi, a deep dried-up riverbed, guarded by some Arab troops. Demoralised by the way the battle had started to shift against the Byzantines they gave a poor account of themselves and the bridge was soon lost. The bulk of the Byzantine army was now trapped.


Elsewhere the Byzantines were still fighting hard. Their archers in particular were creating havoc in the ranks of the Muslim army, so many of whom were struck by the missiles that rained down on them that this became known as ‘The Day of Lost Eyes’. In one part of this melee, a unit of the Muslim army was cut off and killed or seriously wounded to a man. For the third day running, the women in the Muslim camp played an important role in the battle, some of them apparently even fighting in the thick of the fray.


With the Muslim army still holding its own, despite the grievous pressure it had been under, the Byzantines’ position had taken a significant turn for the worse. Vahan recognised as much when, on the fifth day of battle, he tried to negotiate with the Muslims. But they were having none of it, realising that they now held the upper hand. That fifth day saw little fighting. Both sides had suffered heavy casualties and stopped to draw breath and lick their wounds.


Now, on this sixth day, on that 20 August, the crunch had come. This was a decisive day in world history. A Byzantine triumph could have crushed the ascendant power of Islam almost at birth. A triumph for the Muslim warriors on the other hand could lead to the fall of Syria and possibly even the whole of the Byzantine Empire in its wake.


Fierce skirmishing marked the start of that day. During this, Gargis, leader of the Armenian troops in the Byzantine army, was slain. Sensing that victory was close, the Muslims threw themselves into the battle with renewed vigour. Tradition asserts that at this decisive moment a sandstorm blew up and many of the Byzantines were blinded as a result. The account is probably apocryphal but nevertheless, as the Muslims pushed forward their enemy began to panic.


Perceiving that the battle was lost, some of the Byzantine troops tried to surrender but, fired on by the heavy losses that they had sustained and now wished to avenge, the Muslim soldiers hacked most of them down. Others tried to flee, and the only way that they could do so in this broken terrain was to make their way gingerly down steep ravines while exuberant archers fired their arrows into their broken ranks and other soldiers hurled rocks down on them. Many of them found themselves above a deep gulley at the foot of which flowed the River Jordan. For some of these gravity was the enemy, for the slopes were too steep to descend, and they fell to their deaths in the revered waters (for Christ Himself had been baptised in them by John the Baptist) that lay far below.


Despite the defeat, thousands of the Byzantine troops did escape, some of whom tried to stop the ongoing Muslim advance into Syria and Palestine after the battle, though their efforts were in vain. Both sides had suffered in the battle: Abu Sufyan, like a number of his comrades, had lost an eye. Another Muslim warrior had lost part of a foot but had failed to notice in the heat of battle. He could be seen walking the field after the fight trying to find it.
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The shrine of John the Baptist in the Umayyad mosque. Connections between Christianity and Islam are more frequent than many imagine. (Author’s collection)


On the Byzantine side, the fate of Vahan was unclear. Some say that he was lost in the battle but others that he made his way in its aftermath to the hallowed site of St Catherine’s Monastery in the desert vastness of Sinai, at the foot of the mountain on which God had given Moses the Ten Commandments. Either way, he would not present details of the catastrophe to his emperor Heraclius in person, which was probably a wise move on his part.


The Middle East now lay naked before the advancing forces of Islam, marking another milestone in what was the amazing story of the rise of the new faith, even now barely 25 years old. In the year 610, a rich young Meccan merchant named Muhammad received a revelation. Mecca already had religious significance, for within the city was a sacred rock called the Ka’ba, ‘the cube’. It was here that Isma’il, eldest son of Abraham, had set up his home when exiled by his father.


As a result of his vision, Muhammad developed a creed that incorporated much of what was fundamental to both Judaism and Christianity but took it on a number of steps. The rejection of some of the core beliefs of both religions inevitably put the new religion, Islam,2 at odds with them. But the relationship was ambivalent, for Judaism, Christianity and Islam shared much in common which led to Jews and Christians being treated as ‘Peoples of the Book’ by Muslims. They were in the main to be well treated by the Muslims though there would be some isolated periods of persecution when this did not hold true.


Islam preached that Muhammad was the last in a line of prophets who were sent into the world armed with the revelations of Allah. The line included Abraham, Moses and Jesus, hence the respect accorded to Judaism and Christianity. However, in Islam’s eyes these other religions had become corrupted and Muhammad attempted to bring all peoples back to the true path. As regards Christianity, the major doctrinal differences revolved around the role of Christ who, although a holy prophet of much importance in Islam, is not regarded as a co-equal of Allah.


