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The Battle of Yarmuk and its historical importance.
The battle of Yarmuk between the Byzantine and Arab army of the Rashidun caliphate occurred in August 636 at the border between modern day Jordan and Syria (Jandora, 1985).  The location of the battle was on the plains surrounded by two rivers, the Ruqqad and the Yarmuk.  There is confusion over the actual sequence of events and dates of the battle due to the inconsistencies among the existing sources, but the undisputed victor was the Muslim army.  It was an important battle as it ended the Byzantine rule of Syria and spearheaded the subsequent Muslim invasions.
The Byzantine army had regional troops led by the Vahan (Armenian garrison leader from Emesa) and the main force led by Sacellarius (Imperial Treasurer) Theodorus (Nicolle, 1994).  The army was supported by militia from the Armenians, Christian Arabs, and garrisons from Upper Mesopotamia and Northern Syria (Oman, 1924).  The main Byzantine army was made up of Slavs, Franks, Georgians, Balkans and other nationalities.  The legion was on the offensive moving from Northern Syria to retake Emesa and Damascus.  Arabic sources estimate the enemy army was 80,000 to 240,000.  Probably an exaggeration to emphasise the valour and skill of the Arab army in defeating them.  Christian sources approximate the troop strength to 40,000 (Theophanes, 1982).  This figure is more plausible as the Byzantine army was not known to field a large army and the strained financial situation of the empire reduced military spending.  The Christian army was experienced, well-trained and better equipped than the Muslim army having cataphracti cavalry as well.  
The Arab army was on the defensive retreating back towards the south and was led by a team of formidable leaders Khalid ibn al-Walid, Amr ibn al-As and Shaurahbil ibn Hasana.  Muslim sources estimated the army strength to around 24,000 to 40,000.  Most likely the value was around 36,000 as stated by Sayf ibn Umar (al-Tamimi), an 8th century historian.  The army comprised of semi-nomadic and settled tribes of South Arabia, the Hijaz and Syria (Ibn Asakir).  There were infantry and cavalry units and they fought with spears, swords and bows (Ibn Asakir). The soldiers were deployed into sections with assigned roles to guard the flanks or to lead the attack.  
The two armies finally converged on the banks of Yarmuk river.  The Byzantine army attacked aggressively and broke through to the Arab army’s encampment.  The Arab army fought back, cornered their enemy and chased the Byzantine army till the remaining troops supposedly plunged to their death over a ravine.  
One reconstruction of the battle by C.H. Becker (Becker, 1913) tries to explain how the Arab army won.  In his re-enactment, the Arab army managed to block the Byzantine army on its Eastern side, cutting off access to Damascus and occupied the bridge over the Ruqqad river, blocking their westward escape route.  They were pushed into a corner bordered by the two rivers.  Heavy fighting led to many casualties on the Byzantine side.  Those who survived the fighting, died trying to escape over the deep ravines or were killed by the Arab army waiting on the other side of the bridge.  
There is limited and fragmented extant sources of information pertaining to this battle.  The Byzantium records of this battle are missing and may have been destroyed when libraries and archives were demolished by the Christian Orthodoxy and the Abbasids when they conquered the Byzantine empire.  The existing records are from Theophanes chronicles (Theophanes, 1982) which were written in the 9th century based on available materials.  The Muslim sources have the accounts of al-Walid ibn Muslim and Abu Hudhayfa Ishaq ibn Bishr which appear in Ta’rikh Madinat Dimashq (History of Damascus) by Ibn Asakir, a prominent Sunni Islamic expert in the 12th Century.  For most parts the two opposing sources validate each other. (Donner, 1981).  
There were many issues with Byzantine army that led to its downfall.  The Christian Arab contingent which was part of the cavalry appears to have abandoned the fight before the final battle (al-Bahadhuri, 1866).  This left the catapracti unsupported, with insufficient reserves.  The Armenian commander Georgius converted to Islam and died fighting for the Arabs, according to Sayf Ibn Umar.  His defection could have aided the Muslim army with vital details about the strategy and condition of the enemy. (Ibn Asakir) (al-Tabari)
The Arab army seems to been united in its goal to invade, with a common religion guiding them.  The leadership of Khalid ibn al-Wahid on the battlefield was an important factor in the victory.  He anticipated and strategized his soldiers to handle possible attacks by the enemy, including fending off the heavy cavalry attacks.  He is also credited with the envelopment manoeuvre that defeated the cataphracti.  
Success of this battle gave the Arabs confidence and assurance.  The victory was an affirmation for the Muslim army that God was protecting them and leading them on.   This led to further victories over the Pyrenees and Central Asia, North Africa and Spain.  It was a psychological boost to win the Byzantine army, as it was considered a superpower at that time.    
The battle of Yarmuk was an important historical event.  If the Arab army had lost the fight, the Islamic invasion would have stopped there and they probably would have retreated back to Arabia.  The Byzantine army would have chased them back to recover its lost territories.  The Islamic conquests into Africa, Europe and Asia might have been delayed, curtailed or never materialised.  The victory gave them control over a large, multi-religious, multi-ethnic region.  It was start of the Arab community living in non-Arabic areas.   
Most of the occupied areas had sizeable Christian and Jewish populations.  The initial interpretation of the Islamic invasion was to relate it to prophecies from the Old Testament, where in the Book of Genesis(21:12-13, 18) God promised Abraham that Hagar’s son will also have a great nation after him.  However, this understanding did not last long as it became apparent that the Muslims not only felt that they were doing God’s will but also fulling a message to the Christians, bearing the final revelation from God to mankind.  This was unacceptable to the Christians.  
There were also drifts between Christian groups who accepted or rejected the Council of Chalcedon. The non-Chalcedonians (e.g., Nestorians and Monophysites) were treated badly by the Byzantine rulers who followed the Chaledonian rules.  It is said that the Egyptian Copts(non-Chalcedon) were extremely illtreated by the Cyrus, the Byzantine governor of Egypt (631).  Alienated Egyptians felt no allegiance to the Romans when the Arabs invaded (Goddard, 2020).  However, accounts from different invaded cities depict varying treatment by the Arabs in terms of persecution or tolerance of different religions.  The letter from a Christian to the second Caliph Umar ibn al-Khattab, found in the work of Ibn Asakir shows the strict rules and curtailment to worship imposed on invaded non-Muslim population. (A. S. Tritton, 1930) 
The Rashidun Caliphate had to adapt to managing religious and ethnic conflicts, invest in building an infrastructure to support the growing Muslim population and most importantly a defence force to protect itself from invaders and dissidents in the occupied area.  The Caliphate would have had to finance itself from imposing taxes from the local population and tariffs on imports and exports due to control over trade routes to support itself, all unfavourable to the resident population.  It would have been a steep learning curve but a successful one as the Rashidun (632-661), followed by the Umayyad Caliphate (661-750) managed to conquer from Spain to central Asia.
Significance of this battle showed the tenacity of the Arab army,  its excellent leadership and strong belief in its religion which united it.  Even though the Byzantine empire was still a formidable opponent, there was signs of its fragmentation.  Soon the Sasanid empire would fall in 637 at the Battle of al-Qadissiyah.  The Islamic conquests expanded its land, increased its Muslim population, increased its trade and established itself as the new superpower.
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