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      Praise for The Great Arab Conquests

      
      ‘The story of the Arab conquests is a dramatic one and Kennedy makes a boldly ambitious attempt to tell it … a vivid narrative
         of a world-changing upheaval’
      

      
      Sunday Times

      
      ‘The story of [Arab] expansion is well told in this excellent book … a well-placed narrative that does not compromise on academic
         rigour … a highly readable account of remote events that still have a striking relevance for the shape of our modern world’
      

      
      Financial Times Magazine

      
      ‘By painstakingly reconstructing the series of Arab conquests, Mr Kennedy paints a picture strikingly at odds with the popular
         clichés … Mr Kennedy tells a remarkable tale with skill and authority’
      

      
      Economist

      
      ‘By treating his sources with the critical respect that they deserve, the author manages to extract dazzling encounters, dramatic
         incidents and heart-racing action. The Great Arab Conquests is history at its most vivid and enthralling. Kennedy puts a sophisticated analysis of social process in place of the usually
         hoary old stereotypes … a truly magnificent achievement’
      

      
      New Statesman

      
      ‘Hugh Kennedy is emerging as one of the most readable historians of the Middle East with The Great Arab Conquests… a swashbuckling account … Balancing scholarship with accessibility
      

      
      BBC History Magazine

      
      ‘Fascinating and well-written … Kennedy illustrates his book with his photographs of cities from Toledo to Bukhara. As these
         ancient citadels decay, or are smashed up by warfare or prosperity, his pictures will come to seem as valuable as his text’
      

      
      Guardian

      
      ‘A superb history of Arabisation … many small but fascinating details’

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
   
      
      
      Hugh Kennedy studied Arabic at the Middle East Centre for Arabic Studies before reading Arabic, Persian and History at Cambridge.
         Since 1972 he has taught in the Department of Mediaeval History at the University of St Andrews. He was elected Fellow of
         the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 2000.
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      In the 680s a monk called John Bar Penk[image: image]y[image: image] was working on a summary of world history in his remote monastery by the swift-flowing
         River Tigris, in the mountains of what is now south-east Turkey. When he came to write about the history of his own times,
         he fell to musing about the Arab conquest of the Middle East, still within living memory. As he contemplated these dramatic
         events he was puzzled: ‘How’, he asked, ‘could naked men, riding without armour or shield, have been able to win … and bring
         low the proud spirit of the Persians?’ He was further struck that ‘only a short period passed before the entire world was
         handed over to the Arabs; they subdued all fortified cities, taking control from sea to sea, and from east to west – Egypt,
         and from Crete to Cappadocia, from Yemen to the Gates of Alan [in the Caucasus], Armenians, Syrians, Persians, Byzantines
         and Egyptians and all the areas in between: “their hand was upon everyone” as the prophet says’.1

      
      For John Bar Penk[image: image]y[image: image], pious monk that he was, the answer was clear: this was God’s will. Nothing else could account for this
         wholly extraordinary revolution in the affairs of men. Now , thirteen centuries later, in a world where divine intervention
         is, for many people, not an entirely satisfactory explanation of major historical changes, this book is an attempt to suggest
         different sorts of answers to John’s question.
      

      
      This work concerns three major themes. The first is the story of the events of the Muslim conquests in so far as we can reconstruct
         them. The form of the book is unashamedly narrative. It is a tale of how a small number (it is unlikely that any of the Arab
         Muslim armies consisted of more than 20,000 men and many were much smaller) of determined and highly motivated men were able
         to cover vast distances, through rugged and inhospitable lands, to conquer major empires and kingdoms and to rule their lands. It
         is a tale of bravery and daring, but it is also a tale of cruelty and destruction. I hope that this work will, while being true to the evidence,
         give some impression of these stirring events.
      

      
      The second theme is that of the settlement of the Arabs after the conquest, where they lived and how they exploited the enormous
         resources that had fallen into their hands. This, in turn, raises the issue of how the Arabs were able to maintain their own
         identity and culture in a sea of strange and often hostile people, and at the same time provide an environment that encouraged
         many of the conquered people to convert to Islam and, in the Fertile Crescent, Egypt and North Africa, to adopt Arabic as
         their native tongue. This process is essential to understanding the creation and preservation of an Arab Muslim identity that
         still dominates many of the lands conquered in this period.
      

      
      Finally, this is also a book about memory and the creation of memories. We have almost no perfectly contemporary records or
         descriptions of the Muslim conquests. All the accounts passed down to us have gone through several stages of editing and revision,
         and the addition of new and sometimes spurious information. Other historians have tended to dismiss much of this material because
         it is not an accurate record of ‘what actually happened’. In reality, it is extremely interesting as an expression of social
         memory, of how the early Muslims reconstructed their past and explained the coming of Islam to the areas in which they now
         lived. The investigation of the foundation myths of the early Islamic community can tell us much about the world-view of the
         Muslims in the first century of Islam.
      

      
      I have attempted to give an account of the history of the Arab Muslim conquests of the Middle East and the wider world as
         they occurred between the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 and the fall of the Umayyad caliphate in 750. The starting date
         is fairly obvious. Although the roots of the conquests lay in the policies and actions of Muhammad in his lifetime, it was
         not until after his death that Muslim armies began to invade lands outside the Arabian peninsula. The terminal date is more
         arbitrary, missing out, as it does, on some important conquests – of Sicily and Crete, for example – but in broad terms, the
         boundaries of the Muslim world as they were established by 750 remained largely unchanged until the expansion into India around
         the year 1000.
      

      
      The Arab conquests had a major impact on human history and the results of these tumultuous years have shaped the world we
         all live in today. Yet there is nothing inevitable about the Arab/Islamic identity of the Middle East. In the year 632, Islam
         was confined to Arabic-speaking tribesmen living in Arabia and the desert margins of Syria and Iraq. Most of the population
         of Syria spoke Greek or Aramaic; most of those in Iraq, Persian or Aramaic; in Egypt they spoke Greek or Coptic; in Iran they
         spoke Pahlavi; in North Africa they spoke Latin, Greek or Berber. None of them were Muslims. In Egypt and North Africa, lands
         we now think of as clearly Islamic, there were no Muslims and effectively no Arabic speakers, and the same was true of Iran
         and Afghanistan. The scale and the speed of the transformation are astonishing; within a century of the Prophet’s death, all
         these lands, along with Spain, Portugal, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and southern Pakistan (Sind), were ruled by an Arabic-speaking
         Muslim elite, and in all of them the local population was beginning to convert to the new religion.
      

      
      The speed of the Muslim conquests is amazing, but there have been other rapid conquests of vast areas in the course of human
         history which are in a sense comparable. The conquests of Alexander the Great or Genghis Khan immediately come to mind. What
         makes the Arab Muslim conquests so remarkable is the permanence of the effect they had on the language and religion of the
         conquered lands. Spain and Portugal are the only countries conquered at this time where the spread of Islam has been reversed;
         by contrast we now think of Egypt as a major centre of Arab culture and of Iran as a stronghold of militant Islam.
      

      
      Clearly so swift and massive a change needs historical investigation, yet the approachable literature on the subject is very
         restricted. This is partly because of territorial boundaries in the historical profession. The fundamental reference work,
         The Cambridge Ancient History, for example, ends with volume xiv, which takes us up to the assassination of the Byzantine emperor Maurice in 602. The Cambridge History of Islam starts off, naturally, with the life and preaching of Muhammad. The gap is reflected much more widely in the way in which
         history is taught and researched in modern universities: classical/ancient history is separated from medieval/Islamic history. This
         in turn is partly a consequence of the linguistic divide: historians tend to divide on one hand into those who are competent in the use of Latin and Greek sources, and on the other those who use Arabic and Persian;
         few, of whom I am certainly not one, feel equally competent and proficient in all.
      

      
      The nature of the sources has also discouraged historians from trying to give a bold and clear narrative of these world-shaking
         events. Historians may enjoy controversy over interpretations and approaches, but when it comes to the dates and order of
         important events, everyone craves certainty. In the story of the great Arab conquests, there are fundamental questions of fact,
         the order of events in the conquest of Syria, for example, or the date of the battle of Q[image: image]disiya in Iraq, about which we simply
         cannot be certain. In this book I have attempted to construct a plausible narrative of the main events, but it would be wrong
         to claim that this is the only possible reconstruction, or to hide the fact that I have made choices and judgements that are
         sometimes based as much on probability and likelihood as on firm evidence.
      

      
      There is also what one might, to use a popular contemporary cliché, call the elephant-in-the-room syndrome: the subject is
         simply so large and so obvious that scholars are reluctant to tackle it, preferring to work on smaller projects around the
         edge of the room where they feel comfortable in their own discipline. It may be impossible, it may be rash and foolish to try,
         but this book is an attempt to describe and investigate this particular historical pachyderm.
      

      
      In doing so, I am standing on the shoulders of giants. This work shamelessly plunders and exploits the excellent scholarship
         of the last few decades. At the risk of being unduly selective, I would single out Fred Donner’s The Early Islamic Conquests, Mike Morony’s Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, Walter Kaegi’s work on military history, Dick Bulliet on conversion to Islam, Robert Hoyland on non-Muslim views of early
         Islam and Larry Conrad and Chase Robinson on historiography. I have also depended on works of older generations of historians,
         who still have much to teach us – Hamilton Gibb on the Arab conquests in Central Asia, Vasili Vladimirovich Barthold on Turkistan,
         Alfred Butler on the Arab conquest of Egypt. My debts to these, and to other scholars living and dead, will be readily apparent
         to anyone familiar with the field.
      

      
      This is a narrative history, heavily dependent on narrative sources. The nature and formation of these stories are discussed
         at some length in the Foreword, but I should say a few words about how I have treated them. The narratives of the early Muslim conquests are replete with confusion and improbability, and are often impossible
         to accept at face value. Modern authors have tended to approach these in two ways: either to dismiss them as hopelessly inaccurate
         and not worth the attention of serious historians; or to cherry-pick them for incidental details, names, places, etc. I have
         tried to do something slightly different: to read and use the stories for what they are trying to tell us; to work with the
         flow, so to speak, rather than against it, to surf the waves of the narrative and be carried along with it. This does not mean
         accepting the early Arabic accounts as accurate records of ‘what actually happened’, but accepting them as reflections of
         seventh- and eighth-century Muslim social memory and using them as such.
      