Members of the Muslim faith were, of course, expected to subscribe to certain items of doctrine. A belief in God naturally enough was paramount. However, adherents should also recognise the legitimacy of his prophets and his angels. In common with Christians, Muslims believed in a Day of Judgement when all those on earth would be judged and a place in paradise or otherwise set aside for them. Allah’s guidance was set out in the holy book, the Qur’an.


The words of this revered tome were revealed to Muhammad by the angel Gabriel. Although the verses in it were written down by the prophet’s companions, they were believed to be his. Initial transmission of the verses, however, was through oral methods (Qur’an means ‘recitation’) and only later was it written out. It is divided into 114 chapters (suras) and has 6,236 verses. Translations of it are deemed to be inherently flawed as some of the meaning is lost in interpretation and therefore the only way to be sure of the truth of it is to read it in Arabic, which had important racial effects in the development of Islam.


The faith has a strict set of guidance: to Sunni Muslims these are known as the Five Pillars though Shi’a have eight ritual practices which generally overlap these five. The first of these is the shahadah. This is the most basic decree, outlined in the following statement: ‘I testify that there is none worthy of worship except God and I testify that Muhammad is the Messenger of God’ (often paraphrased as ‘there is only one God and Muhammad is his prophet’). All other beliefs in Islam flow from this one. So crucial is this tenet that it must be repeated when Muslims pray and those who wish to convert to the faith are required to repeat it as a token of submission.


The next Pillar is salah, the process of ritual prayer. This must be performed five times a day, though Shi’a Muslims, of whom more will be said shortly, are permitted to combine certain of these. When a Muslim prays, they are required to bow towards the Ka’ba in Mecca. Although we now associate the call to prayer, such a well known feature of the Muslim world, with a collective act of worship its main feature is one of personal communication between an individual and Allah.
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A mihrab, the niche that marks the direction of Mecca for Islamic worshippers. (Author’s collection)


The third tenet is zakat. This is the act of giving alms, an obligatory act for all those who can afford to do so. Part of the funds given are donated to help the needy, part to help in the spread of Islam. This particular Pillar flows from a belief that those who possess wealth have received it in trust from Allah and are required to spend some of it furthering his cause and those of his people. Although a fixed amount is given, Muslims are encouraged to give more than this voluntarily.


The next Pillar is that of sawm or fasting. This is best known for its practice during Ramadan. During this month Muslims must not eat between dawn and dusk. As well as abstaining from food during these times Muslims are encouraged to reflect on their relationship with Allah and think of those in need. Some flexibility is allowed in periods of extreme duress but this is strictly limited. This Pillar is an extension of Judaic beliefs such as the fast that precedes Passover.


The fifth Pillar is that of the hajj or pilgrimage. Every able-bodied Muslim with the means to do so is expected to visit Mecca on at least one occasion in their life. When they near the sacred city, they dress in simple clothing. On arriving in Mecca, they must walk seven times around the Ka’ba, touch the Black Stone and symbolically cast stones at the Devil.


Everyday life was to be governed by Islamic law, known as sharia which can literally be translated as ‘the path leading to the watering place’. This legal frame-work covers everything from questions of state and foreign affairs to matters which concern individuals in their day-to-day existence such as laws concerning marriage and divorce. Although in the first instance the law emanated from the guidance of the Qur’an, other areas became important in the development of sharia, too, such as the words of the Prophet outside of the Qur’an – the Sunna – and legal precedents as decided by Muslim scholars (known as ulema).


The formulation of this complex set of beliefs took time. At first, Muhammad’s following was not large. Those who took his part were initially members of his family, such as his wife, his cousin and his son-in-law Ali. Muhammad’s uncle, Abu Talib, was a very influential man in the city and his protection proved vital, for there were many who were initially opposed to the doctrines that Muhammad was developing.


When Abu Talib died, many in Mecca turned on Muhammad, as a result of which he was forced to decamp from the city and flee to Medina. This event, which occurred in the year 622 in the Christian calendar, became known as the hijra or ‘emigration’. This year became the first in the Muslim calendar, year one AH (Anno Hegirae). The calendar is based on lunar cycles of thirty years, nineteen of which are 354 days in length and eleven are leap years of 355. This means that a direct correlation between Christian and Muslim years simply by adding on 622 years does not work.3


During his exile in Medina, Muhammad refined his beliefs. He and his followers did not themselves see Islam as a new creed but rather as the restoration of an original faith, the purity of which had been lost. As the last of the line of prophets that had been sent to preach the message of truth to the world, Muhammad thought intensely about Islam’s relationships with Judaism and Christianity. At one stage he ordered that the direction of prayer should be towards Jerusalem but ultimately decided that Mecca should be the focus for such acts. But right from the beginning, Jerusalem had a special place in the hearts of Muslims.


