
Early Conquests of Islam 

Mohammedan Conquests in Syria, Africa, Spain  
 

Timeline (634-750 A.D.) 
 
Almost immediately after the death of the prophet Mohammed (632), his followers embarked on 
a war of conquest, under the extraordinary general Khalid. In 636 the Byzantine Empire lost the 
critical Battle of Yarmouk and much of Syria and Palestine fell into Moslem hands. The 
Umayyads set up their Caliphate in Damascus, effectively splitting the Eastern Roman Empire 
in two. The Byzantines attempted to defend their in North Africa but all aid had to be sent by sea 
and the effort was doomed. 
 
All of North Africa fell to the Moslems by 700 A.D. and only a few years later, a Moorish army 
led by Tariq crossed at the Strait of Gibraltar and conquered Visigoth Spain. The Moors met 
with little resistance, due to a civil within the Visigoth kingdom. Twenty years after their conquest 
of Spain, Moorish armies crossed the Pyrenees and invaded Frankish territories, but were 
driven back by Charles Martel at the Battle of Tours. A short timeline of the Moslem conquest 
of Christian territory is as follows: 
 

 
SYRIA 

636 
Battle of Yarmouk — Mohammedans win devastating victory over Byzantines in Syria. Much of 
the Middle east is lost, and Africa is cut off from Constantinople. 

 
NORTH AFRICA 

641 Siege of Alexandria — Moslem conquest of Egypt. 

647 Battle of Tripoli — Moslem conquest of Libya and Tripoli 

698 Battle of Utica — Moslem conquest of Morocco and Tangiers, destruction of Carthage. 

 
SPAIN AND ITALY 

711 Battle of Guadalete — Moslem (Moorish) conquest of Spain. 

732 Battle of Tours — Moslem invasion of France stopped at the Pyrennes Mountains 

827 Siege of Syracuse — Beginning of Moslem attacks on Sicily and Southern Italy. 

 
One factor that slowed the Moslem advance on Northern Africa was a Civil War among 
Mohammedans, known as a Fitna. The First Fitna, fought from 656-661 resulted in the 
overthrow of the Rashidun caliphate and its replacement with the Umayyads, which set up their 
capital in Damascus. The Umayyad Caliphate ruled in Syria for ninety year, but in 750 it was 
overthrown by the Abbasids. Umayyad loyalists who survived the purge fled to Spain, an newly 
conquered territory to the far west and continued to rule there for over 300. The Umayyad 
Caliphate in Spain is generally referred to as the Cordoba Caliphate, while the Abbasid 
Caliphate set up its capital in Baghdad. 

  



Why the Mohammedan Attacks on the Eastern Empire Succeeded 

At the time of the Moslem invasion, the Eastern Roman Empire had been governed from 
Constantinople for over 300 years, and Heraclius, one of the greatest of the Eastern Emperors, 
had been on the throne for over 20 years. Heraclius was a capable general and administrator 
and had won many battles against both the Persians and Bulgarians. He had made many 
reforms, strengthened the Empire, and attempted to resolve division in the Church. The Arab 
nation had no history of being unified and was not considered a threat. So the question arises, 
how was the Eastern Empire vanquished by an upstart nation sources? There is not one 
explanation, but many. 

 War with Persia exhausted Byzantine military. — They Byzantine and Persian Empire 
had been at war for hundreds of years, with a major flare up between 602 and 628. The 
Persian war was the primary preoccupation of Heraclius during the first part of his reign, 
and the fighting was particularly intense from 620 to 628. The war exhausted the treasure 
and deplete the army, leaving the Byzantine empire in no condition to fight another long 
term war. 
 

 Nestorian and Monophysite heresies weakened Christian Unity. — Heresies were 
greater problem in the east then the west. Both Nestorian and Monophysite heresies were 
widespread and each maintained independent churches, schools, and communities. The 
conflicts between heretical and orthodox Christianity reduced loyalty and unity with the 
Eastern Empire. Once the Arabs had won victories in the Middle East, heretical 
communities co-operated with the Caliphate in return for political favors they had been 
denied by the Orthodox government. 

 
 Foreign troops, including Arab mercenaries were not reliable — The Eastern Empire 

included many mercenary troops, including Turks, Armenians, and Arabs, as well as 
Greeks. In conflicts with their Arab brethren, some of the Byzantine Arab troops proved 
unreliable. Another problem was that foreign troops worked better in small skirmishes, 
and sieges, which were frequent in the Roman-Persian theatre. They were much less 
effective in large scale, pitched battles, such as Yarmouk. 