      
      A particular case in point is the use of direct speech. The early Arabic accounts are full of records of conversations and
         oratorical set pieces and I have often quoted these in direct speech. This should not be taken to mean that I believe that
         these words were actually spoken on the occasion described. There are, however, good reasons for taking this approach. The speeches
         are often the means whereby different points of view are articulated in the sources. Descriptions of councils of war, for example,
         allow the author to discuss the issues and choices that faced the Muslim armies, to show why they did what they did and to
         explore the roads not taken. The second reason is to reflect the nature of the Arabic material and be true to it, especially
         for readers who are unfamiliar with the field, and to give texture and variety to what might otherwise be a bald and unexciting
         narrative.
      

      
      This book is an attempt to tell the story of one of the most important changes in world history, a change whose results have
         profoundly affected the world in which we live today. I have tried to make it accessible, even entertaining, to student and
         general reader alike. No doubt scholars in the future will produce works that are fuller, more profound and more elegant; but
         if this work gives rise to wider reflections on these momentous events, it will have served its purpose.
      

      
      TERMS AND CONDITIONS

      
      This book is concerned primarily with the conquest of the central Islamic lands by Muslim armies in the century that followed
         the death of the Prophet Muhammed in 632. In order to clarify the issues it is important to attempt to define some terms.‘Conquest’ may seem at first a fairly uncontentious term, implying the subjection
         of one party to another through the application of military force. In reality, however, things may be more complicated. The
         Arabic sources use the term conquest (fath) to describe the taking over of the lands of the Byzantine and Persian empires. The fth root in Arabic implies ‘opening’, but in the conquest literature it clearly implies the use of force. Conquest can, and did,
         take many different forms. At one extreme it meant the brutal and violent sack of a city, the pillaging of its wealth and the
         execution of many or all of its defenders. The sacking of Istakhr in Fars or Paykand in Transoxania are clear examples of this. But
         conquest was often a more peaceful process. The people of town and country would agree to the imposition of terms, usually
         involving the payment of tribute and the promise that they would not aid the enemies of the Muslims. The terms were agreed
         to because of the use, or threat of the use, of force. At the other extreme, conquest might be little more that the sending
         of a message accepting overlordship. Many of the more mountainous areas of Iran, North Africa and Spain must have been ‘conquered’
         without an Arab ever having visited the area, still less settling down to rule and tax it.‘Conquest’ meant different things
         to different people in different places at different times.
      

      
      Conquest, Settlement and Conversion

      
      The early Muslim conquests meant the imposition of a new political and religious elite on the lands conquered. The conquest
         was often followed by a process of settlement in which numbers of Arabs, many from nomad backgrounds, took up permanent residence
         in the conquered territories, often in specially founded new towns. While conquest and settlement took place comparatively
         quickly, and in the central Middle East were largely complete by 650, the conversion of the subject people to Islam was a
         slow and long-drawn-out process, and it was not until the tenth and early eleventh centuries that the majority of the population
         was converted to Islam. Conquest and settlement took only a decade; conversion of the majority took three hundred years.
      

      
      Arabs and Muslims

      
      The term Arab can only be usefully and simply defined as anyone whose mother tongue is Arabic. In 632 Arabs inhabited the Arabian peninsula and the Syrian desert and its margins. As the conquest
         proceeded, however, more and more people became Arabic speakers and numerous men who had no ‘Arab blood’ in their veins nonetheless
         spoke Arabic as their native tongue. In many areas where assimilation between conquerors and conquered advanced most rapidly,
         the differences between Arab and non-Arab had become very blurred by the end of the first Islamic century.
      

      
      In 632 almost all Muslims were Arabs, and in the early years of the conquests we can use the terms Arab and Muslim interchangeably
         to describe the armies of the conquest. When we move into the late seventh and early eighth centuries, however, such a usage
         would be misleading. Arabs formed only a proportion of the Muslim armies that conquered North Africa, Spain and Central Asia. What
         defined these armies was not their Arabness, even if the leaders were Arabs and the language of command and administration
         Arabic, but their identity as the armies of Islam – that is, religious identity had replaced the ethnic.
      

      
      If not all Muslims were Arabs, likewise not all Arabs were Muslims. Before the coming of Islam, large numbers of Arabs had
         been converted to Christianity, especially in those areas of the Syrian desert which bordered on Byzantine territory. Some
         of them retained their Christian faith after the conquests, and their status proved a problem for the Muslim jurists of the
         eighth century: should they be treated as subject people and obliged to pay the hated poll tax or should they be treated as
         Muslim Arabs? In some cases a compromise was reached whereby they just paid the alms tax, but at twice the rate of their Muslim
         counterparts.
      

      
      Romans and Byzantines

      
      Historians are accustomed to talking about the Byzantine Empire to describe the Eastern Roman Empire. It is a convenient term
         to designate the Christian, Greek-speaking and -writing empire of the seventh and eighth centuries. It is also completely out
         of touch with the language of the people at the time. No one at that or any other time ever described themselves in normal
         life as ‘Byzantines’. They themselves knew that they were Romans and they called themselves as such, though they used the Greek
         term Romaioi to do so. Their Muslim opponents also knew them as R[image: image]m, or Romans, and this term was often extended to include the Latin Christian inhabitants of North Africa and Spain. Despite
         the violence it does to the language of the sources, I have, with some reluctance, accepted the general scholarly usage and
         refer to Byzantines and the Byzantine Empire throughout.
      

      
      Khar[image: image]j and Jizya
      

      
      The Arab conquerors always demanded payments in cash from the people they conquered. In later centuries, this public taxation
         was divided by the Islamic lawyers into two distinct categories, khar[image: image]j or land tax and jizya or poll tax, paid only by non-Muslims. At the time of the conquests, however, the terms were much more blurred and jizya was used to describe any sort of tax or tribute.
      

      
      Christian Churches

      
      At the time of the Muslim conquests there were five major churches or sects in the Middle East, each one claiming to be ‘orthodox’. In
         North Africa and Spain the church was Latin-speaking and looked to Rome rather than Constantinople for leadership and doctrinal
         authority. There was no schism between this church and the Greek Orthodox, that would come later, but there was a different
         ecclesiastical culture. Then there was the Melkite (meaning ‘royal’) Greek Orthodox church supported (usually) by the imperial
         government in Con-stantinople. This was also known as the Chalcedonian church because it followed the doctrines on the nature
         of Christ adumbrated at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, and the Diophysite church, because it believed in the two natures,
         human and divine, within the person of Christ. Within the eastern Empire the main opposition to this established church came
         from the Jacobite Monophysite communities in Syria and the Monophysite Copts in Egypt, all of whom believed in the single
         and indivisible nature of Christ. They were known as Jacobites in Syria after the missionary Jacob Baradaeus (d. 521) who was
         the effective founder of the separate Monophysite ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Nestorian Church, named after its founder Nestorius
         (d. c. 451) who had been Patriarch of Constantinople before being deposed for heresy, was opposed to both the Monophysites and
         the Diophysites. Persecution had largely eliminated the Nestorian Church from Byzantine territory but it continued to flourish in the lands of the Persian Empire, especially Iraq, where Nestorians
         constituted the majority of the population. Finally , there was the Monothelite sect supported by the emperor Heraclius and
         his government. There is an old Scottish story about the stranger who approaches a small town and asks a local man how many
         churches there are in it, Scotland having almost as many different sects as the late antique Middle East. The local replies,
         ‘Well, there used to be two but then we had a union so now there are three’. This is essentially what happened during the reign
         of Heraclius. In an effort to bridge the damaging gap between the Monophysite and Diophysite churches about the nature of the
         incarnation, Heraclius and his theological advisers came up with a subtle compromise formula called Monothelitism. Inevitably
         this pleased neither party, and his attempts to enforce this new doctrine in the Middle East and North Africa simply provoked
         more discontent.
      

      
      NOTES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

      
      I have used endnotes sparingly in this work to avoid over-burdening the text with scholarly apparatus. I have contented myself
         with noting the main sources used, the origins of direct quotes and the most relevant secondary literature. In the case of
         the two primary sources I have depended on most, the History of the Prophets and Kings by Tabar[image: image] and the Conquests of the Lands by Bal[image: image]dhur[image: image], I have given references to the original Leiden editions. Readers who wish to consult the English translations
         will find the references to the editions in the margins of the translated texts.
      

      
      The bibliography is similarly restrained. A full bibliography, including all the literature on late antiquity and early Islam,
         would run to thousands of titles. My intention has been to confine myself to the works I have made best use of and those that
         I consider will be most relevant and accessible to the reader who wishes to explore the subject further.
      

      
      A Note on Transliteration and Names

      
      There are now standard and acceptable ways of transliterating Arabic letters in Latin script. I have not adopted any of these
         in their entirety. For a non-Arabist, it is not very helpful to be able to distinguish between the two types of h or s or t and readers who do know the language will in any case be aware of these. Arabic has both long and short vowels and these I
         have indicated in most cases. It does seem to me helpful to know, for example, that the name of the great conqueror of Syria,
         Khalid b.al-W alid is pronounced Khaalid b.al-W aleed, rather than, say Khaleed b.al-W aalid. Put simply,[image: image] is pronounced as
         a long aa,[image: image] as an ee and [image: image] as an oo and the stress falls on these long syllables.
      

      
      I have also marked the Arabic letter cayn as c when it comes in the middle of words. The cayn is a consonant peculiar to Arabic whose pronunciation can only be learned by
         imitation. It is perhaps most helpful to think of it as a gutteral prolongation of the previous vowel. The symbol ‘ (Arabic
         hamza) is a simple glottal stop.
      

      
      Arabic names come from a variety of different traditions. Some are biblical in origin: Ibr[image: image]h[image: image]m is Abraham, Ish[image: image]q is Isaac,
         Y[image: image]suf is Joseph, M[image: image]s[image: image] is Moses and Yahy[image: image] is John. Some names like Umar, Amr, Uthm[image: image]n and Al[image: image] were purely Arabic without any
         religious connotations. There were also names describing the holder as a slave (abd) of God in any of His names, most commonly Abd All[image: image]h but also others like Abd al-Malik (slave of the King), Abd al-Rahm[image: image]n
         (slave of the Merciful).
      