Medina became the focal point of Muhammad’s fight-back against Mecca. He built up support in Medina, and these new supporters allied themselves with Muhammad’s entourage who had accompanied him from Mecca. In 624 he won a battle against Meccan forces at Badr. Further conflicts followed, some against Mecca, others against Jewish groups in the Arabian Peninsula. By 629 Mecca had fallen to him. Three years later most of the Arabian Peninsula was his too, but in that year he died.


Until now, the impact of Islam had been contained within the borders of Arabia. However, an astonishing surge of power had been released, generating an unstoppable force that threatened to overwhelm anything that stood in its path. The regions to the north were too busy fighting each other to take much notice of what was happening across the southern deserts. The Middle East was at the time carved up in two and the superpowers there were too occupied to notice the tremendous energy building up to their south.


The western part of the Middle East, Syria and Palestine and up into Asia Minor, was under the control of the Byzantine Empire, centuries old and the inheritor of much that was great in Rome (though confusingly, Westerners would call them Greeks, a reference to their language). The Byzantines had for years been at war with the other great ancient power in the region, Persia. Fortunes had ebbed and flowed, with first one side, then the other, gaining the upper hand. A few years before, the Persians had taken that holiest of cities, Jerusalem. A horrific sack followed but then the city was retaken by the Byzantines under the command of their emperor Heraclius.


Heraclius proved himself a very able emperor but he was thrown off guard when the forces of Islam burst over the borders of Syria. Thinking that his armies would be more than a match for these nomadic raiders, it came as a terrible shock when the city of Damascus was taken by them. It was this reverse that led to the counter-attack which ended in disaster on the banks of the Yarmuk.


Worse was to follow after Byzantium’s defeat there. Jerusalem lay open before the all-conquering armies of Islam. Realising that it must fall, Heraclius took away all the sacred icons of Christianity that were housed there, including a precious fragment of the True Cross on which Christ had been crucified. When the city fell soon afterwards, its capture was not marked by any outbreak of bloodletting but was instead handed over in a dignified and peaceful manner once it was obvious it was lost.


The Byzantine Patriarch of Jerusalem, Sophronius, understandably wept when he saw his precious Patriarchate being taken over by the adherents of this, to him, new and alien creed. However, Umar, the second successor to Muhammad (after a short ‘reign’ as caliph4, the leader of the faith, by Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s father-in-law) who led the armies of conquest as they advanced into Palestine, was sensitivity personified. When his followers asked him to pray in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, sacred to Christians the world over, he refused to do so, thinking that they would then claim the building for Islam.


This reversal of Byzantine fortune was alarming but that of Persia was worse as it proved terminal for that ancient and proud empire. The summons to surrender which was sent to them before their conquest was clear and unambiguous: it could also have served as a warning to any other enemy in the future:


In the name of God, the Merciful and the Compassionate. From Khalid ibn al-Whalid to the border-chiefs of Persia. Become Muslim and be saved. If not, accept protection from us and pay the jizya [a tax on non-Muslims]. If not, I shall come against you with men who love death as you love to drink wine.5


Two stunning defeats were suffered by the Persians against the Muslims at the Battles of Qadisaya (637) and Nihavand (642). These proved to be the deathknell of the ruling dynasty. The Arabs took over Persia and Islamicised it. The Persian culture however proved much more resilient than anticipated and would eventually succeed, to an extent, in reasserting itself over Arabic influences.
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Persian young men sacrificing. (Author’s collection)


The earthquake created by Islam generated a tsunami that crashed over the civilisations that stood to the east, west and north of it. Byzantium would in the end manage to survive, although on several occasions the great city of Constantinople itself would be besieged by this new enemy. North Africa would disappear beneath the Muslim deluge and to the east the armies of Islam would reach as far as the borders of India and China. It seemed that nothing could stop this relentless surge of conquest. However, there was one enemy more powerful than any other and in the end this would bring a halt to the Muslim advance. This was the enemy within.


That Muhammad was a remarkable man is self-evident, even to those who are not adherents of the faith that he espoused. Few can have had a greater impact on history. But in one area he was less successful than others. That area was in the establishment of a clear line of succession. Disputes threatened even before the Prophet had been respectfully interred in his grave.6 This would soon lead to problems. In 644 his successor but one, Umar – the victor at Jerusalem and in many other battles – was stabbed to death in a mosque while leading prayers.


