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FOR DEVIN
With love and pride


Acclaim for James Reston, Jr.’s
WARRIORS OF GOD
“James Reston, Jr. . . . devotes his gift for words to the construction of a thrilling narrative.”
—The Economist
“[A] lively narrative thick with disturbing and provocative details.”
— Publishers Weekly
“A vivid reassessment of the major players in the Third Crusade.”
— Booklist
“Warriors of God . . . not only puts the reader in the thick of those ancient battles, but also helps the reader understand why East-West tensions remain.”
—Wisconsin State Journal
“Reston offers the reader a captivating story in a lucid and often humorous style. . . . Warriors of God is a fine example of narrative history.”
—Library Journal
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The crusader “movement,” as it is sometimes called, stretched over a period of two hundred years, unleashing a frenzy of hate and violence unprecedented before the advent of the technological age and the scourge of Hitler. The madness was initiated in the name of religion by a Pope of the Christian Church, Urban II, in 1095 as a measure to redirect the energies of warring European barons from their bloody, local disputes into a “noble” quest to reclaim the Holy Land from the “infidel.” Once unleashed, the passion could not be controlled. The violence began with the massacre of Jews, proceeded to the wholesale slaughter of Muslims in their native land, sapped the wealth of Europe, and ended with an almost unimaginable death toll on all sides. Bernard of Clairvaux, the great propagandist of the Second Crusade, would lament that he left only one man in Europe to comfort every seven widows.
There were five major crusades (and a handful of minor eruptions bred of the same instinct). Only the First Crusade was “successful,” in the sense that it managed to capture Jerusalem and in the process make the streets of the Old City run ankle deep with Muslim and Jewish blood. All the others were failures. Three of the five got close to the object of the enterprise, the Holy City. Only because of the disunity of the Arab world did the First Crusade succeed in capturing Jerusalem. Precisely because of the unification of Egypt and Syria into a united Arab empire, the Third Crusade failed to capture it. In the Fifth Crusade, Frederick II of Germany negotiated his way into the Holy City, only to leave Palestine weeks later, pelted with garbage by his own people.
The Third Crusade, spanning the years 1187–92, is the most interesting of them all. It was the largest military endeavor of the Middle Ages and brought the fury of the entire crusading movement to its zenith. Perhaps most important, it brought two of the most remarkable and fascinating figures of the last millennium into conflict: Saladin, the Sultan of Egypt, Syria, Arabia, and Mesopotamia; and Richard I, King of England, known as the Lionheart.
That conflict of giants in a grand holy tournament still resounds in the modern history and modern politics of the present-day Middle East. Indeed, its resonance is even broader: with conflicts between Christians and Muslims wherever they may exist in the world, from Bosnia to Kosovo to Chechnya to Lebanon to Malaysia to Indonesia.
Until this day Saladin remains a preeminent hero of the Islamic world. It was he who united the Arabs, who defeated the Crusaders in epic battles, who recaptured Jerusalem, and who threw the European invaders out of Arab lands. In the seemingly endless struggle of modern-day Arabs to reassert the essentially Arab nature of Palestine, Saladin lives, vibrantly, as a symbol of hope and as the stuff of myth. In Damascus or Cairo, Amman or East Jerusalem, one can easily fall into lengthy conversations about Saladin, for these ancient memories are central to the Arab sensibility and to their ideology of liberation. On the bars of the small, dimly lit cell in the Old City of Jerusalem where Saladin lived humbly after his grand conquests is the inscription, “Allah, Muhammad, Saladin.” God, prophet, liberator. Such is Saladin’s relation to the Muslim God.
