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while the army of the mid-sixth century contained 95,000 men. The Eastern
army of the early 530s was very similar to that of the Notitia and the Illyrian
army of 548 was 15,000 strong and around 17,500 in 395.14 Furthermore, given
the conquests of Justinian and the stationing of extra field armies within them,
the field forces of the mid-sixth century may have been larger.

395 559

Praesental I 21,000 20,000
Praesental II 21,000 20,000
East 20,000 20,000
Thrace 24,500 20,000
Illyricum 17,500 15,000
Armenia – 15,000
Italy – 20,000
Africa – 15,000
Spain – 5,000

Total 104,00015 150,00016

These figures were almost certainly reduced by the attacks of Lombards,
Goths, Avars and Slavs; although the recruiting of a 15,000-strong force called
the Tiberiani may have replaced many of those lost forces.17 Therefore, the
Roman field armies at the turn of the seventh century may have been made up
of a similar figure as that at the end of Justinian’s reign – 150,000. However,
such figures should only be seen as a paper strength and most likely did not
reflect the forces on the ground. This is further borne out by the recom-
mendations of Mauricius, who thought that an army of 5,000–15,000 was well
proportioned and 15,000–20,000 to be large.18 Few numbers are known for the
590s aside from the Roman force of perhaps 30,000–40,000 that was sent to
help Khusro II regain the Persian throne.

There was also change in the tactical make-up of these armies. The organ-
isation of the Roman army had always been complex but perhaps that of
the Strategikon, with its appreciation that ‘all nations do not fight in a single
formation or in the same manner, and one cannot deal with them all in the
same way’, was the most elaborate yet.19 Its combined-arms theory also high-
lighted the changes in ancient warfare. Perhaps the biggest change was the
decline in effectiveness of infantry, particularly against the powerful bows and
manoeuvrable steeds of the steppe peoples who had become increasingly
prevalent since the end of the fourth century.20 In response, the Romans began
to hire steppe nomads and train their own horse-archers; however, the con-
tinued opposition of the Persians and Germanic tribes, the need to take forti-
fications and the rugged terrain of Italy, the East, and the Balkans meant that
disciplined infantry still had a prominent role to play. To that end, whilst the

The Participants and Their Road to 600 9
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Antioch was also split in two with Heraclius and Theodore retreating north
into the Taurus Mountains and Nicetas having to retreat south towards
Damascus. The former attempted to hold a defensive line in the mountains but
were soon driven back to Anatolia with significant casualties, leaving the
Persians to capture Tarsus.6

Nicetas fared no better. Outmatched by the pursuing forces of Shahrbaraz,
by the end of 613 the Romans had to accept the loss of major cities such as

City Plans of Antioch.
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saw the Persians already had the city surrounded, they retreated, as the Romans
could not afford to lose more men in a futile endeavour.

For such an important event in the Romano-Persian War and with its
religious importance, the sources for the siege of Jerusalem are scant on specific
details. Not even the dates of the siege are firmly agreed upon. One start date
for the Persian assault is given as 15 April 614.9 While most agree that the siege
lasted three weeks, the weight of the sources point to the Persian breakthrough

City Plans of Jerusalem.
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morale and the saying of several prayers for divine aid.7 While these prepar-
ations were ongoing, there was continued diplomatic interaction between the
three interested parties. The Avars were in direct contact with Shahrbaraz by
late July and at around the same time Athanasius arrived back in the capital with
the Avar Khan’s demands, which amounted to little more than the total sur-
render of Constantinople. This was, of course, refused. The Avar Khan himself
arrived at the siege on 29 July and after reviewing his dispositions and the
Roman defences, and perhaps receiving promises from the Persians, he ordered
the assault to commence.8

The Avars spent the following day bringing their battering rams into
position and on 31 July the first assault took place, with towers and trebuchets
also brought to bear against the walls. Despite the assault lasting until the
eleventh hour – 5.00pm – numerous assaults by both the Avars and the Slavs

City Plans of Constantinople.
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Sassanid force, perhaps using the Strategikon tactic of attacking the Persian
flanks.28

Whatever the exact events, Heraclius was victorious. However, it was far
from the crushing rout that its place in history would suggest. Both armies
remained in close proximity to each other after the battle, with the Roman
cavalry being able to water their horses in full view of their Persian counter-

Heraclius’ Campaign of 627–628.
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rapidly as major points along these trade routes, which had become increasingly
important during the protracted Romano-Persian conflicts of the sixth and
seventh centuries.