His successor Uthman had little more success. He sought to reinterpret various passages in the Qur’an. This alienated a number of prominent men, including Ali, the son-in-law of Muhammad. Eventually, the groundswell of opposition grew so great that Uthman too was struck down and killed. Islam was already facing a great challenge: that of achieving and maintaining unity. There were already worryingly violent divisions emerging.


The fact that Ali was implicated in the death of Uthman (he subsequently claimed to be caliph so he was a clear beneficiary of the murder) proved to be an insuperable obstacle for the legitimacy of his rule. Opposition to his attempts to claim the caliphate centred round the governor of Syria, Mu’awiya. In a demonstration guaranteed to stir up opposition to Ali, the blood-stained robes of the murdered Uthman were put on public display, inviting a resistance movement against Ali to gain momentum.


Ali did what he could to prevent the outbreak of civil war but he was too heavily implicated in recent events to stop it. Less than three decades after the death of the Prophet, Islam was at war with itself and an indecisive battle was fought out in Iraq. Ali himself could not escape the assassin’s knife and in 661 he too fell victim to it. His son Hassan took his place but resigned soon after. Shortly after, he was dead, some said as a result of poisoning. Therefore (assuming that Hassan was indeed murdered), in the space of twenty years, four prominent leaders had been assassinated. It did not augur well for the future.


With the death of first Ali and then Hassan, control of the Muslim world passed to Mu’awiya. Before him the succession had been decided by election, which meant that there was an inevitability about the disputes that followed. Mu’awiya decided to avoid this by nominating a successor while he was still alive, and he named his son Yezid as the man to take his place. Syria concurred, as did Iraq. Arabia, however, symbolically crucial as it was the crucible of Islam, did not.


Resistance to the changes proposed by Mu’awiya centred round Hussein, son of Ali, and Abud al Rahman, son of Abu Bakr, the second caliph. Mu’awiya, a man of action, decided to enforce his plans in Arabia if its residents would not cooperate voluntarily. He first targeted Medina, where most of his opponents were based, with the result that they fled to Mecca. Undeterred he moved on the city, whose inhabitants were forced virtually at sword-point to agree to his plans.


No doubt satisfied at his coup, Mu’awiya returned to Syria. His methods, however, had antagonised many but he did set a precedent: in the future the caliph would nominate his successor. When he died,Yezid, rather than receiving universal support, found that he still had opponents. This resistance had Hussein at its epicentre. He was still in Mecca, far away from the heart of events and in no position to influence them decisively. If he were to affect the succession then he would have to move.


In the year 680 Hussein received offers of support from Kufa in Iraq. It seemed a good moment to launch his bid for power but not everyone agreed. Some of his advisers in Mecca cautioned him against going. If he moved north, they felt he was putting himself in great danger. But Hussein had made up his mind and he set out with his entourage for Iraq. As he crossed the barren desert spaces that separated Mecca from the powerful heartlands of the Islamic world he was heading into history, for the events of the following few weeks would sear themselves into Muslim consciousness and leave scars that can still be seen a millennium and a half later.


As he advanced, the news that greeted him was not encouraging. A cousin had been sent on ahead to gauge levels of support and help to plan resistance in his name. He was killed. Then Hussein received ominous advice from a poet, Farazdak. He gave the stark warning that the heart of Kufa was on his side but its sword was against him. Faced with these disheartening tidings, Hussein nevertheless resolved to push on. The die was cast and for him there was no going back. On he went, his numbers shrinking all the time as the Bedouins who escorted him deserted as they saw that there was no sign of tangible support joining him. Hussein now seemed to have been inspired by one of two emotions: either a belief that a miraculous power would come to his aid and give him victory in the looming battle, or a quest for martyrdom.


As he approached Kufa, a force from the city was despatched to meet him by Yezid. They demanded his surrender but Hussein refused, instead moving to the city of Karbala about twenty-five miles away on the Euphrates; they could at least avail themselves of the water supply here (many of his entourage were women and children). All the non-combatants left in his shrunken entourage were given the chance to leave; none availed themselves of the opportunity.


Before long, this tiny force was surrounded and cut off from water. Amr, commanding the opposing army, sent envoys into Hussein’s camp, demanding once more that he surrender. Predictably enough, Hussein was defiant. The two armies glared at each other. Hopelessly outnumbered and cut off from provisions, it seemed that any battle must be a foregone conclusion for Hussein and his small band. Despite this, he refused to negotiate. The patience of Amr was soon exhausted and his men prepared themselves for the attack.


