THE FIRST CHALLANGE OF THE TURKS AGAINST
THE ARABES IN THE OXUS VALLEY ACCORDING TO
THE NARRATION OF AT-TABARI

Zekeriya Kitapor

Except for a few verses dating from the pre Islamic period of
Arabic poetry which gave us some insight into the concepts of the
nomadic Turks in Arabic Society’. And a number of the traditions
(hadith) that were recorded in the famous authentic tradition
books®, the early political and possibly social and economic relations
may have existed between Arabs and Turks during the pre and early
Islamic period still remain an obscure but important subject unex-
plained in the pages of the general history.

What ever may have been the effective reasons which preven-
ted the further developments of early relations between these two
nations®, there are many instances of records in the Islamic litera-
ture concerning the first meetings of the Arabs and Turks that took

1 See my work in The Social and Economic Variations of the Arabic Cen-
quest im Central Asia, under print.

2 See, al-Bukhari, Muslim, and Sunan Abu Dawud. Special chapter <Bab
i qitél al-Twrk-te fight with the Turks, In these famous books you will find a
number of Hadith mainly dealing with the physical aspects of the Turks which
may need some ¢ritical study, still 1 am continulng on It,

* The main obstacles which stopped the development of the soclal and
political relations between Turks and Arabs particularly during the pre-lslamic
periods were the geographical isolation of Arabian peninsula from the Asian
continent, Moreover by its location so far Turkish historical migration ways,
Arabla always remained uninterrupted by any foreign powers and Turco-
Arabian relation always were unappreciable.
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place around Marw the permanent Arabic military garison establis-
hed in the East (Khorasan) for their further invasion of Central
Asia after the small Islamic State of MADINA became a powerful
empire during the reign of Caliph Omer.

Apart from many other sources particularly the great Muslim
historians At-Taberi gives us full and attractive account of the first
challenge made by the Turkish king KHAKAN against the muslim
Arab commander Ahnaf b. Qays in the Oxus valley (around Marw
22,642) Before starting a detailed study of this particular event
within the light of at-Tabari's records, it will help to understanding
the subject it we have an outline of the early military activities of
the Arabs in Persia.

With the death of the Holy Prophet in (632) the Islamic faith
becames the dominant religion in the southern part of Arabian penin-
sula. The period of the first orthodox caliph Abu-Bakr continued
only two years and came to an end when fighting broke out with the
rebellious tribal chiefs and attempts were made to stop fraticidal
wars and apostasy movements’.

When Omar became Caliph (634-644) with the strong recom-
mendation of the late Abu-Bakr' the sources of trouble was finally
ended among the tribal chiefs, the strong authority of the nascent
state was established and the social and political peace and stability
was again maintained throughout the Arabian peninsula as it was
in the time of the Holy Prophet. So there was no more reason to
postpone the starting of the new conquests in the neighbouring coun-
tries like Byzantium and Persia, which had been encouraged by the
Holy Prophet in his life time.

As a matter of fact the muslim Arab armies advanced in seve-
ral direction of the old world continants like to the west, north and
east, under the leadership of the capable commanders and won deci-
sive victories particularly against the army of Byzantium in Syria,
Egypt and also against Persians during the reign of Omer. After a

3 The peninsula was now united under Abu-Bakr, by the strong sword of
Khalld b. al-Walid, Hitti, P.K., History of the Arabs (10th editions), Great Bri-
tain, 1970, p. 141-142.

4 M. al-Hudri, Tarih al-Umam al-Isldmiyyah, Misr, I, p. 206 from at-Tabari
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decisive victory in Syria over the army of Byzantium® the muslims
marched towards Iran with the permission of the Madina council.

The Arabs with new Islamic faith and inspiration defeated the
mighty Persian army completely in the famous battle of Kadisiyyab
(630) and in the following year at Jalula (631) and occupied the
whole of Iran including the strategic pass of Zagrous mountains in
the interior of the country. The last ruler of Iran Yazdugard IIL
collected another huge army to meet the terrible Arabs in Nihawend
and to save his throne. The battle again ended with a glorious victory
of the Arabs (642) that opened the doors of Iran complately for
further Arabic occupation.