      
      Men were named after their fathers, thus Ibn (usually abbreviated to ‘b.’) Ful[image: image]n (Ful[image: image]n meaning ‘so and so’). We also find
         men called Ibn Ab[image: image] Ful[image: image]n, ‘son of the father of so and so’. Women were known as Bint Ful[image: image]n, ‘daughter of so and so’ or, more
         commonly, as Umm Ful[image: image]n, ‘mother of so and so’. In the early days of Islam, most Arabs would also have had a tribal name or
         nisba such as Tam[image: image]m[image: image] (from the tribe of Tam[image: image]m) or Azd[image: image] (from the tribe of Azd).
      

      
      The spelling of place names presents problems of a different sort. In general I have used conventional English names where
         they exist, thus Damascus not Dimashq, Aleppo not Halab etc. In the case of names like Azerbaij[image: image]n, where there is a modern
         equivalent, I have preferred the forms used by the Times Atlas of the World. In the case of older and more obscure Arabic names, Yarm[image: image]k or Q[image: image]disiya for example, I have transliterated the Arabic, using
         the spellings given in Y[image: image]q[image: image]t’s thirteenth-century geographical dictionary, the Mucjam al-Buld[image: image]n.
      

      
      Coins

      
      The conquest narratives place great emphasis on the dividing up of money and the payment of taxes. At first the Muslims used
         the coins already in circulation in the areas they conquered, notably the Sasanian silver drachm, known in Arabic as the dirham. The dirham was a thin silver coin slightly over 2 centimetres in diameter and weighing about 3 grams. The Muslims began to mint these,
         at first with counter-struck Sasanian models, by the 660s. More valuable was the gold d[image: image]n[image: image]r, a small coin about a centimetre in diameter based on the Byzantine nomisma which began to be minted during the caliphate of Abd al-Malik (685–705). From this time, all Islamic coins were purely epigraphic,
         with Arabic inscriptions but no images. In both North Africa and Spain, some early Muslim coins carried Muslim formulae translated
         into Latin.
      

      
   
      
      FOREWORD:
REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST
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      Our understanding of the Arab conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries is based on written and, to an extent, archaeological
         sources. At first glance these sources look abundant; vast numbers of pages of Arabic chronicles describe these triumphs in
         loving and admiring detail. The conquered people, particularly the Christian clergy of all denominations, contribute a different
         view, while the mass of archaeological evidence, especially from the lands of the Levant, gives us yet another. On closer investigation,
         however, none of these sources is as clear or easily usable as it first appears: all have to be sifted and used with care,
         and, despite the length of the narratives, there are still many aspects of the conquests about which we have virtually no
         information at all.
      

      
      Any historical enquiry is inevitably shaped by the nature of the source material on which it is based. Partly this is a question
         of reliability, or ‘can we believe what we read?’. At its most simple it is a matter of asking who wrote a text, what they
         wanted to convey and whether they were biased in favour of one side or another. The ways in which the sources define the enquiry,
         however, go much further than considerations of reliability and party prejudice. The interests of the authors and compilers
         of texts determine what questions we can ask. For example, in investigating the Arab conquests we can ask what battles were
         fought and who participated in them. If we want to look in more detail at the face of battle, however – why one side prevailed
         and the other was defeated – we come up against a wall of ignorance because the writers on whom we depend were simply not
         interested in pursuing these questions. The level and area of discussion are defined by the ancient authors, and there are
         many roads down which we simply cannot go. It is not possible to write a history of the Muslim conquests full of those tidy
         battle maps beloved of most historians of warfare, in which divisions of foot soldiers are shown clearly in square black boxes while bold arrows show how the cavalry
         manoeuvred around them. If this book does not discuss many of the questions that are normally dealt with in military history
         – commissariat and the supply of provisions, for example – it is not because these topics are uninteresting, but rather because
         we have no information that would enable us to answer them. An understanding of the scope and limitations of the documents
         is crucial to understanding the strengths and weaknesses of my account of the Arab conquests.
      

      
      The Arab conquests of the Middle East directly affected the lives of millions of people, many of them literate in a part of
         the world in which the culture of writing had been developed for millennia. Yet very few of them thought to write down what
         they had seen and experienced. The number of contemporary accounts of those crucial decades, the 630s and 640s, can be counted
         on the fingers of one hand; even the ones that we do have are fragmentary and very slight.
      

      
      The lack of contemporary eyewitness accounts does not mean that we have no historical evidence at all for what went on in
         these momentous decades. On the contrary, we have a vast number of narratives that purport to tell us what happened. The problem
         for the historian is that they are mostly episodic, discontinuous and frequently contradict each other – and sometimes themselves. It
         is often impossible to know what to believe and accept as a reasonably accurate account of events that actually happened. In
         a way more interesting, however, is what they offer in terms of the attitudes and the memories different groups preserved
         and cherished about what had gone on.
      

      
      The Middle East conquered by the Muslims in these early decades was a multicultural society, a world where different languages
         and religions coexisted and intermingled in the same geographical area. After the success of the conquests, the language of
         the new elite was Arabic. Even for government, however, the existing administrative languages – Greek in Syria and Egypt, Middle
         Persian (Pahlavi) in Iraq and Iran, Latin in Spain – continued to be used for the business of government. After a couple of
         generations, however, this began to change. Around the year 700, sixty or more years after the earliest conquests, the Umayyad
         caliph Abd al-Malik (685–705) decreed that Arabic and Arabic alone was to be used in the administration. The decree was surprisingly
         effective. From this time, anyone wanting a position in the expanding bureaucracy of the Islamic state, whether they were Arab or non-Arab by descent and upbringing,
         needed to be able to read and write in Arabic. The inscriptions on the new style, image-free coins and the roadside milestones
         were all in Arabic. There was no point for most people in learning Greek or Pahlavi because there were no career opportunities
         in them. It was around this time, in the early eighth century, that the Arabic traditions of the conquests began to be collected
         and written down.
      

      
      The momentous events of the seventh and eighth centuries inspired an extensive Arabic-language literature which claimed to
         describe what had happened then. But the memories and narratives of the Muslim conquest were more than the records of ‘old
         forgotten far-off things and battles long ago’. They were the foundation myths of Muslim society in the areas that generated
         them. They were developed because they helped to explain how Islam had come to the land and to justify the defeat and displacement
         of the previous elites. These accounts did not deal with ethnogenesis, the birth of peoples, as Latin historians of the early
         medieval West did, but rather with the birth of the Islamic community. They preserved the names of the heroes who had led the
         armies of the conquest and were the founding fathers of the Islamic state in their area; the names of the companions of the
         Prophet, men who had met and heard Muhammad and brought with them a direct connection with his charisma; the names of the
         caliphs who had turned Islamic armies in their direction.
      

      
      These narratives do provide information about the course of events, and just as interestingly they show how these events were
         remembered by later generations, how they saw the beginnings of the community in which they lived. Looked at as a form of social
         memory, the distortions and legends that can seem at first sight an obstacle to our understanding can be seen instead as reflecting
         the attitudes and values of this early Muslim society.
      

      
      In the form in which they have come down to us, these accounts were edited in the ninth and early tenth centuries; that is,
         between 150 and 250 years after the events. The Arabic narratives are rarely simple accounts written by a single author and
         telling a straightforward account of events. They are actually multi-layered compositions that have gone through different
         stages of editing and elaboration for different purposes at different times. At the risk of oversimplifying a complex process, the narratives seem to have gone through three stages of development. The first was oral transmission of traditional
         stories of heroic deeds in battle. Such traditions were often preserved within tribes and kinship groups or among Muslims who
         had settled in particular areas. In part they may have preserved these memories as their predecessors had treasured accounts
         of the battles of the Arab tribes in the years before the coming of Islam. The ancient tradition of recording the triumphs
         and tragedies of pre-Islamic warfare certainly coloured the way in which the battles of the first Islamic conquests were remembered. Like
         their ancestors in the j[image: image]hiliya (time of ignorance) before the coming of Islam, they composed and preserved poems and songs to celebrate heroic deeds. As
         well as these ancient, traditional themes, the Muslims could also remember their victories as clear evidence that God was
         on their side, the deaths of their enemies and the vast quantities of booty they amassed all being evidence of divine favour:
         no one could question the essential rightness of what they had done. They also preserved, elaborated and even made up accounts
         to serve new purposes, to justify claims to stipends or rights to enjoy the proceeds of taxation. Men who could prove that
         their ancestors had participated in the early conquests felt entitled to salaries from public funds; the inhabitants of cities
         might hope for lighter taxation because they had surrendered peacefully to the Muslim armies. In short, the stories of the
         conquests were preserved, not because of interest in producing a clear historical narrative, but because it was felt to be
         useful. Correspondingly , material that was not useful, the exact chronology of events, for example, was consigned to oblivion.
      

      
      The next stage was the collection and writing down of this oral material. It is not easy to say exactly at what stage this
         occurred because Arabic, like English, uses expressions like ‘He says (in his book)’ so verbs of speech may actually refer
         to writing, but the process was certainly begun during the eighth century. These collections seem to have been made for antiquarian
         reasons, to preserve the record of the early years of Muslim rule in Iraq or Egypt when the memories were fading and there
         was a risk that much of this important story would fall into oblivion. The practical considerations that had led to the preservation
         of these traditions in the first place had, by now, become largely irrelevant, but of course the collections assembled by
         these editors necessarily reflected the purposes of the earlier narrators.
      

      
      The ninth and early tenth centuries saw a vast explosion of writing and book production. The introduction of paper to replace
         parchment (dried animal skins) as the main writing material1 meant that writing became both quicker and cheaper. Historical writing increased as part of this, reflecting a growing demand
         for historical information, both in the circles around the courts of the caliphs and among the wider literate society of Baghdad
         and the rest of Iraq. In Baghdad, where there was a real book trade, it became possible to make a living writing for a wider
         public, not just for a rich patron. Knowledge became professionalized, in the sense that men could make a career out of it.
      