When we talk of decisive battles, there is an inevitable tendency to think of two huge armies opposing each other, with great commanders and innovative tactics and strategies. None of these were present here on the dust-covered plains outside Karbala, but the conflict that was about to unfold still fundamentally affects the world in which we live. It most certainly affected the world of the Crusades.


Amr’s men stormed into Hussein’s camp. The latter had perhaps forty men fighting with him and they were overwhelmed in minutes. Hussein was one of the last to die. He was almost crazed with thirst and he was trying to make his way to a nearby river when the horses of his enemies ran him down and trampled him to death. The very last to die was allegedly a grandson of Muhammad. He was captured and then beheaded. As this shocking act was played out, an onlooker begged that his killers treat the head with respect, for those very lips had been kissed by the Prophet himself.


That, it appeared, was that. The party of Ali had been crushed and Yezid was now secure in the succession. But it was not the end, only the very beginning. The massacre at Karbala shocked the entire Muslim world, and those who had been defeated were reinvigorated by the horror of it all. Opposition to the new regime grew more powerful and Islam began to fragment into two in a division that still lives on: the Sunni–Shi’a split. The adherents of the Shi’a faction, the party of Ali, remembered the death of Hussein with dramatic ceremonials honouring his memory and mourning his death. These are played out at Karbala every year until this day.


The split that occurred would haunt the Muslim world in perpetuity. Neither was it the last such schism. Over time, Islam would increasingly fragment, divide and become less capable of resisting aggressive movements against it such as the Crusades and later the Mongol invasions. Disunity has always been Islam’s greatest weakness, an internal fracture that diminishes the power of the Muslim world to resist the onslaughts of aggressors. It would be well marked along the Palestinian coast when the Crusaders arrived.


At the time, the destruction of Hussein and his tiny army appeared to give the victory to the line of Mu’awiya. The dynasty that he founded became known as the Umayyad. It has received a bad press from hostile commentators over time, in part no doubt because it would eventually be overthrown and, much as Tudor apologists in England would revile Richard III, the caliphs of the Umayyad were demonised by those who replaced them. They were, it was said by their enemies, decadent, over-fond of the trappings of power, and it is certainly true that the caliphs of the Umayyad lived surrounded by wealth and ostentation.


That said, they achieved much by firmly establishing the foundations of future Islamic development. They helped to develop the concept of statehood in the Muslim world, something that had been witnessed very rarely in the past in Arab society (for the initial victories were won by Arab armies and therefore Arab culture was crucially important in these formative years); regulations were drafted to govern both the current Arab empire and also to shape its continuing evolution; cities were built, introducing some of the Arabs at least to urban life, though others stubbornly stuck to their Bedouin roots.
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The Umayyad mosque at Damascus, one of Islam’s greatest treasures. (Author’s collection)


The process of conquest went on too. Islamists had few scruples about conquering the world for Allah and the concept of jihad, or ‘holy war’, continued to find a full and literal expression during the years of Umayyad rule. The Middle East now belonged principally to the adherents of the Muslim faith (though there were still large numbers of Christians and Jews living there too as subjects) and it was time to seek conquests further afield.


Part of the reason for this might have been pragmatic. Islam had large armies available to it composed of men who had earned a living by fighting. They still from time to time fought other Muslims, hence another divisive ‘civil war’ in 692. Idle hands among warriors can create problems, as many a regime has discovered the hard way over the centuries. Better to focus the energies of the Muslim soldiery, all-conquering in the last seventy years, on those who had yet to bow before Islam’s supremacy than to let such men fight bitter battles against their co-religionists.
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The opulent interior of a Byzantine church in Syria; the human imagery would never be seen in a Muslim mosque. (Author’s collection)


Any advance could go several ways. To the north were more Byzantine lands to be conquered, Asia Minor especially. The victories against Heraclius had put Byzantium on the back foot. The Muslim armies continued to win victories against the Greeks and would eventually find themselves outside the walls of Constantinople itself. Byzantium was, however, not ready to die just yet. It had a secret weapon available to it: the horrific substance known as Greek fire. A combination of this, and the massive walls of the city, allied to a robust defence mounted by people who were fighting for their very existence, proved enough to drive the enemy back and save the city from Islam for a further 700 years.


