SOME QUESTIONS OF MEDIEVAL NAUTICAL TECHNOLOGY
IN KAMENIATES’ “SACK OF THESSALONIKI” (904 AD)

The chronicle of loannis Kameniates which recounts the sack of Thessaloniki
by the Arab fleet of Leo of Tripolis in 904 AD provides valuable information on
Byzantine and Arab nautical technology of the early tenth century. The questions
raised by Kameniates’ narrative concern the type, size, and rig of the ships used
by Byzantines and Arabs as well as the methods of warfare employed by the two
adversaries.

The tenth century is one of the best documented periods in the history of
the Byzantine navy and Kameniates’ chronicle is on the whole a reliable guide on
contemporary nautical technology. Socme doubt has been cast on the authenticity
of the chronicle as a genuine tenth century source.! However, even if we accept
the view that the chronicle is a later (perhaps fifteenth-century) reworking of an
earlier story, the text as it has come down to us contains a number of eye-witness
observations that are unmistakably authentic tenth-century information and are
invaluable as such. For example, the mention of the use of greek fire and the
absence of any reference to cannon or gunpowder (both common since the
fourteenth century), the detailed description of Arab and Sudanese warriors, the
accurate reporting of the itinerary of Lec of Tripolis through the Aegean Sea, who
exhibited particular care in avoiding confrontation with the Byzantine fleet, show
that at least a core of the narrative must be an authentic tenth century work.2

Kameniates gives us significant information on the type and size of Arab
and Byzantine ships. The general remark to be inferred from his narrative is that
the ships of the two adversaries did not greatly differ. He informs us that the Arabs
captured many Byzantine ships, both warships and merchant vessels, some ot
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which they hauled up from the bottom of the harbour by means of a winch-like
machines. Therefore, knowledge of both merchant ships and warships was shared
between the two peoples. Kameniates himself was among those captured and
along with other slaves boarded one of these ships, a Byzantine warship. He
informs us that the ship had two “decks” (kaBedpai) and actualiy cails the ship a
dieres (dt1pnc); the top deck (v dvw kaBedpav) was occupied by the Arabs
and the bottom one, which was “very dark and foul smelling”, was occupied by
the slavess.

This description of the Byzantine warship raises a few problems. Itis certain
that the ship had two “levels” or “banks”, since Kameniates calls it a difjpnc which
can only mean “a ship with two rowing levels”®; on the other hand, the term “deck”
which Kameniates usesis misleading since itis highly improbable (and impractical
for rowers in the hot Mediterranean conditions) that a ship would have closed
decks, in the manner of later Western galleys. it is most probable, therefore, that
by “bottom deck” Kameniates actually means the hold of the ship since only the
hold fits the above description as being “very dark and foul smelling” and is an apt
place for the prisoners to be hoarded on along voyage®. in Kameniates’ terminology,
the two banks (or “rowing levels”) of the ship could be designated by “top deck”
and the hold by “bottom deck”. This is borne out by the fact that in alater passage
he mentions that the Arabs spread hides over the ships thereby depriving the
slaves of light;” this could only be the case if the sunlight penetrated the place
where the slaves were placed from above, and the hold of the ship which presumable
had no side-openings fits this description best.

Itisinteresting, in connection with the above, thatthe thirteenth Arab author
and official in Mamluk Egypt Ibn al-Mangall states that the lower bank in Arab
ships sometimes served as a hospital .8 Itis doubtful here whether the lower bank
or the hold of the ship is meant. Ibn al-Mangall’'s passage shows, however, that
it was common practice among the Arabs to allocate the lower part of the ship to
an auxiliary service, be that hospital facilities or slave-storage.