The Arabs on the other hand advanced under the great com-
mander Ahnaf bh. Qays and conquered the whole northern part of
Iran. Pointing out this Arabic military advance, Rabi b. Amer says
in a lyrical way that;

bede L1 Sl Us3) 60y rgbs = b Skt 6 5yl 5 5y
B E O PRRTR U CEUR SR [Py e Y Wi Py
WK G U sl

Balkh and Naysabur were reduced by us also Tos and Marw
had been destroyed by our amunitions.

We raided it in intervals and in each raid we scattered them and
at the end we captured the whole strategic points,

It was a wonderful sight to see us attacking soldering each
other invading on horse backs Turks®* and Kibuls®'. Eventually they
put an end to the centurial old Persian state. So the border of the
newly founded Islamic empire in the east extended to the Oxus river
which was accepted as a «traditional boundary»* as well as a natural

5 Remember the decisive battle of Yarmuk that paved the way for the
muslim, to occupy the whole of Syria partly Egypt. See, Ibid, p. 152.

* This may give an insight about the existance of the Turks in the Per-
sian army in the early periods, Z.K.

6 See. al-Hamawi, Mujam al-Buldan, Beirit, 1965, II, p. 352.

7 Hitti, PK,, The Arabs, Chicago, 1962, p. 80. Hesays that «a whirl-wind
compaing in the east carried the banner of the Prophet, across the Oxus river,
the traditional boundary line between Persian speaking and Turkish speaking

people.»
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defence line". between Turks and Persians since the early ages of
the history. Indeed Transoxania or Lower Turkestan was accepting
the staging area for the great nodamic Turkish invasions towards
the Middle East even before the Seijugs and the Ottoman TURKS.

Now the Arabs became neighbours of the Turks and were pre-
paring themselves for new invasion beyond the famous Oxus River
in the direction of the Turkish Lands. Before giving a critical ac-
count of the Arabic invasion and conquest in Central Asia from the
Turkish point of view", I will try to throw light upon the means and
under which circumstances early contacts started between these
two nations and of course changed the currents of the whole politi-
cal and physical history of the world.

For this it may be necessary to mention the political correspon-
dence which had been occured betwen the Caliph Omar and his eas-
tern commander Ahnef b. Qays in the eve of these events.

According to the detailed narrations of Islamic sources parti-
cularly At-Tabari, after completing his military operations in nor-
thern Persia, Ahnef b. Qays sent a letter to Madina and gave a full
information about the military conguest which he had achieved in
the north-eastern part of the newly founded muslim empire. In doing
s0 he indirectly trying to get the Madina Council's permission to at-
tempt further expansion towards Turkestan.

Indeed Caliph Omer was very glad to get sufficient informa-
tion ahout the military conquests of muslim army in the east and
their brilliant achievements. According to the great historian At-
Tabari the letter of Ahnaf gaved such excitment to Omer that he
started to shout unexpectedly and said :

«He is Ahnaf, nic-named THE LORD
OF THE PEOPLE OF THE EAST»'.

8 Show, J.S. History of the Ottoman Ewmpire and Modern Turkey, Cam-

bridge, 1976, p. 2.
9 Seemy work on «The Social and Economic variations of the Arabic Con-

quest in Central Asias, 20 th. anniversary publication of the Ataturk’s Univer-
sity, Erzurum, 1977, 8, 210. Also my book with the same title, under print.

10 €l s odl Oall lal aes jag CinYl ga »  at-Tabari, Husayniyah
Printing Hose, Egypt, IV. p. 264.
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But it is understood that the pleasure and enjoyment of the Caliph
was very short, particularly when this temporary excitments passed
and left its place the realistic judgment of the common sense. It
seems that even he was deeply worried about the lightenting victo-
rious in the northern Persia and the future proximity of the Turks.
He did not hide his grievances and openly told his companions that;

«I would have wished that I had not
sent any army to Khorasan and also wished
if there was a river of fire between us»"

We find in at-Tabaris narrations that after secrutinizing the si-
tuation once more he wrote a letter to his commander Ahnaf and
ordered him to stop his advance further east in the direction of Tur-

kestan and said;
s agt S B3 B sl fe patily D3a% M aw Ll
celpiaintl gl O S el S s Sl e gasl Ol = e
‘Oh’ dont cross the river (Oxus) and keep yourself
within it. You know the means by which you had en-
tered Khorasan, so keep to using the same means. If

you do that victory will remain with you. I repeat don't
eross the Oxus river otherwise you scattered's.