      
      Knowing your history, being an authority, could lead to an appointment at court. The historian Bal[image: image]dhur[image: image], whose Book of Conquests is one of the main sources on which we rely, seems to have made a living as a nadim or ‘boon-companion’ at the Abbasid court. Every boon-companion was expected to bring some knowledge, expertise or talent to
         the party: some were poets, some authorities on quaint or unusual Arab vocabulary or the characteristics of different geographical
         areas. Surely Bal[image: image]dhur[image: image] owed his position to the fact that he knew so much about the conquests and other areas of early Islamic
         history, for he was a great authority too on the genealogies of the ancient Arab tribes. This was all despite the fact that
         he does not seem to have come from an important family and was not himself a descendant of the participants. The greatest of
         these compilers was Tabar[image: image] (d. 923). He was a Persian who came from a landowning family in the area along the south shores
         of the Caspian Sea. He spent most of his adult life in Baghdad and became a great authority on two of the most important areas
         of Muslim learning, the interpretation of the Koran and the history of Islam. He seems to have lived a quiet bachelor life,
         subsisting off the revenues of his family estates, which were brought to him by pilgrims from his homeland as they came through
         Baghdad on their way to Mecca and Medina. He made it his task to collect as much as he could of the writings of his predecessors
         and edit them into one mighty compilation. He also attempted, with considerable success, to order it. He adopted an annalistic
         framework in which the events of each year were recorded under the number of the year. He was not the first Arab writer to
         use this method, which may in turn have been inherited from the Greek tradition of chronicle writing, but no one else had used it to present such a vast amount of information. In many ways, his work made the individual publications of his
         predecessors redundant and virtually all later accounts of the history of the early Islamic world in general, and of the Muslim
         conquests in particular, were based on his mighty opus.
      

      
      Much of the material found in these early Arabic narratives of the conquests takes the form of vivid stories about events. These
         are not recounted in a continuous prose, as a modern historian would present them, but rather in short anecdotes known in
         Arabic as akhb[image: image]r (singular khabr). Tabar[image: image], and other editors of the ninth and tenth centuries, made no effort to streamline this formula and produce a single
         linear account. Each of these akhb[image: image]r is a distinct self-contained account, sometimes only a few lines long, sometime three or four pages, but seldom more. The
         several anecdotes are often grouped together, discussing the same event, or very similar events, but the details are changed:
         events happen in different orders; different people are credited with the same heroic deeds; the names of the commanders of
         Arab armies in the great battles of the conquests are not the same. The editors of the ninth and tenth centuries usually avoided
         making judgements about which of these accounts might be correct. They are frustratingly undecided in their approach and often
         seem to be simply presenting all the evidence and implicitly inviting the reader to make up their own mind.
      

      
      In many cases the editors give their sources in some detail in the form of an isn[image: image]d, ‘I was told by X who was told by Y who was told by Z who was an eyewitness’. This device was really the equivalent of footnotes
         in modern academic writing, citing reputable sources. This isn[image: image]d was designed to prove that the material was genuine, and to do that it was important that all the names in the list were
         men (or occasionally women) of good standing who would not appear to be the sort of people who might sink to making things
         up. It was also important to show that the people in the chain of information had lived at the right times, so that it would
         have been possible for them to have communicated this information to the next generation. By the tenth century a whole academic
         discipline had developed, producing vast biographical dictionaries in which one could look up the details of all the individuals
         in the chain to check on their credentials.
      

      
      Modern readers will note immediately that there are some obvious problems with this procedure because it provides few ways of ensuring the reliability of the material, problems of which the
         people at the time were very well aware. There was clearly a mass of fabricated material about these events in circulation,
         but the editors of the ninth and tenth centuries had exactly the sort of problems we do in trying to sort out truth from things
         that were simply invented.
      

      
      The authors of the original anecdotes of the conquests and the editors were extremely interested in certain sorts of information,
         annoyingly uninterested in other things. They include numerous verbatim speeches, supposedly made by great men, often before
         battle is joined. These are reminiscent of the speeches put into the mouths of Greek and Byzantine commanders by classical
         historians in the same situation. The Arabic narratives, however, often include a number of speeches made by different participants
         in what is presented as a council of war: the Arabic sources give a picture of a more consensual, or perhaps more debated,
         process of military decision-making. Obviously, in the absence of stenographers or tape recorders, such speeches are very unlikely
         to be a true record of what was said. On the other hand, they are certainly authentic documents of the eighth or early ninth
         century, if not of the seventh. They must reflect the attitudes of the Muslims at that time to these events: the historian
         cannot simply dismiss them.
      

      
      Another characteristic of these anecdotes is what has been described as onomatomania, the obsession with knowing the names
         of the participants involved in events. Of course, this applies only to Arab Muslim participants: the Arabic sources give us
         versions of the names of the most important enemy generals but that is as far as it goes, opposing armies being simply an
         anonymous mass. The listing of Arab names is done with loving care and precision, a really scientific delight in identifying
         men, the tribes from which they came and the groups in which they fought. The problem for the historian is that these lists
         frequently contradict each other. Furthermore, there are some examples in which later versions of the story seem to have access
         to more names than earlier ones do. This is deeply suspicious for modern historical sensibilities. The anecdotes seem to grow
         details as they are handed on from one generation to the next. It is clear that some of this detail is elaborated in response
         to questions like ‘Who were the main commanders at the battle of Nih[image: image]vand?’ No narrator would like to confess ignorance; better to make up some plausible names than reveal the limitations of your knowledge. In other
         cases, the names are clearly preserved by the descendants and fellow tribesmen of the participants. In the seventh century
         it was a matter of considerable practical importance. If your father or grandfather had participated in those first glorious
         battles, Q[image: image]disiya in Iraq or Yarm[image: image]k in Syria, you benefited in both money and status. By the mid eighth century these relationships
         had largely lost their practical value. No one, except the members of the ruling family and, sometimes, the descendants of
         the Prophet and Al[image: image], continued to benefit from this system. By this time people got paid because of the military or bureaucratic
         jobs they did rather than what their forefathers had done. Nevertheless, being related to these early heroes still carried
         some social cachet. Among the English aristocracy there is still, according to some, prestige to be derived from the belief
         that ‘My ancestors came over with the Conquest’, meaning in this case the Norman conquest of England in 1066. Something of
         the same snobbery, if you like, may have been present among some of these status-conscious Muslims.
      

      
      Another subject of consuming interest to the early historians was whether towns and provinces had been conquered peacefully
         (sulhan) or by force (anwatan). In the early years after the conquests this was an issue with major practical implications. If cities were taken by peaceful
         agreement, the inhabitants were usually guaranteed their lives and properties and they were only required to pay in taxation
         that global sum which had been recorded in the treaties. If they had been taken by force, on the other hand, then their property
         was forfeit and the levels of taxation much higher. Perhaps most importantly and onerously, the non-Muslim inhabitants would
         have had to pay the poll tax. We know very little about how towns and townspeople were taxed in the first century of Muslim
         rule (almost all our material relates to the taxation of rural areas and agricultural land), but the nature of the conquest
         may have made a significant difference to both the tax status and the security of property of the inhabitants in the early
         years. Deciding how a city had been conquered and what tribute had been paid could be a matter of crucial practical importance,
         and it is a subject of obsessive interest to the early historians. In the nature of these things, however, the truth of the
         matter was often quite unclear. Conquest was often a messy business; some people resisted, others capitulated. In recording it almost everyone had a vested
         interest in one version of events or another. A variety of convenient fictions were elaborated to explain the confusion. One,
         of which Damascus is the most striking example, is that different parts of the city fell in different ways at the same time. So
         in Damascus in 636 we have the Arab general Kh[image: image]lid b.al-W al[image: image]d storming the East Gate, while at the very same moment another
         commander, Ab[image: image] Ubayda, was making an agreement with the inhabitants of the western sector. The two armies met in the city centre. In
         this way, the issue of whether Damascus had been taken by force or had surrendered peacefully remained debatable. Another
         useful explanation was that places were conquered twice; the first time the inhabitants made a treaty and were accorded the
         privileges of peaceful surrender, but later they rebelled and the area had to be reconquered by force. Antioch in Syria and
         Alexandria in Egypt were two places where this is recorded. This may of course have happened, even if the ‘rebellion’ was simply
         a refusal or inability to pay the tax agreed, but we cannot overlook the possibility that such accounts are attempts to reconcile
         differing versions which are themselves a reflection of disputes over taxation and the fiscal status of conquered areas.
      

      
      Like the issue of who had participated in the conquests, the issue of peaceful or violent conquest no longer had the same
         resonance when the compilations on which we rely were put together in the ninth and tenth centuries. There is no evidence that
         the taxation of different areas was determined by the nature of a conquest that had occurred at least two centuries before. By
         this time these debates were of largely antiquarian interest, or rather they formed part of the general political culture
         with which bureaucrats and boon-companions were supposed to be familiar. We should not, however, overlook the fact that the
         survival of this material in the sources long after it had ceased to be of practical utility strongly suggests that it originated
         in the early years after the Muslim conquest: no one would have had any incentive to make it up at a later date. The details
         must have been preserved at a time in the early formative years of the Islamic state when they still had a real, practical
         purpose.
      

      
      The writers and compilers of these early traditions also seem to have been obsessed with the question of the distribution
         of booty after a city or area had been conquered. There was never any doubt that pillage was acceptable and the victors were fully entitled
         to the spoils of war. The point at issue was how it should be divided up among the conquerors. Should everybody get the same
         amount? Should horsemen get more than foot soldiers? Should men who had participated in the campaign but not the actual battle
         get a share as well? If so, how much? How much should be sent to the caliph in Medina as his share? This interest certainly
         reflects the delight with which many of these rough-and-ready Bedouin soldiers seized and made use of the accoutrements of
         civilized life, but the stories are really about justice and fairness (but only among the conquerors, of course). They like
         to recount how the booty was divided up justly and transparently, in an open field after the battle before the eyes of all. Such
         narratives are clearly part of a cult of the ‘good old days’ when the Muslims were all brave and pure of heart and justice
         was done under the stern gaze of the caliph Umar (634–44). These ‘good old days’ were cherished and developed in a later world
         which seemed to have lost this early innocence, when the descendants of the original conquerors felt that they were being
         marginalized and excluded from what they saw as their just rewards. These ancient memories of better times were doubly precious
         as affirmations from the past and pointers to a better future.
      