The Muslim armies found greater success in North Africa, parts of which had also been under the rule of Byzantine emperors for some time.7 It was also home to an independent-minded group known as the Berbers who put little store by anyone who claimed to be their overlord. The Muslims looked west, to the lands they named the Maghrib (which indeed means ‘the west’) and advanced.


It was a fruit ripe for the picking. Those who lived there had little love for their distant master in Constantinople and even those who were Christians were of a different persuasion than their Orthodox emperor – a divided Christendom contributed as much to early Muslim successes as a divided Islam would later help the Crusaders. The Berbers, those nomad warriors of the desert, had never accepted Christianity and had no reason whatsoever to fight to preserve a status quo that they did not recognise.


Attempts to subjugate North Africa had been made early on. In 670 a Muslim soldier named Okba had installed himself in Kairawan. Ten years later he had marched along the lands hugging the southern shores of the Mediterranean and, it was said, even charged his horse into the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. However, he appears to have had far less political than military acumen and in 683 an uprising among the Berbers, whom he had kept under control with an iron fist, ended with his death.


It was in the final years of the seventh century that the Muslim armies returned to North Africa, this time with a force that would ultimately prove unstoppable. An initial move on Carthage, that resonant name from ancient times, was at first repulsed. But the armies of Islam, led by Hassan ibn al-Nu’man, returned with reinforcements. In 698 Carthage fell. Even the resilience of the Berbers was overcome and they were eventually forced to sue for terms.


So far, the assaults of Islam against Christendom had been reserved for those lands held by the Byzantine Empire, but this was about to change in dramatic fashion. The short crossing from North Africa to the Iberian Peninsula proved no obstacle at all to the Muslim armies. Spain, as we now know it, was then ruled by the Visigoths. They had moved in with the demise of the Roman Empire. They had accepted Christianity but their rule was unpopular. During their supremacy, which lasted some three centuries, law and order had evaporated. All the benefits associated with Roman civilisation had disintegrated; standards of education had dropped drastically. There were frequent rebellions and, though the Visigoths might claim to rule, they did not do so with any great effect. They were also repressive against the Jewish community in particular.


It was said that Duke Rodrigo, who ruled Spain in the early years of the eighth century, had seduced the daughter of Count Julian, the governor of Cueta. This was one of the last Byzantine enclaves in North Africa and Julian was so incensed that he not only encouraged the Muslim armies to attack Spain but even provided ships to help them. In the absence of much in the way of corroborating evidence this might just be a good story. However, the Muslims would have been well aware that there was a fragility about the state of Spain that augured well for any invasion they might be inclined to launch. Never in their wildest dreams could they have anticipated just how absolutely or quickly Spain would collapse. Initially, the Muslim commander in North Africa, Musa Ibn Nusair, sought the approval of the caliph in Damascus before launching his attack. First responses were lukewarm; Walid, the caliph, was not convinced that an attack would succeed. But Musa’s raiding proved so effective that a larger move on Spain was planned with the help of the Berbers who had now allied themselves with the Muslim armies.


The leader of the Berbers was named Tarik and he landed at a place called Jabal Tarik, ‘the Mountain of Tarik’, which would later become Gibraltar. A Visigoth counter-attack was launched. In a decisive action it was crushed. The king was dead, his army decimated, betrayed at a crucial point in the battle which saw the end of his rule. This treasonous act spoke volumes for the disunity of Spain at this time. The rest of the country fell without much of a fight into Muslim hands. It was not long before the sea of Muslim conquest was lapping against the rocky barriers of the Pyrenees. Even these great natural obstacles proved ineffective against the Islamic advance. In 732 a great army made its way up into France, towards the city of Tours, a site of some religious significance to Christians in Western Europe as it was associated with a much revered Saint, Martin.


The Franks who then ruled the country assembled a large force of their own to repulse the invaders. They were led by Charles Martel, ‘The Hammer’. Although the word ‘decisive’ can be over-used, it is hard to avoid speculating about what might have happened if the Muslim forces had won, for then there might have been no Charlemagne and no Western empire. The Crusades might then have never happened at all for there would have been no Christendom left in Europe to launch them from.


The battle was, in the end, a crushing victory for the Franks. The battle became known to the Muslims as ‘the field of martyrs’. However, there were many Christian martyrs too, in numbers so large that Charles was unable to follow up his victory and push on into Spain. A stalemate of kinds then ensued. There would be occasional forays from the Franks over the Pyrenees into Spain, in one of which the myth of Roland and his horn would be established. But for now the Muslims reigned in relative security in Spain. Tension there would ironically not come primarily from Christendom but from within Islam itself. Further upheavals were at hand. Christian Western Europe would have enough issues of its own to distract it for the next two centuries. First of all, the kingdom of the Franks was about to grow dramatically, especially during the reign of Charlemagne; expansion during his time would be primarily to the north, among the still pagan tribes of Germany.