Most probably Caliph Omer wrote such an interesting letter fol-
lowing the principle foreign policy founded by the Holy Prophet du-
ring his life time as as conduct to be followed towards the Turks
which was mostly based on the «non violation» and «non provoca-
tion» of the Turks'', Aside from a number of his traditions in one of
them the Prophet of Islam as it is recorded by Sunan of Abu-Dawud
(one of the six authentic hadith collection) said that;

11 at-Tabari V, P. 264 Sosgy s Jlji Jla2s o511 G19 Saad »
@ 3l o £ o Lo OKJ 41 we have seen the same deliberate nature of Omar
when the muslim army was advanced towards Egypt under Umar b. al-As, and
north Africa. ZK.

12 at-Tabari, IV, p. 264,
13 See, Zakaria Kitapc,, at-Turk fi Muellefat al-Jahiz, Beiriit, 1972, p. 47-

48. You will find further expiaination on this subject.
Tarikh Dergisi F : 57
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«Leave the Atheopians as long as the leave you, and
abandon the Turks as long as they have abondoned
yous''.

Not only the Caliph Omar but many great Muslim leaders and
commanders including some of the Umayyad Caliphs like Muaveyah
the founder of Umayyad dynasty, Omar b. Abdul Aziz followed the
same policy against the Turks and treated them with caution ac-
cording to instruction of the Holy, Prophet, instead of provoking
and guarding them into battle fields.

It may not be necessary to discuss the matter in greater detail
due to the limitation of our main subject, but we can find very at-
tractive comments and some important narrations which are recor-
ded by Al-Hahiz in his celebrated book called « #1;¥ ¢l » The
Superior Qualities of the Turks. Indicating the implementation of
this policy b ythe prominent Arab leaders in their early struggle
against the Turks, Morever later Arabic developments and relations
mostly diverted from this original concept particularly while they
were conquering Central Asia during the Umayyad period, due to
their extremist policy towards the non Arabs particularly Turks.
Qutayba b. Muslim. Yazid b. Muhallab and many other Umayyad go-
vernors in Khorasan did not discriminate the Turks from any other
nations’’,

Al-Jahiz tells us for instance during his struggle with the Turks
Yazid b. Qatada once recalled the Arab soldiers what Omar had war-
ned that «the Turks were a fierce enemy» and he prevented Arabs

14 See Sunan, Abu Dawud, special chapter, an Nahy [i gital el-Turks The
same hadith narrated by many authors with a different variations. For example
al-Jahiz, fazail al-Atrak, (Rasail al-Jahiz) edit, by Abdussalam m. Harun, Cairo,
1963, 1. p. 58 76. al-Hamawi. Mujam, IL p. 23, He recorded same hadith with
four defferent forms. fbn al-Fakih, K. al-Buldan, Laiden, 1302, p. 316,

15 Zakaria Kitapes, Ibid p. 61-73. Forexample when Yazid b, al-Mzhallab
the governor of Khurasan after famous Qutayba b. Muslim conquered JURJAN,
according the narration of at-Tabari, he killed, 40,000 Turks after plundering

the city. « Al sl A el g_.ﬂl Jl »  at-Tabari, VIII, p. 129,
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from attacking the Turks", In another narration Al-Jahiz stating
that, while Hamza b, Adrak was governer some where in Khorasan
a Turkish cavalry troop attacked them. Hamza b. Adrak being stron-
ger than these Turks prohibited his soldiers from fighting against
them and said that;

«Dont start fighting if they are not intending to fight
you, because it has said that in the tradition that leave
them alone as long as they leave you alones'’.

We will see towards the end of this article that Ahnaf b. Qays
«The Lord of the East» the conquerer of northern Iran, and the bril-
liant commander of Caliph Omer followed the same non violation
and non provocation policy towards the Turks when the Turkish
King KHAKAN suddenly appeared at Marw.