      
      If the historians show keen interest in some aspects of the conquests, they are much less concerned with others which may
         seem to our eyes much more important. The account of the battle of Q[image: image]disiya in Iraq, that marked the decisive end of Persian
         power in Iraq in Tabar[image: image]’s History, takes up some two hundred pages in the English translation, yet the course of the battle remains frustratingly obscure.
         Admittedly it is very difficult to be certain about the actual progress of the military action even in more recent conflicts,
         but this vagueness makes it almost impossible to provide convincing answers to the crucial question of why the Byzantine and
         Sasanian armies which tried to prevent the Arab invasions of their territory performed so badly. We are sometimes told in
         bald and stark terms that the fighting was hard but eventually the Muslims prevailed. Sometimes too their opponents are driven
         into rivers or ravines and large numbers are killed in that way. There are a number of reports that both Byzantine and Sasanian
         troops were chained together to prevent them fleeing from the battlefield; this is not real historical information but a topos to show how the Muslims were inspired by faith while
         their opponents were coerced by tyranny.2 This may have been true, but the stories as presented tell us nothing about the real military reasons for defeat.
      

      
      Perhaps even more exasperating for the modern historian is the vagueness about chronology. This is a particular problem of
         the earliest phases of the conquests. We are given dates ranging over three or four years for the great victories of Yarm[image: image]k
         and Q[image: image]disiya. The ninth-and tenth-century editors were quite happy to keep it that way and simply admit that there were these
         many different opinions. In the absence of corroborative accounts from outside the Arabic tradition, we are often quite uncertain
         as to the true date of even the most important events in early Muslim history.
      

      
      So what can a modern historian, attempting to reconstruct the course of events and analyse the reasons for the success of
         Muslim arms, make of all this? Since the nineteenth-century beginnings of scientific research in the field, historians have
         wrung their hands and lamented the disorganization of the material, the apparently legendary nature of much of it and the
         endless repetitions and contradictions. Alfred Butler, writing on the conquest of Egypt in 1902, lamented the ‘invincible
         confusion’ of the sources while some of the material he dismissed simply as ‘fairy stories’.
      

      
      Historians have long been aware of the confused and contradictory nature of much of this material, but in the 1970s and 1980s
         a much more wide-reaching challenge was mounted to the reliability of any of these traditions. Albrecht Noth in Germany observed
         how many of the conquest narratives were formulaic set pieces, topoi, which appeared in numerous different accounts and were
         transferred, as it were, from one battlefield to another. Accounts of how cities fell to the Arabs because of the treachery
         of some of the inhabitants are found in so many different cases and are expressed in such similar language that they can hardly
         all be true. At almost the same time, Michael Cook and Patricia Crone in London argued that the sources for the life of Muhammad
         and early Islam more generally were so riddled with contradictions and inconsistency that we could not be certain of anything;
         the very existence of Muhammad himself was questioned.3

      
      The result of this critical onslaught was that many historians, even those not convinced by all the revisionist arguments,
         have been reluctant to take these narratives seriously or to rely on any of the details they contain. I am of a different opinion. There
         are a number of reasons why we should return to this material and try to use it rather than dismissing it out of hand. The
         first is that Arabic accounts can sometimes be checked against sources outside the Arabic literary tradition, the Syriac Khuzist[image: image]n
         Chronicle, for example, or the Armenian history of Sebeos, both accounts written by Christians within a generation of the
         events they describe. They are much shorter and less detailed than the Arabic accounts but they tend to support the general
         outlines of the Arabic history. On occasion they even support the detail. For example, the Arabic sources say that the heavily
         fortified city of Tustar fell to the Muslims because of the treachery of some of the inhabitants, who showed the Muslims how
         to enter through water tunnels. Such elements have often been dismissed as formulaic and valueless since we find similar accounts
         of the conquests of other towns and fortresses. In this case, however, the local Khuzist[image: image]n Chronicle, a Syriac Christian source
         quite unconnected with the Muslim tradition, independently tells more or less the same story, suggesting strongly that the
         city did fall in the way described. This implies that the Arabic sources for the conquest of Tustar, and perhaps by extension
         for other areas too, are more reliable than has been thought.
      

      
      We can go further with the rehabilitation of the Arabic sources. Many of them can be traced back to compilers in the mid eighth
         century, men like Sayf b. Umar . Sayf lived in K[image: image]fa in Iraq and died after 786. Beyond that we know nothing of his life, but
         he is the most important narrative source for the early conquests. Medieval and modern historians have suspected that he fabricated
         some of his accounts, but the most recent scholarship suggests that he is more reliable than previous authors had imagined. He
         is certainly responsible for collecting and editing many of the most vivid accounts of the early conquests.4 Sayf was writing little more than a century after the early conquests and it is possible that some of the participants were
         still alive when Sayf was a boy. Furthermore, the later conquests in Spain and Central Asia were still under way in his lifetime. Sayf
         was as close in time to the great Muslim conquests than Gregory of Tours was to the early Merovingians or Bede to the conversion
         of the Anglo-Saxons, both sources on which historians have always relied for the reconstruction of these events.
      

      
      There is a further dimension to these sources, the dimension of social memory. James Fentress and Chris Wickham have pointed
         out how traditional accounts, which may or may not be factually accurate, bear memories of attitudes and perceptions which
         tell us a great deal about how societies remember their past and hence about attitudes at the time of their composition.5 The conquest narratives should be read as just such a social memory. In this way the early Arabic sources are very revealing
         of the attitudes of Muslims in the two centuries that followed the conquests. If we want to investigate the mentalités of early Islamic society, then these sources are of the greatest value. The tendency among some historians has been to denigrate
         the narratives: if instead we try to go with the narrative flow, to read them for what they are trying to tell us, they can
         be much more illuminating.
      

      
      One of the key issues that the sources address is the difference between the Arab Muslims and their opponents, their differing
         habits, attitudes and values. The Arab writers do not analyse these issues in any formal sense but instead explore them in
         narrative. Let us take, as an example, one narrative among the hundreds that have come down to us from the eighth and ninth
         centuries. It comes in the History of the Conquests, compiled in its present form by Ibn Abd al-Hakam in the mid ninth century.6

      
      The story begins with an account of how the Muslim governor of Egypt, Abd al-Az[image: image]z b. Marwa¯n (governor 686–704), came to Alexandria
         on a visit. While he was there he enquired whether there were any men still alive who remembered the conquest of the city by
         the Muslims in 641, at least half a century previously. He was told that there was only one aged Byzantine, who had been a
         young boy at the time. When asked what he recollected from that time, he did not attempt to give a general account of the warfare
         and the fall of the city but instead told the story of one particular incident in which he had personally been involved. He
         had been friends with the son of one of the Byzantine patricians (a generic term the Arabic sources use for high-ranking Byzantines). His
         friend had suggested that they went out ‘to take a look at these Arabs who are fighting us’. Accordingly the patrician’s son
         got dressed up in a brocade robe, a gold headband and a finely decorated sword. He rode a plump, sleek horse while his friend the narrator had a wiry little pony. They left the
         fortifications and came to a rise from which they looked down on a Bedouin tent outside which there was a tethered horse and
         a spear stuck in the ground. They looked at the enemy and were amazed by their ‘weakness’ (meaning their poverty and lack of
         military equipment) and asked each other how such ‘weak’ men could have achieved what they did. As they stood chatting, a
         man came out of the tent and saw them. He untied the horse, rubbed it and stroked it and then jumped up on it bareback and,
         grabbing the spear in his hand, came towards them. The narrator said to his friend that the man was clearly coming to get
         them so they turned to flee back to the safety of the city walls, but the Arab soon caught up with his friend on the plump
         horse and speared him to death. He then pursued the narrator, who managed to reach the safety of the gate. Now feeling secure,
         he went up on the walls and saw the Arab returning to his tent. He had not glanced at the corpse or made any effort to steal
         the valuable garments or the excellent horse. Instead he went on his way, reciting Arabic, which the narrator reckoned must
         have been the Koran. The narrator then gives us the moral of the tale: the Arabs had achieved what they had because they were
         not interested in the goods of this world. When the Arab got back to his tent he dismounted, tied up his horse, planted his
         spear in the ground and went in, telling nobody about what he had done. When the story was over, the governor asked the man
         to describe the Arab. He replied that he was short, thin and ugly, like a human swordfish, at which the governor observed that
         he was a typical Yemeni (south Arabian).
      

      
      At first glance this story is hardly worthy of serious reading, let alone retelling. The Muslim conquest of Alexandria was
         an event of fundamental importance, marking as it did the end of Byzantine rule in Egypt and the extinction of 900 years of
         Greek-speaking rule in the city. The historian devotes two or three pages to it. He tells us nothing of the nature of the siege,
         if there was one, where the armies might have been deployed or any of the military details we would like to know. This trivial
         anecdote occupies almost all the space he allows for the event. Furthermore there is no real evidence that it is true, in the
         sense of describing an event that actually occurred, and even if it was, it would not be very interesting: the protagonists
         are anonymous and the death of one man had no significant effect on more general events. On further consideration, however, this anecdote
         is quite revealing. For a start the telling of it is put into a historical context. It may not be a true record of what happened
         in 641 but it does appear to be a genuine artefact of the late seventh century. The Umayyad governor wanted to find out more
         about the circumstances in which the province he now ruled over became part of the Muslim world. Like the historians and compilers
         of his generation, he was engaged in recovering and recording these memories before they disappeared for ever. The story itself
         stresses some familiar themes. The Byzantines are wealthy and complacent, unused to the rigours of warfare. Furthermore the
         text shows sharp divisions of class and wealth between the son of the patrician and the narrator. The Arab, by contrast, lives
         a life of privation and austerity in his tent. Unlike the upper-class Byzantine he is an excellent horseman, having a close
         and affectionate relationship with his mount and being able to leap on to it and ride bareback. He is also, of course, a skilled
         and hardened spearsman. After the death of the patrician, he shows his religious zeal by reciting the Koran and his lack of
         concern for material goods by not stopping to strip the corpse of his victim. The governor’s concluding question about the
         appearance of the man allows the narrator to describe a small, wiry, ill-favoured individual. In a way, this is a surprisingly
         unflattering portrait, but it too makes a point; the man is described as typically Yemeni. Most of the Arabs who conquered
         Egypt were of Yemeni or south Arabian origin. The governor, in contrast, came from the tribe of Quraysh, the tribe of the Prophet
         himself, a much more aristocratic lineage. However , the author who is said to have preserved this anecdote was himself a Yemeni,
         from the ancient tribe of Khawl[image: image]n. Khawl[image: image]n were not Bedouin in the traditional sense but inhabited an area of villages in
         the mountainous heart of Yemen. Their descendants, still called Khawl[image: image]n, live in the same area today. Khawl[image: image]nis played an important
         part in the conquest of Egypt and were prominent among the old established Arab families of Fust[image: image]t (Old Cairo) in the two
         centuries that followed. The author clearly developed the anecdote as a way of emphasizing the important role of his kinsmen,
         and of Yemenis in general, in the conquest of the country they now lived in.
      