 
 Moslem Warriors were motivated and fanatical — The Islamic warriors that poured into 

the wealthy, civilized provinces of the Middle East from the deserts of Arabia were 
fanatical and highly motivated. Their Islamic faith taught that a glorious reward in heaven 
awaited those soldiers who died in service to Islam, and the lure of plunder was promised 
to those who survived. 
 

 Moslems were led by an excellent General — From the time Kahlid ibn al-Walid, 
converted to Islam in 629 he was a valuable military leader, soon became the most 
valuable general of the Rashidun Caliphate that assumed leadership on the death of 
Mohammed. It was said fought 100 battles and never lost one. By any measure his 
generalship of the Moslem warriors was superb. 
 

 Attack on Syria divided Eastern Empire in Half — The Arab conquest of Syria created 
enormous strategic difficulties for the Byzantine Empire by forcing almost all commerce 
and military provisioning between Asia minor and Africa to go by sea. Since all land 
routes were compromised, the ability of the two halves of the Empire to support each 
other was greatly diminished. 



Christian Reaction to Moslem Invasions 

While Christians were able to convert Pagan and Arian invaders, including German, Celtic, 
Slavic, Norse and Magyar peoples to the Catholic faith, attempts to convert Mohammedans 
were almost entirely unsuccessful. The only territory regained from Moslem expansion into 
Christian territory was by military re-conquest rather than by assimilation and conversion. The 
manner in which the Christian population in various regions dealt with Mohammedan invasion is 
listed below. 

SYRIA—The Moslem conquest of Syria occurred quickly after only a few major battles, so much 
of the cities and infrastructure of the region was left intact. The Court of the Caliph of Damascus 
left much of the existing economy intact and continued to rely on Christian civil servants, 
including those from heretical sects, to run the government. The Umayyad Caliphate was 
relatively secular and sought taxes and tributes from Christian citizens rather than forcing 
conversion. By making peace with the Eastern Empire and allowing Christian pilgrimages to the 
Holy Land, the formerly Christian regions of Syria and Palestine continued to prosper under 
Moslem rule until the Turkish invasions of the 11th century. Under Moslem rule however, 
Christians were taxed a much higher rate than Moslems, and there was significant pressure on 
citizens to convert. Over time the Moslems became the majority of the population. 
 
AFRICA—The reign of the Vandals in Africa (420-530) and the Byzantine re-conquest had 
already weakened Christian civilization in Africa by persecutions, divisions, and war. However, 
even the diminished and unreinforced Christians of Africa put up a great resistance to the 
Moslem invaders so in the course of over sixty years of war, all major cities and centers of 
culture in the region, including Carthage, Utica, and Cyrene, were utterly destroyed. There are 
few records from either Christian or Moslem historians, so very little is known about the period 
other than cities and formerly productive areas were destroyed and laid to waste, and the 
Christian community in Africa never recovered. 
 
SPAIN—Only one major battle, at the Guadalete river was fought during the Moslem conquest 
of Spain. The reason for the lack of effective resistance was a civil war within the Visigoth 
government and treachery on the part of civic leaders. Many Christian who opposed king 
Roderick joined the side of the Moslem invaders believing they were merely mercenaries who 
would return to Africa as soon as they were paid off. In town after town, the gates were opened, 
and the Moors allowed to take control without any effective resistance. Within a few months all 
of the major population centers of Spain, especially those on the coasts and navigable rivers 
were in the hands of the Moors and the Christian resistance fled to the far off province of 
Asturias in the Northwest mountains. Because there were few battles, and not a great loss of 
life, Moorish Spain recovered quickly. Taxes and restrictions on trade were imposed on Jews 
and Christians, but they were allowed to practice their religion. 
 
RECONQUISTSA—The Christians of Spain never succeeded in converting Moslems to 
Christianity but they eventually regained control of the Iberian peninsula by a series of wars and 
battles, lasting over 700 years. This long running conflict is known as the ‘Reconquista’ and 
Christian heroes of the early period (before 1200) included El Cid, Alfonso VI, and Saint 
Ferdinand. The Reconquista began immediately after the Moorish conquest but did not make 
significant progress until the 10th century. The last Moors were evicted from Spain in 1492. 
SICILY—The Moslem conquest of Sicily took over 80 years, beginning in 827 and being 
completed in the early 900s. The Moslems controlled the Island and used it as a base for Piracy 
and attacks on the Italian coast until it was retaken by the Normans in the 11th century. 
 


