
Ancient & Medieval:

 Tours (Poitiers)

Franks: Although accurate numbers on each side were never 
recorded, it’s likely that Charles Martel led a Frankish army 
numbering between 20,000 and 30,000. This included his main 
Austrasian (eastern Franks) force, along with allies from Neustria, 
Brittany, Burgundy, Swabia, Aquitaine, and Lombards, and pagans 
from the Rhine.1 Of this number, 2,000 to 3,000 were likely heavy 
cavalry from the wealthier landowners, led by Duke Odo of 
Aquitaine.

Islamic Umayyad Caliphate: Abu Said Abdul Rahman al-Ghafiqi 
(Abd ar-Rahman) led a mixed army of infantry and light cavalry 
made up of mostly Arabs, Berbers, and converted Spanish 
Visigoths. His army also numbered between 20,000 and 30,000. 

Beginning in the seventh century, Muslim armies emerged 
from Arabia to conquer vast territories of the Byzantine and 
former Roman Empires. By 711 AD, they had crossed the Strait 
of Gibraltar from Africa and moved into Visigoth Spain. After 
subduing the fractured Visigoth kingdom, the forces of the 
Umayyad Caliphate turned their attention further north toward 
Gaul and the heart of Europe. But Gaul was ruled by Charles 
Martel, a man who had spent his life in battle uniting the Franks. 
As Abd ar-Rahman led his Umayyad army north, looting towns 
and abbeys along the way, Charles assembled an army and 
moved to block the Umayyad’s advance. In the climactic battle 
that followed, the Franks killed Abd ar-Rahman and soundly 
defeated his army. This win prevented further Muslim advances 
in Europe and paved the way for the new Carolingian dynasty that 
would soon become the Holy Roman Empire, shaping Europe for 
centuries to come.  

Actions by the Umayyad Caliphate – After the death of the 
Prophet Mohammed in 632 AD, Islamic armies expanded from 
Arabia at breathtaking speed. With their new unifying faith, 
more egalitarian opportunities for advancement, and the lure 
of plunder and spoils, the armies of Islam became a powerful 
force on the world stage. Following the Rashidun Caliphate 
(632–661), the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750), which was based 
in Damascus, greatly expanded the empire. Despite their failure 

to take Constantinople (674–678), they swept over Egypt, Syria, 
Mesopotamia, Persia, and other portions of the Byzantine Empire. 
And when the Byzantines withdrew from North Africa in 699 AD, 
these skilled raiders swept into the vacuum, moving west to the 
Atlantic Ocean and the Strait of Gibraltar. 

Soon, they were looking north to Europe for new opportunities of 
conquest. The old Roman Empire was fragmented, European lands 
were fertile, and its churches and monasteries were full of treasure. 
In 711 AD, the Muslim governor of the northwest region of Africa 
launched an army across the Strait of Gibraltar. Within a few years, 
his army had taken over the Visigoth Kingdom of Hispania (Spain), 
and by 717 AD, it was pushing north with large raiding parties 
across the Pyrenees Mountains into Aquitaine and Gaul. Initially, 
these “razzias” (raids) were opportunities for the Umayyads to keep 
their enemies in the border region off-balance and gain loot from 
rich monasteries and churches. But these northern regions were 
becoming restive, and tensions arose between the Umayyads and 
the Berbers, who governed the areas. 

In 732, Abd ar-Rahman, the recently installed governor of 
Moorish Spain (Al-Andalus), launched a much larger invasion. 
(Map 1) He had grown concerned over a new alliance between 
Duke Odo of Aquitaine (Odo the Great) and Uthman ibn Naissa 
(called “Munuza”), the Berber commander and deputy governor 
of the northeast territory along the Pyrenees. To break this 
alliance, reestablish control of the border region, and gain greater 
dominance in southern Gaul, Abd ar-Rahman planned an invasion 
that went far beyond the typical raids of the recent past. 

Initially, Abd ar-Rahman launched a surprise attack on Munuza’s 
stronghold in the eastern Pyrenees. After Munuza was defeated, 
he killed himself, clearing the way for Abd ar-Rahman’s next move 
into Aquitaine. In the early summer of 732, Abd ar-Rahman moved 
his army of mounted Arabs and Berbers from Pamplona into 
Gascony in southwest Aquitaine. When Odo moved to stop them, 
he was defeated. Fortunately for him, he and the remnants of his 
army escaped to the north.

Over the next couple of months, Abd ar-Rahman continued 
pillaging and looting Aquitaine. In the words of one Arab 
chronicler, “That army went through all places like a desolating 
storm.”2 After attacking Poitiers, the army sacked the Abbey of 
Saint-Hilaire, adding more gold and precious stones to their 
growing haul of plunder. Abd ar-Rahman continued north, most 
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Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss the strategies of the two sides. In the end, who had the better strategy, and why?   