      
      The anecdote is also making a point about the ways in which the Muslims thought of themselves as different from, and more
         virtuous than, the Christians who surrounded them and who were certainly at this stage much more numerous. It makes a political point
         too about the role of Yemenis in the conquests and the way in which the governor should respect them for their achievements
         at this time. The final redactor, Ibn Abd al-Hakam, in whose work we find the story, was writing at a time in the mid ninth
         century when these old Yemeni families were losing their influence and special status as Turkish troops employed by the Abbasid
         caliphs of Baghdad came to take over military power in Egypt. By pointing out the heroism of this early generation, he is making
         a point about the rights and status of his own class in his own day. The story has clearly been refashioned along the way,
         but it preserves a social memory of the hardiness, piety and Yemeni identity of the conquerors. This memory was preserved because
         it was valuable to those who kept it alive, but it also reflects the reality of the environment, if not the detail, of the
         conquests themselves.
      

      
      The Arabic historiography also varies greatly in quality and approach. In general, the accounts of the first phases of the
         conquests, from the 630s to the 650s, are generally replete with mythical and tropical elements, imagined speeches and dialogue
         and lists of names of participants. They are correspondingly short of details about topography and terrain, equipment and tactics. The
         accounts of the conquests of Egypt and North Africa owe something to a local historiographical tradition, but in both cases
         this tradition is disappointingly thin. The conquests of the early eighth century are very differently reported. The accounts
         of the expeditions in Transoxania, collected and edited by the writer Mad[image: image]’in[image: image] and published in Tabar[image: image]’s History, are by far the most vivid and detailed we have of any of the major campaigns of the period. They are full of incident and
         action, heat and dust, and recount the failures of Arab arms just as fully as the successes. Nowhere else can we get as close
         to the reality of frontier warfare. The account of the conquest of Spain in the same decades is in striking contrast. The narratives
         are thin, replete with folkloric and mythical elements, and date, in their present form, from at least two centuries after
         the event: the best endeavours of generations of Spanish historians have failed to penetrate the confusion.
      

      
      Alongside the newly dominant Arabic, there were other, older cultural traditions which produced their own literature. Of course,
         some people continued to write in the old high-culture language of Greek. The most famous of these was John of Damascus, the
         most important Greek Orthodox theologian of the eighth century. He came from a family of bureaucrats of Arab origin who worked
         for the Umayyad administration in Damascus in the same way as their ancestors had worked for the Byzantines. But St John, as
         he came to be known, belonged to the last generation to use Greek as a primary language of business, and he was no historian. We have no surviving local Greek historiography of the Arabic conquests. Of course, people continued to write history in Greek
         across the Byzantine frontier, where Greek endured as the language of government. It is interesting, however, that the main
         Greek account of this period, written by the monk Theophanes in Constantinople, seems to be dependent for its information
         on Arabic or Syriac accounts, translated into Greek. There is no independent Byzantine tradition to provide a check on the
         Arabic narratives.
      

      
      For the historian of this period, the Syriac tradition is more important than the Greek. Syriac is a written dialect of Aramaic,
         a Semitic language, not very different from Hebrew and Arabic but using its own distinctive script. For centuries it was the
         common vernacular speech of the Fertile Crescent, understood alike by subjects of the Byzantine emperor in Syria or the Persian
         King of Kings in Iraq. Christ and his disciples would have spoken it in their everyday lives. It is still spoken in a few
         places, notably the small Syrian town of Macl[image: image]l[image: image], a largely Christian community isolated, until recently, in a rocky mountain gorge north of Damascus. With the coming
         of Christianity to Syria, the Bible was translated into Syriac, and in many rural areas far away from the Greek-speaking cities
         of the coast, the church liturgy and all religious writing was in Syriac, the language the local people could understand.
      

      
      The Syriac historiography of the early Muslim world comes mostly from an ecclesiastical background. As in early medieval Europe,
         most of the chroniclers were monks or priests, and their concerns were first and foremost for the monastery and the world
         around it. They are interested as much in unseasonably harsh weather and rural hardships, both of which directly impinged on
         the life of the monastery, as they are in wars and the comings and goings of kings. Above all they are concerned with the politics
         of the Church, the great deeds of famous saints, the rivalries for ecclesiastical office, the evildoing of corrupt and, worst of all, heretical churchmen. In this world
         of village, mountain and steppe, the arrival of the Arabs is viewed with the same apprehension as frost in May or the coming
         of a plague of locusts: they are a burden imposed by the Lord on the faithful which is probably a punishment for their sins
         and, in any case, has to be endured with as much stoicism as possible. Perhaps strangely to modern eyes, there are no exhortations
         to the local people to arm themselves and attack their oppressors. The moral is rather that people should remain faithful to
         their Church and God would preserve them.
      

      
      There is a literature of resistance but it is an apocalyptic literature. These writings look forward to a day when a great
         king or emperor will destroy the domination of the Arabs and usher in a coming of the end of the world. Present hardships and
         tyranny will be ended, not by the human agency of those who are being oppressed, but by divine and superhuman intervention. This
         writing is in many ways weird and wacky and the twenty-first-century reader may easily wonder how anyone believed it or even
         took it seriously. But it does provide an essential insight into the thought world of that great mass of the people of the
         Fertile Crescent who were conquered and submitted to these new alien invaders. Helplessness and fatalism, learned from generations
         of distant and unresponsive rule, seem to have deterred such people from taking up arms in their own defence: better to rely
         on prayer for the present and the coming of a long-promised just ruler for the future.
      

      
      There were other non-Muslim traditions of historical writing. In the remote fastnesses of the Caucasus mountains, the Armenians
         continued a tradition of historical writing which lasted from the coming of Christianity in the fourth century all through
         the Middle Ages. For the time of the Muslim conquests, the chronicle of Sebeos provides a few tantalizing pages of information
         which largely corroborate the broad outlines of the Arabic tradition.7 For the conquest of Egypt there is the Coptic chronicle of John of Nikiu, bishop of a small town in the Nile Delta and a
         contemporary eyewitness.8 This survives only in an Ethiopic translation, some of the narrative is lost and much of the rest is muddled and confused. For
         Spain there is a Latin chronicle produced in the south in the area under Muslim rule and known, from the year of the final
         entry, as ‘the Chronicle of 754’. Finally the eighth century saw the emergence of an Arabic-language Christian chronicle-writing tradition which drew on both Christian and Arabic
         traditions. These chronicles are sometimes nearly contemporary with the events they describe and the information that they
         give us is invaluable, but their brevity and fragmentary nature mean that they leave many questions unanswered.
      

      
      Although the Christian chronicles are often frustratingly short, vague and confused they do provide both a check and an antidote
         to the material found in the much more voluminous and apparently more polished products of the Arabic tradition. The Arabic
         sources are almost exclusively interested in the doings of Muslims. The only infidels who get speaking parts in the chronicles
         are the Byzantine emperors and Persian generals whose deliberations form a prelude to their inevitable defeats. An outsider
         reading Tabar[image: image]’s vast History of the Prophets and Kings, for example, would have very little idea that the vast majority of the population of the lands ruled by the caliphs in the
         eighth and ninth centuries were not Muslim, still less any understanding of their concerns and the effect that the coming
         of the Arabs had on them. As long as they paid the money agreed, and were not actively hostile to the new regime in any way,
         their doings could be, and were, completely ignored in the narratives of the ruling elite.
      

      
      The written sources are extensive but very problematic. Can we supplement them by turning to the archaeology? Surely the unemotional
         testimony of mute material remains can give us a more balanced account than these overwrought stories? To an extent this is
         true, but the archaeology, like the written records, has its limitations and in a way its own agenda.
      

      
      To begin with it is clear that there is no direct archaeological testimony to the conquests themselves. No battlefield has
         yielded up a harvest of bones and old weapons, there is not a single town or village in which we can point to a layer of destruction
         or burning and say that this must have happened at the time of the Arab conquests. All the archaeological evidence can do is
         provide a guide to longer-term trends, the background noise to the coming of the Muslims.
      

      
      Another problem is the patchy nature of this evidence. There has been a great deal of excavation and survey of sites in Syria,
         Jordan and Palestine/Israel accompanied by a lively critical debate about the evidence and its interpretation. Across the desert in
         Iraq, the position is very different. Political problems over the last thirty years have meant that the sort of investigation
         and questioning which have been so fruitful in the Levant have simply never happened on any large scale. The same is true to
         some extent in Iran. Here the Islamic Revolution of 1979 brought a virtual halt to excavation and survey and, though a new
         generation of Iranian archaeologists are beginning to take up the challenge, the debate about the transition from Sasanian
         to Islamic rule in the cities of Iran has hardly begun.
      