The expansion of such agricultural and mercantile settlements saw the
wealthy traders and large land owners grow in power, essentially constituting a
ruling aristocracy. However, despite this socio-political development, their
long history of civilisation, the growth of agriculture and trade, and the expan-
sion of town settlement, the peoples of the Arabian Peninsula had not escaped
the constraints of tribal life. This was due to the difficult geography promoting
the need for the support and security of communal life and the bond of kinships
offered by such familial links. This continued importance of tribal culture is
expressed in the prevalence of poetic verse in Arabian society. The Arabs did
have a written language and Arabic inscriptions are recorded but poetry seems
to have been an oral tradition. This singing of the deeds of their great ancestors
helped develop a ‘common poetic language out of the dialects of Arabic.’4

The Arabian Peninsula.
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Battle of Mount Uhud, 625.
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coalition. The main target for their espionage was the burgeoning agreement
between the Quraysh and a hitherto neutral Jewish tribe living in the high-
lands south of Medina – the Qurayza. Due to a pre-existing pact, Muhammad
had neglected to construct any defences opposite the Qurayza but, now that
they seemed about to throw their lot in with the Quraysh, they held a position
that could completely undermine Medina’s defences. However, through skilful
exploitation of the hesitation of the Qurayza, Muhammad was able to fore-
stall any joint attack on Medina. In turn, such a delay saw many of the con-
stituents of the Quraysh coalition fall out over the lack of progress of the siege
and, after some poor weather further worsened the conditions in their camp,
the coalition broke up. While again not a great victory, the successful defence
of Medina further enhanced the reputation and stature of Muhammad and

Battle of the Trench, 627.
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rebel Kindah tribe was enough to force a stalemate with local Muslim loyalists.
However, the timing of the revolt proved its undoing for the Kindah were
quickly surrounded by the arrival of the corps of Muhair and Ikrimah operating
in the Yemen and Mahrah respectively. Their swift capture of the rebel strong-
holds of Zafar and Nujair brought an end to the Ridda Wars barely six months
after they began.

This unification of Arabia under the leadership of the Caliphate at Medina
was a great political and military success for Abu Bakr. However, perhaps more
importantly, it demonstrated to those who still doubted the power of Islam that
the followers of the Prophet were not only extremely devout but had also
stumbled across a series of gifted political and military leaders. It might be
expected that after such a military undertaking Abu Bakr would have stood down
his forces and spent time consolidating Muslim control of Arabia. However, the
thought never seems to have entered his mind for, before the blood spilt at
Yamamah had time to run cold, Khalid and his army had been earmarked for a

The Ridda Wars, 632–633.
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the Persian force away from the ridge and into the crescent-shaped formation
of the Muslim line. Khalid then threw his cavalry against the exposed Persian
flanks and Andarzaghar’s own horse, forcing the Persian lines to buckle in-
wards, further exacerbating the crescent shape of the battle lines. With the
entire Persian force now fully engaged, Khalid signalled his cavalry hidden
behind the ridge to attack the rear of the Persian force. Assailed from all sides,
the crush of humanity within the crescent saw to it that the Persian soldiers
were unable to wield their swords and spears to any effect and many were
slaughtered where they stood. As if the tactical genius of the victory was not
enough, Khalid is also said to have won a duel against a Persian known as Hazar
Mard – ‘A Thousand Men’ – due to his immense size.

Khalid’s victory at Walaja is usually hailed as that of an outnumbered force
being victorious over a vastly superior foe through a general’s use of tactics,
speed and the geographical layout of the battlefield. However, while Andar-

Battle of Walaja, 633: Deployments.
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zaghar’s force is recorded as being anything up to 50,000 strong, it was
probably no larger than that of Khalid, which was at most 15,000 and probably
less, being made up of survivors of Dhat al-Salasil and al-Madhar plus some
reinforcements from Persian-allied Arab tribesmen and local Persian garrisons
rather than being a true Sassanid imperial army. It is also reported that, despite
the success of the Muslim envelopment, several thousand Sassanid soldiers
were able to escape, including Andarzaghar; although he is supposed to have
later died of thirst by fleeing into the desert rather than towards the Euphrates.
However, even if the scale of his victory at Walaja was exaggerated, there can be
little doubt that before he had reached his objective at Hira the opening months
of his campaign along the frontiers of the Persian Empire had demonstrated
that Khalid was a skilled practitioner of war.

Despite the defeat at Walaja, Yazdgerd remained keen to intercept Khalid
before he reached Hira. Therefore, Bahman was ordered to march to Ullais and

Battle of Walaja, 633: Envelopment.
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The Road to Yarmuk, 634–636.

