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The castle builders of Livonia

The first crusaders and their castles

By the mid-16th century all the fortresses described in this volume belonged unquestionably to the Teutonic Knights. However, that is not actually how they started out as the first crusader castles of Livonia predated by a few years the foundation of the Teutonic Order in the Holy Land in 1190. The Livonian castles owe their origins instead to a different order of crusader knights that was called into being because of problems associated with the establishment of Christian missionary activity in Latvia during the 1180s. Latvia was a place far from the sun-baked wilderness of the Middle East. It was a hostile, cold and swampy environment that taxed missionary zeal to its utmost limits.

Much of our knowledge of these early days comes from two important contemporary chronicles. The first is the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia, who was an eyewitness to many of the extraordinary events he describes in his book of 1229. The historical record continues in the later Livonian Rhymed Chronicle, completed between 1290 and 1297. The creation and employment of castles is treated as an important topic in both narratives.

Henry of Livonia begins his chronicle by telling us about a certain Meinhard, a canon of the Augustinian monastery of Segeburg in Holstein. Meinhard had heard stories from sailors and merchants who had travelled up the great Daugava (Dvina) River on which Riga now stands to trade with the pagan tribesmen known as the Livs and the Letts. The worthy canon decided to venture there himself to convert the people to Christianity, even though he was already ‘an elderly man with venerable grey hair’. Some converts were made, and in about 1184 Meinhard built a church in the village of Uexkull (Ikskile) and baptised a few Livs. But his new flock were highly vulnerable to attacks from hostile tribesmen. The most serious threat came from across the border in Lithuania, whose inhabitants were to remain stubbornly pagan until the late 14th century, except for brief periods when their rulers accepted Christianity for reasons of political expediency. Meinhard experienced their hostility for himself when a Lithuanian raid was mounted that winter. The assault forced him to flee to the forests along with the local people. Henry of Livonia takes the story on:
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The ruins of the castle of Uexkull (Ikskile) viewed from the bank of the Daugava River. Uexkull was the first castle and the first stone building in Latvia. The rise in the water level has safeguarded the ruins at the price of inaccessibility.


When the Lithuanians had withdrawn, Meinhard accused the Livonians of foolishness, because they had no fortifications. He promised them that castles would be built if they decided to become and to be considered as sons of God. This pleased them and they promised and confirmed by an oath that they would receive baptism.



Meinhard kept his side of the bargain, and stonemasons were brought over from Gotland the next summer. The result was Latvia’s first castle, and in fact its first stone building of any sort. But when the castle of Uexkull was finished the gratitude faded. Many of those who had been baptised relapsed while others refused to accept the faith. Undaunted, Meinhard battled on with his mission, and at least had the satisfaction of seeing his gift of a castle prove its worth when it was attacked by pagan tribesmen from nearby Semgallia (modern Zemgale in southern Latvia).

Meinhard was consecrated Bishop of Uexkull in 1186. His mission spread, but he was to suffer a further disappointment from the inhabitants of nearby Holm (Salaspils). They had also accepted the gift of a castle but had then attacked Meinhard and tried to drive him out of Livonia. The supposed converts then symbolically scrubbed off the waters of baptism in the Daugava River. Local resentment grew, and soon Meinhard and his fellow priests were virtually prisoners of their former flock.

Meinhard died in 1196 and was replaced in the Livonian diocese by Berthold, the Cistercian Abbot of Loccum. It was clearly not a popular posting because Berthold only accepted under protest. His misgivings were well founded, because when he tried to convert the Livonians a plot was hatched to murder him. Berthold was not the sort to take such intimidation lying down, and changed his approach to missionary work in a very dramatic fashion. Henceforth his missionary effort would be backed up by force, so he sailed secretly to Saxony and then returned to Livonia with a crusading army. On 24 July 1198 the first battle took place between native Livonians and the German crusaders who had come to enforce the conversions:


The Livonians shouted and yelled in pagan fashion. The Saxon battle lines were armed to fight against them and rushed headlong in an attack upon them. The bishop, restraining his horse badly, was carried by its speed into the midst of the fugitives. Two of the Livonians seized him. A third, Ymaut by name, pierced him from the back with a lance, and the others tore him to pieces, limb from limb.



Astonishingly, Bishop Berthold was one of the few Christian casualties in a victory won partly because the crusaders had heavy cavalry that brushed aside the lighter Livonian ponies. Also, fortunately for the crusaders, one of the triumphant Livonians who had assaulted Berthold’s party had placed a captured German helmet on his own head. This led his comrades to think that the crusaders had advanced against them so they withdrew.
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Plan of Holm (Salaspils) on the Daugava. Holm provides an early example of a simple walled area. It was the second castle to be associated with Bishop Meinhard and dates from about 1186. Excavations have revealed a design of an almost perfect square of stone walls with a tower at one corner. It was protected on three sides by a ditch, and on the fourth by the waters of the Daugava.

The crusader army then laid waste the Livonian crops in revenge for the loss of the bishop. Much alarmed, the Livonians proposed a truce and called the clergy to them. About 50 pagans were baptised there and then, and about 100 more at Uexkull the following day. Believing that their crusade had been a success the German army sailed for home, but no sooner had they gone than the Livonians performed the ritual of scrubbing off their baptism. Once more the mission had been flung into reverse, and matters deteriorated so much by the year 1199 that Christian priests in Livonia were being hunted down like animals. The missionary enterprise in Latvia seemed to be over.
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Medieval Livonia, showing how the lands were divided up between the Teutonic Order and the church. The castles discussed in this work are shown, as are the principle battle sites. (© Osprey Publishing Ltd).
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The original style of timber fortress in Livonia – the siege of Fellin (Viljandi) 1211

This plate shows the attack by crusaders on a typical pagan timber fortress of Livonia. The incident is the siege of Fellin (Viljandi) in 1211. Fellin was the stronghold of the Saccalians and the key to southern Estonia. The initial attack on Fellin went against the Swordbrothers even though the crusaders had the advantage of their crossbow archery. Siege towers, fire and stone-throwing catapults were then brought into action.