As for the size of Byzantine and Arab ships, Kameniates states that there
were 200 Moslems and 800 Christian slaves in a Byzantine warship,® and more
than 1.000 (Moslems and slaves) on another ship, which however was nearly in
danger of sinking from the weight (w¢ ToocouTov anexetv Bantiobnvai v 0AKa-
oa 600V UAC MAAQIOTHC TOUETPOV ECTIV, “so that the ship was only one palaiste
away fromthe water”19- the measure palaisteis equivalent to four fingers’ breadth,
or a littte more than three inches). Unfortunately, in neither of the passages does
Kameniates provide the information of how many rowers there were. It seems,
however, that acomplement of 200 men (rowers and soldiers) was almost standard
in both Arab and Byzantine ships, a number which agrees with the Byzantine
sources (Leo Vi's 10th-century Naumachicaand Constantine Prophyrogennitus’
12th-century De cerimoniis).
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Kameniates' perceptive observations also shed some light on the rig of
Byzantine and Arab warships. It was a characteristic of Arab and Byzantine
warships that they were equipped with superstructures to enhance the fortification
of the ships and the effective waging of battle from the deck. Leo VI mentions'!
that the forecastie (§uAokaoTpov) was the wooden construction riepi 76 ugoov
ToU KatapTiou (which is usually translated “half-way up the mast”2 but is very
improbable). It has been suggested that this should be corrected to rnepi 10 pg-
oov TwvkatapTiwv(“half-way between the masts”) or riepi 16 u€oov kargptiov
(“around the middie mast”)13. These readings, however, point to the fact thatthere
must have been more than one mast. The second emendation of Leo’s text (i.e.
of aforecastle situated around the mast) is favoured by a thirteenth century arabic
translation of Leo’s guide by Ibn al-Mangali who translates the same passage
as: “in every ship there is a forecastle by the mast”.14

The fact that there was indeed more than one mast is corroborated by
Kameniates who speaks of karaptia (“masts”), in the plural, which are moreover
dlausoou poBeBAnuéva (“projecting from the middle [of the ships)) 5. Furthermore,
the factthat the foremast slings (kata npwpav Edp ia) are specifically mentioned 6
shows that a foremast existed which must have been placed as far forward as
possible in the ship. '

Acelebrated passageinthe narrative describes the way inwhich the Arabs
joined the ships together and constructed a kind of makeshift wooden tower in
each ship in order to reach the fortified walls of Thessaloniki which had been
especially strengthened (and thus were higher) in anticipation of the Arab siege.
The passage provides significantinformation on matters of nautical construction
(e.g. that the ships possessed big and sturdy steering oars, that the mast
amidships was the biggest, the foremast slings are specifically distinguished)
all of which have been dealt with at some length by Dolley!7. The passage also
indicates, however, the tactical plan of the Arabs which was to approach the city
walls with the stern of the ships and construct the towers well aft (this points to
the factthatthe ships were probably higher aft). ltis very interesting that we find
an exact parallel of the same tactical plan in the way the Crusaders took
Constantinople after the siege of 1204. Villehardouin, one of the chroniclers of
the siege, informs us that the Crusaders “devised further that the ships that
carried the scaling ladders should be bound together, two and two, so that two
ships should be in case to attack one tower”18 and Robert de Clari tells us of a
similar method being employed, namely, that the Crusaders used bridges
swinging from the masts of the ships to approach and fight the Byzantines on
the city walls.'9 Thus, this piece of evidence shows us that three hundred years
after the sack of Thessaloniki by the Arabs the Crusaders used similar methods
of fighting to capture Constantincple; in this way Kameniates' narration of the
Arab plan acquires even greater credibility.
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A point which should be particularly clarified, in itself remotely connected
with nautical technology but clearly showing the nautical contact between Arabs
and Byzantines, is Kameniates' use of the adjective “black” for Arab soldiers and
the actual presence of blacks in the Arab army.

We know that the Egyptian army contained alarge number of black Sudanese
soldiers;indeed, the iast ruler of the Ikhshidid Arabs of Egypt, Kafur, was black.20
Sudanese soldiers were renowned for their skill in archery and their general fighting
prowess and were regularly empioyed in military campaigns. Therefore, Kameniates
mentions blacks in his narrative because he actually saw blacks among the Arab
army and not because the Byzantines used the adjective “black” “proverbially, as
a symbol of darkness” to characterize warriors that they particularly feared, as
Kazhdan suggests.2! There is no doubt from Kameniates’ narration and from
contemporary historical evidence22 that the army of Leo of Tripolis actually
numbered black Sudanese soldiers among its ranks; in fact Kameniates’ narrative
is a corroborating source for the presence of such soldiers in the Arab army of
Leo of Tripolis.

G.K. Livadas
Efpalinou 16
Athens 112 53
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As he [Petronas] knew that the entire southern part of the city
is surrounded by the sea and that if the battle were to start
in that part it would be easy for the barbarians to do whatever
they wished there, since no one would obstruct their climbing
over the construction on the castle wall (for it is close to
the shore and low in height) and as the ships' sterns would be
much higher they, being at a certain height, would be able to
lethally wound the men in the bulwarks, he decided to hide some
kind of obstacle and well-prepared trap in the water.