It is very interesting to note that, Al-Jahiz a great arabic lite-
rary scholar, and admirer of the Turkish prowess as soldiers had
been attacked by the fanatical Arab leaders during the time of Al-
Mutasim (822-842) the founder of permanent Turkish Imperial
army in Baghdad later in Samarra, while he was defending the su-
periority of the Turkish military spirit in a comparative way with
other groups who belong to a different nations in the Caliphate army
he'" argued with them and recalled the same tradition and said that:

«The Tradition of Holy Prophet, is an advice to all the
Arabs. The right decision for us to live with them in a
peaceful way and abolish the fighting. What are you
thinking about a nation that even Alexander the Great
«Dhu'l-Qarnayn» after defeating the whole world mer-
cilessly in a fierce way, (met the Turks) and not at-

16 al-Jahiz, Ibd L p. 58 yae» Jb oo 23 5 Cledl gl £ Jg 55,
.(ﬁ!‘.w ‘i,:" Q"‘-‘"f'lu':i oz

17 al-Jahiz, od, I p. 58 3 & & od 1o Yy £ 15T b od 1y
w157 a1

18 For further information about the Turks in the Caliphate army see,

Zakaria Kitapo, at-Turk, p. 068-132. Also my article «The Twurks in the Muslim
countriess, Prof. Tayyib Oki¢ Armagam, Ankara, 1877, p. 185,
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tached them and saids leave them alone» and calling
them «TURK»'".

ES
L1

Let us return back and continue to analyse the narration of At-
Tabari relating to the important letter of Omar to his commander
Ahnaf,

Moreover some important events occured later which clearly
demonstrate how was Caliph Omer is great and was a far sighted
man in the affairs of state when he wrote this urgent letter to Ah-
naf and prevented him from launching his new invasion into Tur-
kish lands.

Infact it may be recalled that following his final defeat at Ni-
havent which destroyed completely the might of Persia and drained
her wealth and financial resources, Yazdugard III, wrote letters to
neighbouring rulers including the Turkish king KHAKAN and the
local ruler of SOGDIA and the king of CHINA® seeking help against
the new danger arising from the heart-land of the Arabian desert.
Furthermore if we accept his writings as a true record of the facts
At-Tabari relates that Yazdugard fled his country following this
Arabian victory and took refuge with khakan in the Lower Turkes-
tan®',

Whatever may be the case, after destroying the centuries old
state of Persia, the Arabs began to pose a strong menace to the
Turks and starts to threat the local Turkish ruler in Bukhara and
Samarkand. So it was necessary to respond to Yazdugard III. and
help him for repulsing the Arabs back to their homelands. For this
purpose Khakan gathered together a large army from Farghana*

19 al-Jahiz Ibid, p. 58. This is the text of this impresive speach. lia y»
G b s oSy Ll y 255 @SB o Ly (23 )
e goyV ar o e Ol am Ve (AN Lgem) 1550 '{33{) Al o

by ssie s lads

20 at-Tabari, IV, p. 262,

21 at-Tabari, IV, p. 263. « Jhlyyle 230 ana o8k J1 om0y o »

22 It is interesting to note that al-Mutasim (the origin of his mother was
a Turk) also collected his royal Turkish soldiers mostly from FARGHANA,
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the main Turkish center in central Asia, and from the local people
of Lower Turkestan (Ahl-as-Sogd)*, he then entered Persia via
Oxus valley and marched together with Yazdugard towards Balkh
the new established Arabic military garrison in Iran.

The news of Khakan's advance towards Iran horified the Arabs
and created panic among the Kufian soldiers stationed in Balh. They
evacuated the city rapidly and joined the main Arab army at their
parmanent military base at Marw. Observing their panic and
retreat from Bulkh, Khakan continued with his advance towards
Marw. Meanwhile many local Persians joined the Khakan's army
from Balkh and neighbouring cities’'. The number of his soldiers
were not mentioned by our historian Tabari, but there is no doubt
that if we compare the Arabs he was having a huge army when he
appeared suddenly at Marw,

Bells of danger again started to ring for the Arabs, because the
war became inevitable between the nomadic people of Central Asia
and the Arabs. But if the Arabs who already have been deported
from their homelands deprived of the local people support, were de-
feated by the Turks would have to evacuate the whole of Persia.
If their resistance was broken once, by the united Turco-Iranian for-
ces it would be impossible to stop the Arabs from retreatment and
this would absolutely lead to the collaps and disintegration of the
eastern part of the muslim empire.