When Charlemagne died, the empire he left behind collapsed. Deprived of the strong grip of his centralised rule, France fragmented. And there was another set of trials and tribulations to face, perhaps even more terrifying than that posed by Islam, for this was the age of the nihilistic Vikings. Expansion was no longer the name of the game for Christendom, survival was. Given these distractions elsewhere, the Muslims in Spain were for the moment safe from any attempt at re-conquest. For them this was just as well, for the empire they had built so spectacularly was under strain too – it was no surprise. So rapid had the conquests been that the Islamic empire was now a hotchpotch of races and cultures. Tensions were bound to ensue. However, it was not just racial tension that caused the angst, it was equally bitter internal divisions once again revolving around who in Islam should govern the patrimony bequeathed by Muhammad.


The period of conquest had left behind some ultimately insuperable problems in its wake. Those early Muslim armies had been Arabs but, as the empire expanded, the military mathematics decreed that Islam’s leaders would have to recruit non-Arabs to retain the territories they had won. Many non-Arabs enthusiastically embraced Islam but few of these converts, known as muwali, were keen on embracing Arab domination too. As a result, a groundswell of resistance to the latter grew. This emanated from two regions in particular: from Persia in the east and from the Berbers in North Africa.


Bloodlines were important in the Muslim line of succession and there was still one group intact that traced their descent from the Prophet’s uncle, Abbas. From his name they took their title, the Abbasids. This faction began its activities in the city of Kufa and, from there, became steadily more prominent in the surrounding region. Then, just at the right time, an outstanding leader emerged to turn the already ascendant fortunes of the Abbasids into an unstoppable force. His name was Abu Muslim.


In June 747 two black flags had been unfurled at Merv. The colour may have been an attempt to win over supporters of the Shi’a (who wore black), to the cause of the Abbasids. There was certainly symbolism in the act but there was even more in one that followed swiftly afterwards. It was customary to pray publicly for the caliph in the mosques on the holy day of Friday. Now, the name of the Umayyad caliph was dropped and replaced by that of his Abbasid would-be equivalent. It was an unmistakable declaration of war.


The Umayyads were slow to spot the danger. They perhaps failed to realise that there was a huge amount of support for the uprising, not necessarily because there was a great deal of affection for the Abbasids but rather because non-Arabs were fed up of being dominated by another race. The regime quickly began to fall apart like a house of cards in the path of a storm.


It was a remarkably short time before Persia and Iraq were in the hands of the Abbasids. The Syrian army was the last Umayyad hope and it was not much of one. It was on the banks of the Great Zab river, one of the most ancient and resonant of battlefields (Alexander the Great had won a famous victory near here), that the Umayyads were finally swept aside with brutal ease. The Umayyad caliph, Marwan, fled for his life but he was captured in Egypt and beheaded.


The Abbasids were severe in the reprisals that followed their subsequent accession. The graves of the dead Umayyad caliphs were all desecrated save one, that of the Caliph Omar who had been widely respected for his piety. The corpses of the rest were burned. Eighty leading members of the displaced dynasty were invited to dinner, superficially as a token of reconciliation. At a given signal, they were all clubbed to death.


Some important changes followed. The effective capital of Islam, the home of the caliphate, would shift east from Damascus to a new city, Baghdad. Although this was a contemporary construction, it had very ancient connotations as it was close to the city of Ctesiphon, one of the greatest of all metropolises in Ancient Persia. It was a symbolic assertion that old glories were to be revived and also that the age of Arab domination was over.


The Abbasids, in reality, were a disappointment to many. The Shi’a, who expected to do well out of the new regime, were unfulfilled in their expectations and effectively, in many parts of the Islamic world, went underground. Their day was yet to come, but when all was said and done, the shape of Islam changed, never to be the same again. The Abbasids could certainly be a harsh and terrifying regime and the executioner was kept busy, but the muwali, the gentiles of the Muslim world, were now on an equal footing with the Arabs.


The Abbasids did produce a ruler of some significance, the famed Harun al-Rashid, but even under his leadership signs of a break-up in the Muslim empire were already worryingly evident. He died in the year 809, by which time most of North Africa was already independent of his rule. Following his death, a bitter civil war for the succession was fought and this further weakened the unity of the Muslim world. In an attempt to stop the decline, the Caliph Mustasim (reigned 833–42) took a crucial step with dramatic longterm consequences. He sought the help of a group of loosely confederated Central Asian tribes to intervene and support his rule. The Turks were about to make their presence felt in the Muslim world.