      
      One area in which the archaeology has illuminated the coming of the Muslims is the question of the state of population and
         society in the Middle East at the time. Again Syria and Palestine provide the best example. There has been a lively debate in
         recent years about the fate of Syria in late antiquity. There is little doubt that the whole of the Levant enjoyed a period
         of almost unprecedented economic and demographic growth in the first four decades of the sixth century. The question is whether
         this flourishing continued until the coming of the Arabs almost a hundred years later. There are no records or statistics that
         will tell us this and the narrative sources can only provide glimpses. The archaeological evidence from towns and villages
         suggests, however, that the second half of the sixth century and the beginning of the seventh was a period of stagnation,
         if not absolute decline. Cities do not seem to have expanded and some, like the great capital of the east at Antioch, can be
         shown to have contracted, consolidating within a reduced circuit of walls. The evidence is often ambiguous: very rarely does
         the archaeological record demonstrate that a certain place or building was clearly abandoned. We can see that the great colonnaded
         streets, bath-houses and theatres of antiquity were invaded by squatters or turned over to industrial use as pottery kilns. It
         is less clear what this means for the prosperity of the town: did it become a half-abandoned ruin-field or was a plentiful
         and vigorous population simply using the city in different ways and for new purposes? Much of the evidence can be read both
         ways.
      

      
      Furthermore, the archaeology has been bedevilled by contemporary political concerns. There is one commonly held view that Palestine
         in particular was a flourishing and wealthy area until the coming of the Arabs destroyed this idyll and reduced much of the
         area to desert. Such views have been espoused by Zionists and others who have used the fate of Palestine to suggest or even argue
         that the Arabs were destructive rulers who are, by implication, unworthy to rule the area today. This view has been challenged,
         not least by other Israeli archaeologists, who have demonstrated that, at least in some cases, the changes and decline popularly
         associated with the coming of the Arabs had been well under way before. There is also evidence of development of markets (in
         Bet She’an and Palmyra, for example) and bringing of new lands under cultivation along the desert margins of Syria. The archaeological
         evidence is problematic and ambiguous, contested territory, and its interpretation often owes more to the preconceptions of
         the investigator than to hard science.
      

      
      We are on firmer ground when looking at the constructive aspects of early Muslim rule.9 It is generally much easier to determine when buildings were constructed than when they fell into disuse. We can see the
         footprint of Islam in many of the cities that the Arabs conquered as mosques were constructed in many urban centres. Mosques,
         like churches, can be easily identified from their plans, the rectangular enclosure, the columned prayer hall and above all
         the mihrab, or niche, which points the worshipper in the direction of Mecca. Literary sources tell us that mosques were constructed
         shortly after the conquest in many cities. There is, however, no surviving archaeological evidence for this. It is not until
         the very end of the seventh century, at least sixty years after the conquests, that the first testimony of Muslim religious
         architecture appears with the construction of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem after 685. Within a hundred years of the conquests,
         there were mosques in Damascus, Jerusalem, Jerash, Amman, Bacalbak in Syria, Fust[image: image]t in Egypt, Istakhr and possibly Susa in Iran. There must have been mosques in Iraq and other parts of
         Iran, indeed historians and Arab travellers tell us about them, but nothing seems to have survived to give archaeological
         confirmation. The religious buildings in Jerusalem (the Dome of the Rock) and Damascus (the Umayyad Mosque) have both miraculously
         survived the thirteen centuries since they were built to demonstrate more eloquently and forcefully than any literary text
         the wealth and power of the early Islamic state. The Umayyad-period mosques at minor settlements like Bacalbak and Jerash show how Islam had spread into the smaller towns of Syria. The mosques show that Islam was in the ascendant a hundred years after the initial conquests, but they tell us nothing about the course of those conquests or the
         reasons for Muslim victory.
      

      
      If the mosques are a clear indication of the arrival of a new order, it is more difficult to tell how the everyday life of
         the population might have changed. In many areas the picture is one of continuity. The Muslim conquest did not, for example,
         bring in new kinds of pottery to Syria. Local ceramics, everyday cooking- and tableware, continued to be produced under Muslim
         rule as they had been under Byzantine government. Not surprisingly, the incoming Arab conquerors simply purchased and used
         what they found. It was not until two or three generations later that the first Muslim styles appeared, and even then they
         were fine wares, for court and elite use. The pottery of everyday life remained largely unaffected. There is, however, one change
         in the ceramic record which we can observe, and that is the disappearance of large-scale pottery imports into Syria from across
         the Mediterranean Sea. In late antiquity there had been massive imports of the tableware known to archaeologists as African
         Red Slip, which was manufactured mostly in Tunisia. This had been distributed as a sort of piggyback trade along with the grain
         and oil that the province exported throughout the Roman Empire. The disappearance of this ware from the markets of the lands
         conquered by the Muslims indicates a break in commercial contacts which reflects the picture that we have in the written sources
         of the eastern Mediterranean as a zone of conflict rather than a highway of commerce. Again, the archaeology can be used to
         demonstrate the long-term effects of the conquests, but not the course of events at the time.
      

      
      The Arab conquests of the Middle East are among the epoch-making changes in human history. The sources we have for understanding
         these tumultuous events are hemmed in by many limitations. We cannot always, perhaps ever, find answers to the questions we
         most want to ask, yet by treating the evidence with respect, and working with it, we can come to a fuller understanding of
         what was happening.
      

   
      
      1

      
      THE FOUNDATIONS OF CONQUEST

      [image: image]

      
      The Muslim conquests of the Middle East originated in Arabia, and most of those who fought in the first phases of the conquest
         came from the Arabian peninsula or the Syrian desert that lies to the north. At no time either before or after the Muslim conquests
         did the inhabitants of these areas conquer huge empires beyond the vague and shifting frontiers of their homeland. For the
         first and only time, the coming of Islam mobilized the military energies and hardiness of the peoples of the Arabian peninsula
         to invade the world that surrounded them. What sort of place was it that produced these warriors, and what sort of men were
         they that they could create this massive revolution in human history?
      

      
      The Arabian peninsula is vast. A straight line from the south-east point of Arabia at Ra’s al-Hadd in Oman to Aleppo at the
         north-west corner of the Syrian desert is over 2,500 kilometres long. Relying on animal transport, a journey along this route
         would take well over a hundred days of continuous travel. Coordination of men and armies over so vast a distance was not easy,
         and it was only the particular circumstances of the early Islamic conquests that made it possible.
      

      
      Much of Arabia is desert, but all deserts are not the same. If the Inuit have a thousand words for different sorts of snow,
         the nomads of Arabia must have almost that number for different sorts of sand, gravel and stones. Some desert, like the famous
         Empty Quarter of central southern Arabia, is made up of sand dunes, a landscape where no one can live and only the hardiest,
         or most foolish, pass through. But most of the desert is not quite like that. The surface is more often gravel than sand, desolate
         but easy to traverse. To the outsider, most desert landscapes look formidably bleak. The land is often flat or marked by hills
         – low, rolling and anonymous – with the few plants in the wadis (dry river beds) thorny and unappealing to most of us. This
         landscape looks very different to the Bedouin who inhabit it. For them, the rolling hills all have their names and identities
         – almost their own personalities. The gullies of the wadis, whether flat or stony, each offer different possibilities. The desert
         landscapes of Arabia were well known to their inhabitants and, we can almost say, cherished. The poets of ancient Arabia delighted
         in naming the hills and valleys where their tribes had camped, fought and loved. For them, the desert was a land of opportunity,
         and a land of danger.
      

      
      The Arabic-speaking nomads of the desert are conventionally known in English as Bedouin and this is the terminology I shall
         use. Arabs are recorded in the desert from Assyrian times in the early first millennium bc on. They were a permanent feature
         of the desert landscapes, but for the settled people of the Fertile Crescent, on whose writings we rely for information, they
         were very much the ‘Other’ – noises off, sometimes intruding on to the settled lands to pillage and rob, but always to return,
         or be driven back, to their desert fastnesses. The Arabs had little political history and in ancient times their chiefs lived
         and died without leaving any traces for posterity, save in the memories of their fellow tribesmen and followers. In the third
         century ad we begin to find Arabs making a more definite impression on the records. It was during this period that Queen Zenobia,
         from her base in the great oasis trading city of Palmyra, deep in the Syrian desert, created a kingdom that encompassed much
         of the Middle East. It took a major campaign by the Roman emperor Aurelian in 272 to bring this area under Roman control again. Zenobia’
         s empire was transitory but, for the first time, Arabic speakers had demonstrated their ability to conquer and, briefly, control
         the cities of the Fertile Crescent.
      

      
      In the rocky landscapes south-east of Damascus, where the black basalt rocks of the fertile Hawr[image: image]n give way to the gravel
         and sand of the Syrian desert, stood the Roman fort at Nemara. Nemara was one of the remotest outposts of the Roman world;
         far away from the porticoes and fountains of Damascus, it was a lonely outpost, almost lost in the scorching empty desert
         that stretched all the way to Iraq. Outside the walls of the fort lay a simple grave with an inscribed tombstone. It was written
         in the old Nabataean script of Petra, but the language is recognizably Arabic. It commemorated one Imru’l-Qays, son of Amr,
         king of all the Arabs, and extolled his conquests as far away as the lands of Himyar in Yemen. It also tells us that he died
         ‘in prosperity’ in ad 328. The tombstone is extremely interesting: a lone document of the period, it shows the development
         of the idea of the Arabs as a group with their own separate identity, distinct from Romans, Nabataeans and others. We do not
         know whether Imru’l-Qays died of old age, in his tent, or on a hostile raid against Syria, on a peaceful trading mission to
         the Roman world or, as some Arab sources suggest, as a convert to Christianity. His resting place symbolizes both the separate
         identity of the early Arabs and their close interactions with the Romans and Persians who ruled the settled lands that bordered
         their desert homes.
      

      
      In the sixth century ad, this nascent Arab self-awareness developed further. At this time the Fertile Crescent was dominated
         by two great empires, the Byzantines in Syria and Palestine and the Sasanian Persians in Iraq. Both of these great powers
         had problems with managing the nomad Arabs along the desert frontiers of their domains. The Romans had, with typical Roman
         efficiency, erected forts and built roads so that their troops could guard the frontier, the limes, and keep the rich cities and agricultural land of the interior safe from the depredations of the nomads. This system was
         hard to maintain; it was difficult to keep men to garrison remote forts like Nemara and it was above all expensive. If we knew
         more about the Sasanian Persians, we would probably find that they were encountering similar problem themselves.
      