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Describe the morale advantage of freemen fighting for their homelands. Can you discuss other battles in 
history that illustrate this important factor?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Explain how each side used, or failed to use, the principles of war (mass, offense, unity of command, 
security, economy of force, maneuver, objective, simplicity, and surprise) in the campaign and battle. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) If you were Abd ar-Rahman facing off against the Franks, is there anything you would have done differently 
to increase your chances of success?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss the concept of centers of gravity. At Tours, the Muslim camp filled with loot and family members 
became a tactical center of gravity. Why did this happen? Can you think of other potential tactical centers of
gravity that have influenced the outcome of battles?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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Strategic/Operational:
1)  Freemen as a Strategic Advantage – Charles’s army was composed of freemen defending their homes and land. Abd ar-Rahman’s
army, on the other hand, was composed of vassals and mercenaries seeking religious glory, pillage, and plunder. In a pattern that has 
repeated itself throughout history, the side that fights for their freedom and homeland has a significant advantage. Historian Victor 
David Hanson cited this feature when writing about the fall of Rome, saying, “The legions had crumbled … because of the dearth of
free citizens who were willing to fight for their own freedom and the values of their civilization. Such spirited warriors the barbarians 
had, and when they absorbed the blueprint of Roman militarism, a number of effective local Western armies arose ‒ as the Muslims
learned at Poitiers (Tours).”8 This timeless lesson stretches from the ancient Greeks, through the American Revolution, to the recent war
between Russia and Ukraine.

2)  Abd ar-Rahman’s Strategic Miscalculation – Muslim armies had enjoyed battlefield success for a century prior to Tours. Their 
mobile cavalry raids swept away their enemies throughout Asia, Persia, North Africa, and Spain. But when the Umayyads hit Charles’s 
army, they encountered a fundamentally different force ‒ an organized army of heavily armed infantrymen prepared to fight a decisive 
battle. French scholars have characterized the battle as a “referendum of looters versus soldiers … who stayed in one place, owned 
property, and considered battle more than a raid.”9 One lesson is clear: Abd ar-Rahman failed to recognize the strength and cohesion of
the “barbarian” army he was about to face. It was a miscalculation that cost him his life.

3)  Asymmetry  – Throughout history, fundamentally different armies have clashed in battle. Hitler’s army of mechanized “Blitzkrieg”
hitting the Poles in 1939 and the French in 1940, along with the U.S. Army of “Airland Battle”  hitting Saddam Hussein’s forces in 
1991, provide prominent examples. When this occurs, the side that forces the other to fight its kind of battle usually wins.  In the case
of Tours, Umayyad armies were built for mobility and speed. In the open terrain of deserts and plains, they quickly broke through 
or outflanked their enemies, allowing their light cavalry to cut down scattering soldiers using swords and spears. The Frankish army
fielded by Charles, on the other hand, was built more on the Western model of decisive battle ‒ more methodical, heavily armed, and 
linear. In other words, the battle was asymmetric. Once Charles forced Abd ar-Rahman to fight the battle his army was designed for, he 

gained a substantial advantage. With no flanks to threaten and a strong line of heavily armed men willing to stand 
their ground, Umayyad cavalry charges failed. By making the asymmetry work in his favor, Charles was victorious.

Tactical:
1)  The Enduring Value of Infantry – Infantry has always been the primary arm of warfare, from the

Greek hoplites to dismounted patrols in recent decades, including those clearing villages in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Despite the technological changes over time, this tactical reality has proved an enduring

axiom of war. Even with the rise of a powerful new cavalry arm in the Middle Ages, the Battle of Tours 
serves as another reminder, in a long list, that well-trained and disciplined infantry can hold their

ground and win. Well-known battles, such as Tours, Hastings, Agincourt, Waterloo, and many
others over the centuries, have demonstrated that trained and equipped formations of infantry 

can withstand cavalry assaults.

2)  The Importance of Terrain – Charles understood how to use the available terrain to his 
benefit. He, like Odo, realized the Muslims’ advantage of maneuverable cavalry and wisely 
negated this asset by selecting terrain that forced his enemy into frontal assaults against his 
strength ‒ his armored infantry.  It was similar to the actions of King Henry V at Agincourt 
and King Leonidas at Thermopylae. When commanders face a more mobile enemy that can
threaten their flanks, it is wise to channel the enemy into their strongest defensive position.

3)  Abd ar-Rahman’s Unanticipated Center of Gravity – An interesting factor in the battle 
was the importance of the Muslim camp. Despite being placed safely away from the front line,

it had the unintended effect of becoming a significant tactical center of gravity for the Umayyad 
army. Once the loot and families were threatened by Frankish cavalry, the entire battle changed. The

Muslims lost their initiative, their attack faltered, and many rushed to the rear to protect it. Although 
impossible to confirm, the vulnerability of the camp seems to have been a key factor in the

Frankish victory. 