In this rapidly deteriorating situation, it became clear that
whatever decision and actions taken by the Ahnaf would have a
great bearing on the future destiny of the Arabs. Possibly for the
first time in their history of conflict, the Turks and Persians now
came together to unite their arms against the new common enermy
the Arabs, whether they will expel the Arabs from Iran to the Ara-
bian deserts of Turkish king KHAKAN will change his mind with a
sudden decision and leave Yezducard III, alone in the battle field and
take his army back to inner side of Turkestan, Moreover Turkish
King Khakan would choose the second option,

23 at-Tabari IV, p. 262. £ - E,J;' (, sl @l Jal . s
,14"'.“ jl:-l I 3_,?-.}3- s
24 at-Tabari, IV, p. 264,
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On the other hand, according to at-Tabari Ahnaf b. Qays com-
mander of the muslim Arabs acted prudently to overcame the per-
sent Turkish menace. He was going to implement a kind of defence
strategy against his enemies in a way that, he replaced his soldiers
to get the maximum benefit from the geographical conditions. The
mountain protected their rear, while the river which was in front
of them would provide them a kind of security to stop a possible at-
tack that may came from the Turks.

In the same morning he collected his soldiers and delivered a
short but effective speach just to give them a moral reinforcements
and to excite their religious sentements as it was done by many
great commanders before joining in war. According to our source
at-Tabari he said that :

You are very few in number and your enemy is great
This fact must not worry you, because «it had hap-
pened so many times that a small army defeated a lar-
ge one by the help of Allah, and Allah is with those
who stead fastly preserver.»”* Now, move from this
place and go to the mountain leaving it to cover your
hacks and let the river be between you and your enemy
so as you can fight them while they are facing you»*.

Meanwhile he started to use his propaganda machine effectively
to the effect that he does not want a war with the Turks unless if it
bhecame inevitable, pointing out that Caliph Omer had instructed
them not to cross the Oxus river towards the Turkish lands. At the
beginning Khakan the great commander did not believed this sort
of news it was not but a rumours or a kind of trick created by the
Arabs to decieve or to passity the determinations of his soldiers.
But when after several days the Arabs made so move to attack inspi-
te of several challanges made by the Turks, the Turkish king in-

LN . - - .
25 Quoted from the Holy Quran s. IL 250. O oode b S o {
Sl

- - - « &
R PRRE! saS
26 at-Tabari, IV, p. 264.
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tended to give credence to this propaganda. However for Ahnef, this
difficult and uncertain situation would not continue for long.

While Ahnaf pondering over the so many problems and ques-
tions raised by the difficult condition in which he found himself,
fortune once more smiled on him, at this time more than he ever
expected. From inside Turkestan came the news of important de-
velopments involving chines provocations and disturbances among
the local tribal chiefs against the Khakan and his administration.
Past experiences have taught the Turks that the Chinese were more
dangerous than the present Arabs.

Consequently the Turkish king held an emergency meeting with
his top military officers. After a realistic appraisal of the situation,
he said that;

«Our stay has prolonged and those people (the Arabs)
have occupied a strategic position which no other army
has occupied before. So I believe that no benefit will
come out of fighting them and therefore we have to
leaves*,

They decided to leave the battle-field un announced on a suitable
night, and go back to Turkestan to repel the Chines attack. Much
to the surprise of the Arabs, they woke up one morning to find the
whole battle field deseeted. Their immediate conclusion was that the
Khakan had deported from Marws to the direction of Balkh. When
the news of this withdrawal reach Ahnaf, his junior commanders
were for persuing the Khakan to crush his army once and for all in
a quick action. However Ahnaf has a different view, he visely said;

«You stay in your proper place, let them go»=-.

The date of this historical event as recorded by at-Tabari which
may be accepted as the turning point of the Turkish history is 22
A.H. 622,

27 at-Tabari, IV, 265. Ll 06 ol JYia Loliy ke J6I 5,
« Ll ,..;1 L om padll Npa JG g Uy i e

28 at-Tabari, IV, 256. G haadl JIB Togeld) § 57 Lo cam N ypalll Jo
Loy
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Indeed the heroic people of Central Asia the Turks and the so-
lid sons of Arabian desert the Arabs met and challange each other
for the first time in their long history around the valley of the Oxus
river. This was the beginning of the political social and religious
interaction between the Turks and the Arabs which has changed the
currents of the whole history of the old world, and will continue up
to become the Turks the master of the whole muslim world.



