
	





A Sword for the Surgeon

 






A Sword for the Surgeon

War Medicine on the Fields of the Crusades



Edmund Halcour

 














Copyright 2025 Edmund Halcour. All rights reserved.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

First Edition

 








To the men whose names were never recorded,

who carried knives instead of lances,

and who saved more lives than any army remembered to count.

 








"The physician who knows only medicine knows not even medicine."

, attributed to Avicenna (Ibn Sina), Canon of Medicine, circa 1025 AD
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Preface

This book began with a bone.

Not a metaphor. An actual human femur, excavated from a mass grave at the edge of what had once been the Crusader fortification at Jacob's Ford in northern Israel, examined in 2005 by a team of archaeologists from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. The bone bore a healed fracture, the callus thick and slightly misaligned, the kind of repair that happens when a break is set by someone who understood that bone wanted to knit but needed help to knit straight. The fracture dated to the late twelfth century. The man had survived his injury by years, perhaps decades. He walked again.

Someone had fixed him.

That someone had no name, no rank, no monument. He did not ride into battle with the knights whose deeds fill the chronicles. He did not dictate letters to popes or negotiate treaties with sultans. He worked in the shadow of the fighting, in the field stations and infirmaries of the Crusader armies, with instruments that were primitive by modern standards and knowledge that was, by modern assessment, a remarkable and underappreciated synthesis of Greek, Islamic, and empirical European traditions. He was, in all likelihood, a barber-surgeon or a physicus, trained by apprenticeship or by one of the early medical schools at Salerno or Montpellier, armed with a copy of Ibn Sina's Canon or Constantine the African's Liber Pantegni, and possessed of the practical competence that came from treating wounds in quantity.

This book is about him. About all of them. About the men and the occasional women who practiced medicine in the context of the Crusades, between 1096 and 1291, across the eastern Mediterranean, in conditions that would challenge any practitioner in any era. It is a history of medicine told from the bottom of the social hierarchy upward, from the field dressing to the hospital ward, from the moment of wounding to the long uncertain journey toward survival or death.

It draws on the medical texts of the period, the chronicles of the campaigns, the archaeological evidence from Crusader sites, and the comparative history of military medicine across the ancient and medieval worlds. Where primary sources are silent, which is often, I have relied on what the evidence makes probable rather than on speculation for its own sake.

The history of the Crusades has been written many times, from the perspective of kings, popes, and generals. This is an attempt to write one small part of it from the perspective of the surgeon, who stood on the same ground, worked in the same heat, breathed the same dust, and bore witness to consequences that no chronicle fully reckoned.

That healed femur at Jacob's Ford is a reckoning. Someone, in the chaos of a twelfth-century campaign, decided that a broken man was worth the time it took to make him whole. The decision itself was a form of conviction.

This book is an attempt to understand what that conviction cost, and what it knew.

 


A Note on Sources and Terminology

A Note on Sources and Terminology

The medical history of the Crusades is documented through a combination of source types that reward careful reading but resist simple synthesis. The primary medical texts of the period include the works of Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980 to 1037), whose Canon of Medicine (Al-Qanun fi al-Tibb) was the dominant medical authority of the era in both Islamic and, through Latin translation, European practice; the surgical treatises of Roger Frugardi of Parma (Rogerina, circa 1180); Theodoric Borgognoni (Cyrurgia, circa 1267); Guy de Chauliac (Chirurgia Magna, 1363, which postdates our period but preserves earlier material); and the Arabic surgical tradition represented by al-Zahrawi (Albucasis, 936 to 1013), whose Kitab al-Tasrif was the foundational text of medieval surgery in both hemispheres.

Military chronicles of the Crusading period, including William of Tyre, Fulcher of Chartres, the anonymous Gesta Francorum, Joinville's Life of Saint Louis, and Ibn al-Athir's chronicle The Complete History, contain scattered but valuable references to medical practice, wounds, disease, and the treatment of the sick.

The archaeology of Crusader sites, particularly the work conducted at Arsuf (Apollonia), Montfort Castle, Belvoir Fortress, and Jacob's Ford in Israel, and at various sites in Jordan, Cyprus, and Lebanon, has produced osteological evidence of wound patterns, healed fractures, and surgical intervention that supplements the textual record considerably.

All dates in this book use the Common Era calendar. Where Arabic names and texts are cited, I have used the most widely recognized anglicized forms for general readers, with the original Arabic provided on first reference. The medical terminology employed reflects the period's own vocabulary where possible, with modern equivalents provided for clarity.

The distinction between physicus (physician, trained in theoretical medicine) and chirurgus (surgeon, trained in manual procedures) was a real and socially significant one in the medieval world. I maintain this distinction throughout, while noting that in field conditions the boundary was regularly crossed by necessity.

 