Fellin is shown as a very solid stockade with high walls built on a hill. Vertical support is supplied by massive tree trunks buried securely in the ground, around which a framework of interlocking timbers is raised. Careful cutting near the ends produces a neat and solid joint rather like the traditional log cabin of the American West. The towers are roofed over with shingles above projecting beams. Wooden castles like this were adopted by the crusaders until they could replace them with stone, but similar structures continued to be built and used as temporary forts for many years.

The Swordbrothers are shown in their characteristic livery of a red cross and sword on white. Among the weapons they are using is a man-powered traction trebuchet.

Bishop Albert the castle builder

The late Bishop Berthold of Uexkull was replaced in his frontier diocese by one of the most remarkable characters in Baltic history. His name was Albert of Buxhovden, and a statue of him now stands inside the courtyard of Riga cathedral. Albert arrived in Livonia with very different intentions from those of his two predecessors. He came not as a preacher but as a prince, and was to prove to be one of the great empire-builders and church magnates of the 13th century.

Having absorbed the lesson of Berthold’s fate, Albert arrived in his diocese accompanied by a sizeable army of Saxon crusaders and with his legal position secured through privileges granted to him by the Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope. One important concession involved his use of crusaders. Albert was to be allowed to send for reinforcements without asking special permission from the Pope. When he began to exercise these rights he created what became known as the ‘perpetual crusade’ of annual summer expeditions from Lübeck to Livonia. His crusaders served for two years in return for the promise of a crusader’s indulgence (the forgiveness of sins), and year after year Albert journeyed back to Saxony to raise another levy of militant pilgrims. There was no shortage of supply, because Germany had recently experienced a bitter episode of civil war following the death of Emperor Henry in 1197. The conflict had produced a large crop of men with murder or bloodshed on their consciences who were more than eager to have their sins forgiven by service in a crusade.
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The two towers of Bauske (Bauska) viewed from inside the courtyard of the palace of the Duke of Kurland. This would have been the view from outside during the medieval period.

Albert also realised that his diocese of Uexkull, defended by the castle of the same name, was located too far up the Daugava (Dvina) River to be really effective. So he placed Uexkull into the care of a colleague and founded another castle nearer the sea at the point where a small stream joined the Daugava to form a natural harbour. That was the beginning of the city of Riga. He also founded an outlying castle called Dünamünde at the mouth of the Daugava for the convenience of crusaders arriving from Germany.

Bishop Albert went back to Germany every year until 1224 to drum up support and keep the crusading spirit alive. But at a much earlier stage, indeed by the year 1202, he had realised that the presence of a standing army based in Livonia rather than short-term crusaders would be a great help. The problem was that for a secular knight the rewards of campaigning in the Baltic area were not great enough to ensure a long-term commitment. A short period of duty and an indulgence was enough for most men. The permanent life was far better suited to members of the knightly orders such as the Templars. They were sworn to hardship and hard work, and there was plenty of both waiting in Livonia. But when they were approached the established crusading orders were reluctant to spread their limited resources too thinly, so Albert did the only thing possible. He founded an order of his own: the Brothers of the Militia of Christ – otherwise known as the Swordbrothers. They wore a white mantle with the red insignia of a cross and a sword.
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A display in the Latvia History Museum showing the method of timber construction used in the building of fortifications prior to the introduction of stone castles by the crusaders.

The Swordbrothers’ primary duty was to provide security for the priests and missionaries to do their work, but the nature of the Livonian frontier immediately presented them with a subtle moral challenge to their assumed role. Unlike Muslims in the Holy Land, the Livs and Letts were not in possession of lands or shrines that had once been Christian. So was there any moral justification for attacking them? There was also the practical issue of the division of conquered territory. It was agreed that if further crusades acquired more territory, the Swordbrothers were to garrison what was won using the castles that now began to appear. Over the next few years the number of castles grew to form the line that is nowadays marked by a chain of ruins along the Daugava. But garrison duty did not necessarily imply ownership, and as early as 1204 Albert insisted that only one-third of any new territory could be retained by the Order. The rest had to be handed over to the bishop.

The first battle in which the Swordbrothers took part occurred in 1205 as a response to a hostile move from Lithuania. Viesthard, the leader of the friendly local Semgallian tribes whose lands were being devastated by the Lithuanians, came to Riga and chided the Swordbrothers for having allowed their borders to be overrun. The brethren were reluctant to go to war because Bishop Albert was currently absent, but Viesthard persuaded them in this direction, and a trap was set for the Lithuanians as they returned laden with booty. The ambush was a success and the Lithuanian leader was beheaded. ‘God sent such fear into the Lithuanians that they were so dazzled by the German arms that they turned away on all sides’, wrote Henry of Livonia.

Military operations recommenced in the spring of 1206 when Bishop Albert was confronted by Russian hostility in the shape of Duke Vladimir of Polozk, who demanded tribute from the inhabitants








The castle line expands















The advance into Estonia





















The Teutonic Knights take over






















The castles of Semgallia





















New castles and new challenges
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