118 The War of the Three Gods



the war of the three gods – Press

the armies of Vahan and Theodore Trithurios while the left wing, which would
seem to be dangerously exposed in the middle of the wide open plain, was
commanded by Buccinator. In an attempt to take advantage of their numerical
superiority in infantry the Roman line seems to have stretched up to 13km from
north to south. Each of these four Roman divisions had an accompanying
cavalry force, while Vahan also seems to have retained a sizeable cavalry reserve
under his command in the rear, perhaps to protect the Roman camp and the all-
important bridge over the Raqqad at Ayn Dhakar. Ghassanid cavalry also seems
to have been deployed to protect the Roman rear and this bridge, as well as a
skirmishing force.

In order to prevent being outflanked by the sheer length of the Roman line,
the Muslims deployed their forces in a similar manner. Yazid and his corps
were deployed on the Muslim left opposite George; Abu Ubayda commanded
the left centre and Shurahbil the right centre, while their right flank opposite
Buccinator was given to Amr, who had marched north from Palestine to join
the Muslim army retreating from Damascus. The Muslim flanks were each
supported by a cavalry detachment, while a single detachment supported Abu
Ubayda and Shurahbil in the centre. Similar to Vahan, Khalid retained com-
mand of the majority of the Muslim cavalry, held in the rear as a reserve. It is

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Deployments.
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negative for Buccinator and the Romans as a whole but in the grand scheme of
the battle, and with someone as astute and fast-acting as Khalid in the field, it
quickly became so. In his haste to press the retreating Muslim right, Buccinator
lost contact with the divisions of the Roman left centre that were providing
protection for his own right flank, leaving his corps exposed.

Recognising this vulnerability, Khalid rallied the Muslim infantry and sent
Amr’s cavalry around the Muslim northern flank to attack Buccinator’s left. At
the same time, Khalid led his cavalry reserve into the gap opening between the
Roman left and left centre. The combination of attack from three sides first
stalled Buccinator’s advance before forcing him back. Buoyed by this success,
the Muslim centre under Abu Ubayda and Shurahbil then launched a counter-
attack that pushed back the Roman centre, opening a similar gap between the
Roman right centre and George’s advancing right wing, into which Khalid
again launched his cavalry reserve. With Yazid’s cavalry attacking his right,
George faced a similar three-sided attack to Buccinator and was obliged to
retreat back to his original position. Therefore, in spite of a hard day’s fighting
and Roman breakthroughs on the flanks, Khalid’s restorative attacks saw the
battle lines reform along a similar line as they had started the day. This failure

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 2, Phase 1.
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of Vahan’s grand attack plan seems to have greatly disheartened the Romans,
while the Muslims were emboldened by their successful repelling of such an
attack and the daring of their commander.

Day 3 – 17 August 636
The successful counter-attacks of Khalid’s cavalry seem to have shaken Vahan
enough for him and his generals to overlook the fact that initially his plan
had been a success. The Muslim flanks had crumbled under the onslaught of
George and particularly Buccinator, and a similar attack orchestrated with more
coordination between the flanks and the centre so as not to present Khalid with
gaps to exploit may well have carried the day for the Romans. However, on the
third day, Vahan chose instead to focus solely on the Muslim right flank, with
little or no fighting taking place on the southern end of the battle between
George and Yazid. While the Roman right centre fought a holding engagement
with Abu Ubayda’s corps, a more concerted attack was launched by the Roman
left centre and Buccinator’s left wing. However, in something of a repeat of the
previous day, once Buccinator and the Roman left centre began to drive back
the forces of Amr and Shurahbil, gaps opened between the Roman divisions

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 2, Phase 2.
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Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 3, Phase 1.

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 3, Phase 2.
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Despite being abandoned by its allies and assailed from the front, flank and
rear, the Roman infantry fought bravely and may even have saved itself by
disengaging from the Muslim forces and the mounting of a fighting retreat.
However, with no Roman cavalry on the field, it was now that the true extent of
the weakness of the strategic position that Vahan had been drawn into was fully
realised. Most important of all was the Ayn Dhakar bridge, firmly in the hands
of Dharar’s cavalry. With Khalid’s cavalry and the Muslim infantry blocking
any escape routes to the north and east and Dharar controlling the only escape
rout to the west, the Roman infantry found themselves trapped between the
Muslim forces and the gorges of the Yarmuk and its Raqqad tributary. As a

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 6, Phase 1.
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result, many more Romans were killed attempting to descend the ravines or
trusting themselves to the waters below.