The expansion of Islam was now, for the time at least, at an end. The great period of conquest was over; the character of war now changed, becoming more defensive and much more limited in ambition. There were still fights against Christians but these were almost exclusively against the Byzantines who bordered the Islamic lands in Asia Minor. For a time, in fact, the Empire started to fight back and Islam found itself under pressure from the direction of Constantinople. What did not help the Muslims was the fact that they were now increasingly at war with themselves.


In 756 something extraordinary had happened. The triumph of the Abbasids seemed absolute and indeed in most places in the Muslim world it was. However, in that year a refugee from the wreckage of the Umayyad world, a man named Abd al-Rahman, arrived in Spain. Against all the odds he set himself up as an independent ruler in the peninsula and the Abbasids proved powerless to eject him. The break-up of the Muslim empire was already under way.


Encouraged by this, and failed attempts by the Abbasids to return Spain to the Muslim fold, Charlemagne later occasionally led forays over the Pyrenees and strengthened the borders between his kingdom and those of the Muslims to the south, though as already noted he did not launch a full-scale invasion of the peninsula.


The effect of the Umayyad breakaway in Spain was somewhat ironic, for it brought the caliph in Baghdad and the Frankish king (who later became the Holy Roman Emperor) closer together, united as they were by a common opponent. Harun al-Rashid sent extravagant delegations to France, one accompanied by the rather unwieldy gift of an elephant, and in return there was a boom in pilgrim traffic to the holy places in Palestine, then under Muslim rule, with many prominent Western Europeans heading across the Mediterranean to Jerusalem.


Further cracks in the Muslim façade had by then already appeared. In 788 a breakaway had been launched in Morocco, a move that was enthusiastically and predictably supported by the volatile Berber tribes who lived there. Then, what we now call Algeria and Tunisia broke away too; the lands here were nominally granted as a hereditary landholding to the governor there but in practice it was a negotiated surrender of centralised Abbasid rule in return for an (admittedly significant) annual tribute paid for it.


This regime, named the Aghlabid after its founder, soon found itself under pressure from the quarrelsome Berbers. In an attempt to gain some legitimacy the Aghlabids went on the offensive again against Christian enemies. The target was the Byzantines once more, though on this occasion Sicily was the target. The island was a natural crossing point from Africa to Europe and was then Byzantine property. The Aghlabids built a fleet and attacked it.


This occurred in 827 and, although the Muslim conquest of the island was not completed until 902, the bases that they gained there proved invaluable as a launch pad for further expeditions. Rome itself was attacked in 846. The Christians of Western Europe were by now rudderless following the death of Charlemagne and the increasing ferocity of Viking attacks from the north and, in the face of their inaction, further tentative steps forward were taken by the Muslims. A base was even established in Provence and, in the east, the island of Crete was taken. In effect, the Mediterranean became a Muslim lake. Given this, it is perhaps surprising that the assaults of the Islamic army did not recommence with renewed vigour and success. There were several reasons for this. For one, the disunity of Islam was already apparent; the empire was now, at a simplistic minimum, split into three: Umayyad Spain, Aghlabid North Africa and the Abbasid east. Nor was the break-up complete. Further pressures would emerge to distract the Muslims and put a brake on any further expansion.


In the light of this division, no coordinated attack was possible and Europe was saved by the disunity of Islam. The vigour of those early years of Muslim conquest was now exhausted. Priorities were now different. For Umayyad Spain, the main objective was just to survive in the face of Abbasid hostility. It was not strong enough to attack France and Western Europe unaided. The Aghlabids, too, were distracted with merely keeping the Berbers in check.


For the Abbasids, still the notional powerhouse of Islam, times were also getting tougher. The resurgence of the Byzantine Empire meant that they could not think of expansion when faced with problems closer to home. They were also under great pressure in Persia and to the east, again meaning that they had to concentrate their efforts on defensive rather than offensive considerations. In effect, the frontlines between Christendom and Islam had now been drawn. To the west, the Muslims stared nervously over the Pyrenees into France. Further east, most of the European coastline remained Christian though badly exposed to the attacks of Muslim pirates and with severe disruption of the sea routes due to Islamic naval supremacy. Then there was Asia Minor, with the Byzantines increasingly making gains and threatening to recover many of the lands they had lost to two centuries of Muslim conquest.
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