(17, 4-5)

They lit lamps on every side, and yoked all their ships toge-
ther in pairs, one alongside the other, binding the sides of
each pair with stout hawsers and chains and so lashing them
that they might not easily be parted. Then by means of the
formast slings they hoisted aloft those poles projecting from
their middle which in nautical parlance are called yards. Next
they used tackle to hoist to the masthead the steering-oars of
the vessels, their blades running forward and outboard of the
ships. 1In this way they acquired a new and different contriva-
nce by this trick. Having, as I said, hoisted aloft the
steering-oars, they laid across long planks side by side, pla-
cing them so as to bridge over the intervening space in this
most ingenious contrivance. The ends [of the platform] were
provided with a screen of planks, and the [inboard] extremities
of the steering-oars were made fast by more very strong chains
carried well aft. By this fabrication they constructed towers,
more useful than the ones in land, on the castle walls. On
those towers they mounted armed barbarians, distinguished for
their bodily strength and natural audacity, te perpetrate the
last and final attack against us. Some of them could thus hit
with bows those who were inside the castle walls, and some with
hand-held stones, while others with a kind of prepared fire
which was placed within clay jars, and they ordered them to
throw it on the face of anyone coming towards them., And all
this was effective and well-suited, for they were not doing
this being on the ground but, with the afore-mentioned evil
trick, they were standing higher than even the construction on
the castle wall itself.

(32, 5-11)

And each pair of those [ships] bore that pre-figured construc-
tion of towers made of wood, which exceeded by far the height
of the construction on the walls, and on top the barbarians, in
a frenzy like raging bulls, about to bring destruction to all.

(34, 2)
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John Caminiates: Om the Sack of Thessaloniki (904 A.D.) [2]

And the barbarians, having gathered the ships of the city which
our merchants once used to carry the wheat, and having even
heaved up, by some contraptien they thought-out, those ships
which we had sunk at the entrance to the port (which they did
by turning-wheels set up on the wall bulwarks - showing a
tedious effort - and which they turned by some means, lifting
up the ship with its brails hanging out). Having in this way
acquired many more ships they boarded everyome in, so ag not to
leave anyone who was destined for this purpose [slavery] outsi-
de.

(61,3)

And all of us who they kept for exchange and who were still
scattered, the barbarians gathered and imprisoned on a warship
of the ones they had hoisted up from the port {...] and we
were all, as was mentioned, in a Greek warship which was two-
banked (dieres). The top deck the barbarians who happened to
be with us chose for themselves while the bottom one, which was
very dark and foul-smelling, they left to us.

(73,12 / 74,7)

In this way having been violently separated from each other
they [the prisoners] were thrown mixed up in the ships which
were wide and could fit lots of people. WNor, as someone could
imagine, did each one of those who were brought in take his
place according to his bodily size and was allotted the appro-
priate space, but at random was every one thrown in and that
was his only gain, for in all the days that were to come he
could not find even a little space to lie down and give his
body some, even a short, rest,

(60, 7)

Like lifeless bags we were sitting onme on top of the other on
the seats and being squeezed and pricked by the wood on which
we were tied, we suffered the unspeakable and indescribable
hardship without being able to turn around or to stretch and
rest, but only by lifring our heads a little could we, perhaps,
breathe some free air so as not to let our last breath not from
some other evil but from the present stink. ( )

. 68, 9

At nights they spread covers of hide over all the ships and
shut - poor us - all of us inside, so as to deprive us of
light, too, together with everything else.
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John Caminiates; On the Sack of Thessaloniki (A.D. 904) (3]

In the ship that we were, alone, the number of prisoners was
eight hundred souls, without the barbarians on board who were
two hundred in number.

(67, 1)

It was said that in that ship there were more than a thousand
souls, both barbarians and prisoners who boarded her in Crete
as well as those from the aforementioned cause [saving another
ship] so that the ship was nearly in danger of sinking. . ,
6, 6

And [the barbarians were hitting us] with hurls of stones from
the stone-throwing machines (petroboloi), the whistling noise
of which alone, carried by the air, drove the barbarians to a
frenzy.

(26, 6)

Some of them [the barbarians] used bows while others a man-made
roar of stones; others sitting on the stonme-throwing machines
Epetroboloi) were throwing from above this great hail of stones

...] against the mentioned gate alone they set up seven stone=-
throwing machines covered all over, which they prepared for
this use when they were passing from Thasos. Also, by bringing
wooden ladders opposite them, they tried to climb up the castle
walls, covering themselves safe from the stones hurled by the
stone-throwers.

(29, 3-6)
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