However, from this ‘position of no escape’ a number of Romans were able to
escape the battlefield at Yarmuk. The majority of these survivors had likely fled
north before Khalid’s cavalry strike or had been guarding the Roman camp on
the western side of the Raqqad, but some did manage to escape across the
gorges as well. Unfortunately for these men, their ordeal was not over. This was
because the true extent of the Roman calamity at Yarmuk was not solely down
to events on the battlefield itself but also ‘the rapidity, thoroughness, ruth-
lessness, relentlessness, and determination with which the Muslims exploited

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 6, Phase 2.
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their victory’.10 Rather than rest and celebrate, cavalry contingents spread out
in every direction to hunt down survivors and it is with this chase that the
Roman army that had retaken the cities of Syria in the early months of 636
ceased to exist.

A large toll was also exacted on the leadership of the Roman army. Theodore
Trithurios, George and Buccinator all perished in the fighting or aftermath
while Vahan was either killed in combat or survived to retire in disgrace to a
monastery in Sinai.11 The Ghassanid commander, Jabalah, who was largely
ignored and underused during the Jabiya-Yarmuk campaign, defected to the
Muslim camp in order to escape death, only to later return to the Roman side.

Battle of Yarmuk, 636: Day 6, Phase 3.
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battlefield. The Muslim right was commanded by Abdullah b. al-Mutim, the
right centre by Zuhra b. al-Hawiyya, the left centre by Asim b. Amr and the left
wing by Shurahbeel b. al-Samt. The cavalry contingents of the right centre and
right wing were commanded by Ath’ath b. Qais and Jarir respectively. Sa’d
seems to have been taken unwell in the run-up to the battle and was therefore
not active on the battlefield, choosing instead to take up a position in the town
of Qadisiyyah from where he could direct operations through his deputy,
Khalid b. Arfatah.

With the two armies arrayed less than a kilometre apart, the increasingly
traditional duels took place, with the Muslim mubarizun once again proving
their superiority. By the middle of the day, having lost several of his champions
and not wanting to risk more of them or the morale of his men, Rustam ordered
Mihran to launch an attack against the Muslim right. Preceded by a hail of
arrows, the Persian elephants charged Abdullah’s infantry forcing them back-
wards. An attempt by Jarir to stabilise the situation by leading a flank attack

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Deployments.
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with his right wing cavalry was intercepted and routed by Mihran’s heavy horse.
Recognising that his right flank was in danger, Sa’d reacted quickly to restore it.
From the Muslim right centre, regiments of Ath’ath’s cavalry and Zuhra’s
infantry launched a flank attack on Mihran’s infantry while Jarir’s cavalry
reformed and checked the Sassanid cavalry advance. These counter-attacks
undid Mihran’s early advances and restored the Muslim line.

With his left wing attack stalling, Rustam ordered similar attacks on the
Muslim left and left centre. Once again, in the face of a barrage of arrows, flank
attacks by Hormuzan and Jalinus’ cavalry, and the trampling power of the
elephants, the Muslims began to give ground. However, Asim was able to blunt
the Persian charge. His light infantry and archers disrupted the elephants to
such good effect that Jalinus had to remove them from battle. Building on this
success, Asim launched a counter-attack with his entire right centre that forced
Jalinus’ corps back to its starting point. Buoyed by this, Shurahbeel’s left was
able to affect a similarly successful counter-attack, first taking out the elephants

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Day 1, Phase 1.
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and then forcing Hormuzan back. With three-quarters of the Sassanid force
now in some kind of retreat, Sa’d attempted to take advantage of this by
ordering a general attack along his entire line. It is suggested that this Muslim
offensive was only rebuffed by the failing light and Rustam rallying his men by
personally joining the fighting. While Sa’d may have ended the day on the
offensive, despite the casualties endured by both sides, the fighting had been
largely inconclusive.

Day 2 – 17 November 636
The second day of the battle began in a similar vein to the first with Sa’d
sending forward his mubarizun to challenge Persian champions. This second set
of duels may seem like something of a missed opportunity by Sa’d, given the
momentum that his men had gained through their counter-attacks in the latter
part of the first day. However, it is possible that not only was he looking to
further undermine Persian morale, Sa’d may also have known of the imminent

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Day 1, Phase 2.
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forces once again stood firm. With that, the battle settled into one of attrition
as both sides inflicted heavy casualties on their opponent without being able to
break the other, even as night fell.