      
      During the course of the sixth century, both great powers tried to find alternative ways of managing the desert frontier,
         and they turned to client kingdoms. In effect they used Arabs to manage Arabs. On the frontiers of Syria the Byzantines worked
         through a powerful dynasty known to history as the Ghass[image: image]nids. The Ghass[image: image]nid chiefs were given the Greek administrative title
         of phylarch and were paid subsidies to keep the Bedouin friendly. Through a mixture of payment, diplomacy and kinship alliances,
         the Ghass[image: image]nids managed the desert frontier, acting as the interface between the Byzantine government and the nomads. They also
         became Christians, albeit of the Mono-physite sect, which was increasingly regarded as heretical by the authorities in Constantinople. The
         Ghass[image: image]nid chiefs lived an attractive semi-nomadic lifestyle. In the spring, when the desert margins are vivid green with new
         herbage, they would camp at J[image: image]biya in the Golan Heights and the tribal chiefs would come to visit, to pay their respects and, no doubt, to receive their cash. At other times they would hold court near the great shrine of the warrior St Sergius,
         at Rus[image: image]fa in the northern Syrian desert.1 They did not settle in the Roman town but built a stone audience hall about a mile to the north. They would pitch their tents
         around this and Arabs would come on pilgrimage to the shrine of the saint and visit the Ghass[image: image]nid phylarch.
      

      
      A thousand miles away across the Syrian desert to the east, the Lakhmids, managers of the desert margins for the Sasanian
         kings, also held court. The Lakhmids seem to have been more settled than the Ghass[image: image]nids and their capital at H[image: image]ra, just where
         the desert meets the richly cultivated lands along the lower Euphrates, was a real Arab town. Like the Ghass[image: image]nids, the Lakhmids
         were Christians. They were also great patrons of the earliest Arabic literature. Poets and storytellers flocked to their court,
         and it was probably here that the Arabic script, soon to be used for recording the Koran and the deeds of the early conquerors,
         was perfected. A strong Arab identity was emerging, not yet ready to conquer great empires, but possessing a common language
         and, increasingly, a common culture.
      

      
      Many Arabs lived as Bedouin in tribes, following a nomadic lifestyle and living quite literally in a state of anarchy, of
         non-government. These nomads depended on their flocks, above all on sheep and camels. The different sorts of animals led to
         different patterns of subsistence. Camel-rearing was the life-support system of the nomads of the inner desert. Camels can survive
         for two weeks or more without water, and this gave the Bedouin the capacity to move far away from the settled lands and take
         advantage of scattered grazing and remote water sources in areas where none of the armies of the imperial powers could hope
         to pursue them. Ovocaprids, sheep and goats, are much less self-sufficient. They need to be watered every day, cannot survive
         on the rough, sparse herbage that can sustain camels and need to be taken to market when the time comes for them to be sold
         and slaughtered. Sheep nomads lived within striking distance of the settled lands and had a much closer interaction with the
         settled people than the camel nomads of the inner desert. The camel nomads were more completely independent. Almost immune from
         attack in their desert fastnesses, they were the real warrior aristocracy of the Arabs.
      

      
      Tribes, rather than states or empires, were the dominant political forces in the desert, and sometimes reading accounts of
         the early years of Islam and the great conquests, it is easy to get the impression that tribal loyalties and tribal rivalries were as important
         in motivating the Arabs to fight and conquer as the new religion of Islam or the desire for booty. But in reality, tribal loyalties
         were more complex and varied than at first appears. The Arabs pictured themselves as living in tribes. Each tribesman believed
         that all the members of the tribe were descended from a common ancestor and called themselves after him, so the tribe of Tam[image: image]m
         would call themselves, and be called by others, the Ban[image: image] Tam[image: image]m. In reality this self-image was a bit misleading because large
         tribes like the Tam[image: image]m never met together and had no single chief or common decision-making process. The crucial choices about
         where to camp, where to find grazing and how to avoid the enemy were made in much smaller tenting groups, even by individual
         families. Furthermore membership in tribes was not entirely determined by biological descent. Men could and did move tribe
         to attach themselves to new groups. A successful leader might find that his tribe had increased in number quite dramatically
         while a failed chief would find his men slipping away. Because they thought in biological links, however, men would not say
         that they changed tribe but rather that they must have been in some way part of that kin all along.
      

      
      Indeed, without kin a man and his family could not survive in the desert. This was an almost unimaginably harsh environment. Beasts
         might die, grazing fail, wells dry up and enemies pounce. There was no police force, not even a corrupt and inefficient one,
         no ruler to whom the victim could appeal: only the bonds of kinship, real or fictional, could protect a man, offer help in
         times of need, offer protection or the threat of vengeance in time of attack. A man without kin was lost. In some ways the early
         Muslim leadership set out to destroy or at least reduce the loyalty to tribe. The Muslim community, the umma, was to be a new sort of tribe, based not on descent but on commitment to the new religion, the acceptance that All[image: image]h was
         the one true God and that Muhammad was his prophet. The umma would offer the protection and security that people had previously been given by their tribe. In reality it was not easy to
         dismantle the tribal loyalties that had served men so well for so long. In the early years of the conquests, men fought in
         tribal groups and gathered round their tribal banners on the field of battle. During these wars, members of the tribe of, say,
         Tam[image: image]m must have fought alongside fellow tribesmen whom they had never met and possibly had never heard of before. When they were settled in the new military cities in Basra
         and K[image: image]fa in Iraq or Fust[image: image]t in Egypt, they were placed in tribal groups. When it came to the struggle for resources, for salaries
         and booty, tribal rivalries acquired a fierce and brutal intensity which they had seldom had in the more open and scattered
         society of the desert. Far from being diminished by the new religion of Islam, tribal solidarities were in some ways reinforced
         by the events of the conquest. It would be wrong, however, to overestimate the role played by tribes. In reality tribal loyalties
         were crucially important to some people at some times, literally a matter of life and death, but at other times they were
         disregarded, ignored and even forgotten.
      

      
      Tribes were led by chiefs, normally called shar[image: image]f (pl. ashr[image: image]f) in early Muslim times. Leadership within the tribe was both elective and hereditary. Each tribe or sub-tribe would have a
         ruling kin, brothers and cousins from whom the chief would normally be chosen. While there was no formal election, tribesmen
         would offer their loyalties to the most able, or the luckiest, member of the ruling kin. Chiefs were certainly chosen for their
         ability as war leaders, but bravery and skill in battle were far from being the only qualities required. A chief needed to
         be a skilled negotiator, to resolve quarrels between his followers before they got out of hand, and to deal with members of
         other tribes and even the imperial authorities. Chiefs also had to have intelligence – the sort of intelligence which meant
         that they knew where the fickle desert rain had recently fallen, and where they could find the small but succulent patches
         of grazing that would mean their followers and their flocks could eat and drink well. To do this, a successful chief needed
         to keep an open tent. The famed hospitality of the Bedouin was an important part of a complex survival strategy: guests would
         certainly be fed and entertained but in exchange they would be expected to provide information about grazing, warfare and
         disputes, prices and trading opportunities. Without these informal communication networks, news of the coming of Islam could
         never have spread through the vast, nearly empty expanses of desert Arabia, and the armies that were to conquer the great
         empires could never have been assembled.
      

      
      With a very few exceptions, all adult male Bedouin could be described as soldiers. From an early age they were taught to ride,
         wield a sword, use a bow, travel hard and sleep rough, finding their food where they could. In conditions of tribal competition
         there were no civilians. The Bedouin lived in tents, painted no paintings and built no buildings: they are virtually invisible
         in the archaeological record. They did, however, excel in one major art form: their poetry. The poetry of the Arabs of the
         j[image: image]hiliya (the period of ‘ignorance’ before the coming of Islam) is a unique and complex art form. Among later Arab critics it has often
         been held up as a model of poetic form, to be admired rather than imitated. Some modern scholarship has questioned its authenticity,
         but the general consensus is that at least some of the material offers a witness to the ideals and mindsets of the pre-Islamic
         Arabs.
      

      
      Later Arab commentators emphasized the central importance of poets to this society. An Arab literary critic writing in the
         ninth century noted that ‘in the j[image: image]hiliya poetry was to the Arabs all they knew and the complete extent of their knowledge’, and Ibn Rash[image: image]q, writing in the mid eleventh
         century, describes the importance of the poet to his kinsmen:
      

      
      
         When there appeared a poet in the family of the Arabs, the other tribes round about would gather to that family and wish them
            joy of their good luck. Feasts would be got ready, the women of the tribe would join together in bands, playing on lutes as
            they did at weddings and the men and boys would congratulate one another: for a poet was a defence to the honour of them all,
            a weapon to ward off insult to their good name and a means for perpetuating their glorious deeds and establishing their fame
            for ever.2

      

      
      The poet, in fact, performed a number of important functions, encouraging tribal solidarity and esprit de corps, defending the reputation of his group and preserving their memory for posterity.
      

      
      The poetry is firmly set in the Bedouin desert environment. Much of it adheres to the fairly strict formula of the qas[image: image]da, a poem of perhaps a hundred lines, spoken in the first person, describing the loves and adventures of the poet, the excellence
         of his camel, the glories of his tribe or patron. The virtues of which he boasts are the virtues of a warrior aristocracy. He
         is brave and fearless, naturally, he can endure great hardships, he has admirable self-control and he is an irresistible lover and a great hunter. Poets are often subversive, even outlaw characters, seducing other men’s wives with shameless enthusiasm,
         and they often see themselves as loners, one man and his camel against the world. There is no sign of formal religion, no mention
         of a deity, just the power of blind fate, the threatening beauty of the desert landscape.
      

      
      For an example of the battle poetry of the period we can turn to a poem ascribed to [image: image]mir b.al-T ufayl. He was a contemporary of the Prophet Muhammad and he and his tribe had pastures in the Hijaz around the city
         of T[image: image]’if. Much of his life seems to have been spent in battle and, though he himself died a peaceful death, his father and
         numbers of his uncles and brothers are said to have been slain in tribal conflicts. In one of his poems he revels in a dawn
         attack on the enemies of his tribe:
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