Day 4 – 19 November 636
As the fighting of the third day continued into the early hours, breaking only at
the first signs of daybreak, it might be expected that there was little or no
fighting on the fourth day. Rustam and his army certainly seemed to think so.
However, Sa’d and his increasingly prominent battlefield commander, Qaqa,
saw this as an opportunity to force a decisive breakthrough. Addressing his
troops, Qaqa proclaimed that, as the Persians were tired from the previous day
and night’s fighting, an unexpected attack so quickly after the break-off of
hostilities would give the Muslim army victory. With that, Asim’s left centre
attacked Jalinus’ right centre, followed by a general advance by the rest of the
Muslim line. This took the Sassanids by surprise and, with the Muslim cavalry

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Day 3, Phase 1.
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staging flanks attacks, the corps of Jalinus and Hormuzan were soon giving
ground to those of Asim and Shurahbeel. Hormuzan stabilised the Persian right
flank and, as Zuhra and Abdullah had been unable to match the progress of
Asim, Hormuzan’s successful counter-attack left both flanks of Asim’s corps
exposed, forcing it to also retreat.

However, it was at this point that news of the decisive move of the battle
began to filter through to the Persian ranks. Taking advantage of Asim’s early
success against Jalinus, Qaqa had led his band of mubarizun through the Persian
right centre and killed Rustam.23 As news of the death of their commander
spread amongst the Persian ranks, resolve began to dissolve as the weight of
three days’ hard fighting with little sleep the previous night began to weigh
heavily. Recognising his opportunity, Sa’d ordered one last general attack from
his own exhausted forces in the hope of taking advantage of the demoralising
effect of Rustam’s death. Under this renewed Muslim onslaught, the Persian
line finally buckled and then broke.

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Day 3, Phase 2.
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With the death of Rustam, Jalinus took charge of the Persian force and, while
he could do nothing to prevent their defeat, he does seem to have held the
remaining Persian units together in an orderly retreat across the Ateeq and
then the Euphrates back towards Ctesiphon. However, much like their com-
patriots in the aftermath of Yarmuk, Sa’d exploited his victory to its fullest.
While Jalinus was able to establish defensive bridgeheads over the Ateeq and
Euphrates, allowing a large proportion of his surviving forces to cross safely,
once the Persian army was exposed on the alluvial plains of Mesopotamia they
were ruthlessly pursued and cut down by Sa’d’s cavalry. Much like Vahan’s
army, the force that Rustam led out from Ctesiphon ceased to exist.

There is some suggestion that Heraclius and Yazdgerd planned to coordinate
their offensives of 635. They may even have cemented this understanding with
a marriage alliance between the two. However, if such a marriage took place
or was ever planned, the name of the female offered to Yazdgerd by Heraclius
or her relationship to the emperor was not firmly established. Furthermore,

Battle of Qadisiyyah, 636: Day 4, Persian Collapse.
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The Collapse of Roman Syria, 636–637.
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meant that it was vital for Mihran and Khurrazad to try to defend it, the posi-
tion of the town with the Diyala River to the west and foothills of the Zagros
Mountains to the east also offered an excellent defensive position. Knowing
that the naturally narrow plain in front of Jalula would funnel the Muslim army
towards the town and protect their flanks, Mihran prepared diligently for the
Muslim attack he knew would come. Jalula itself was turned into a fort, pro-
tected by a line of trenches stretching from the broken ground of the Zagros
foothills to the Diyala and caltrops to further hinder the Muslim infantry and
cavalry. Archers and artillery were also positioned on the fortifications to bleed
the Muslims as they approached the walls. Only after inflicting crippling
damage on the Muslim ranks would Mihran then leave this defensive position
in order to win a decisive victory.

Battle of Jalula, 637: Deployments.
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Hulwan may have reached Mihran but they were not enough to prevent a
further defeat and the capture of Khanaqin. It is recorded that Qaqa defeated
Mihran in a personal duel, removing one of the more capable Persian com-
manders as an obstacle. Qaqa was now within 100 miles of Yazdgerd III’s base
at Hulwan and was to appear before its walls before the end of January 638.

Battle of Jalula, 637: Qaqa’s Flank Attack.
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Battle of Nahavand, 642: Deployments.
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Battle of Nahavand, 642: Muslim Offensive.
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Battle of Nahavand, 642: Persian Attack.
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Battle of Nahavand, 642: Muslim Counter-Attack.
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The Umayyad Caliphate and the Roman Empire in 750.
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