The Arab world, it seems, is forever waiting for another Saladin. At Friday prayer, from Aleppo to Cairo to Baghdad, it is not unusual to hear the plea for one like him to come and liberate Jerusalem. His total victory over the Crusaders at the Battle of Hattin is held up today as the everlasting symbol of Arab triumph over Western interference. In Damascus, near the entrance to the central Souq al-Hamadiya, a heroic equestrian statue of Saladin graces the main plaza of the city. When protests take place, as they did recently over the renewed negotiations between Israel and Syria about disputed lands, the gathering place is Saladin’s heroic statue. In the office of the late president of Syria, Hafez Assad, an epic painting of the Battle of Hattin covered an entire wall, and Assad was fond of taking Western visitors over to it, as if to say that just as another Saladin will someday come again, so someday there will also be a second Battle of Hattin. Assad’s death and funeral in June of 2000, when tens of thousands of Arabs filled the streets of Damascus, provided a pale reflection of what Saladin’s funeral must have been like in March of 1193.
But it is not only for his military prowess that Saladin is venerated. He is also remembered for his humility, his compassion, his mysticism, his piety, and his restraint.
The legacy of Richard I of England is no less vibrant but somewhat different in nature. He is one of the most romantic figures of all of English history. In lore that has been embellished over the centuries and read to schoolboys at bedtime, Richard has become the very epitome of chivalry, the knight fighting bravely for his kingdom, his church, and his lady with ax, shield, and horse.
In my youth I was engrossed in the plays of Shakespeare and the novels of Sir Walter Scott that dwelt on this material. In the hills of northern Virginia where I grew up, I loved to ride behind the hay wagons and manure spreaders drawn by great sumpter horses, and to imagine these massive animals pulling the battle wagons of King Arthur and King Richard. In those same hills as I grew older, my favorite spot to watch the sun set over the Blue Ridge was a hill called Ivanhoe. I thrilled to the mail-clad warriors and their lovely liege ladies of the Hollywood movies: Elizabeth Taylor, Joan Fontaine, and Robert Taylor in Ivanhoe, Errol Flynn, Claude Rains, Basil Rathbone, and Olivia de Havilland in Robin Hood, James Mason, Rex Harrison, George Sanders, and Laurence Harvey in King Richard and the Crusades, Katharine Hepburn, Anthony Hopkins, and Peter O’Toole in The Lion in Winter.
There is something so wonderfully elemental about these romances. That in actual history, Richard Coeur de Lion did not quite measure up to the standards of his own legend does not dull his allure. He was a brilliant military mind and a fearsome general who understood the strategy and tactics of large forces far ahead of his time, just as in single combat he was unrivaled in bravery and recklessness. His enterprise, no matter what its final outcome, was incredible. And his return from the Holy Land and capture in Austria has the Homeric flavor of Odysseus. Richard is remembered for his bravado and cunning—and his extravagance. He is not remembered for his compassion, his tact, or his restraint.
In the story of the Third Crusade there is also a stellar supporting cast: a host of sterling knights on both sides who, like the white knight James d’Avesnes or the towering Arab knight el-Tawil, fought bravely and selflessly for their faith in the high tradition of medieval chivalry. The story has a brace of outrageous villains: Reginald of Châtillon, lord of el Kerak, who touched off the whole mess; Leopold, the duke of Austria, who broke the Truce of God and imprisoned Richard on his way home; Henry VI, the Holy Roman Emperor, who demanded the King’s ransom and thereby nearly bankrupted England; Rashid al-Din Sinan, the head of the Assassins, who struck fear in the hearts of all, including Saladin; and Earl John, Richard’s brother, later the king who inspired the legend of Robin Hood and signed the Magna Carta, and who tried to steal his brother’s kingdom in his absence. The saga has Eleanor of Aquitaine, Richard’s mother and Queen to both French and English kings, an original feminist, in whose glittering court at Poitiers, devoted to the supremacy of women, Richard was raised. Philip Augustus was the wily King of France and Richard’s companion in love and war, who bridled at the dominance of his old lover in their joint military exploits and eventually betrayed Richard with the passion of the spurned. And Alais was the ultimate pawn of European royalty: mistress of Richard’s father, Henry II, half sister of Philip Augustus, betrothed to Richard and then cast off by him, finally prisoner of Eleanor.
For this epic confrontation the Holy Land is the setting. To travel in one’s imagination with Richard and Saladin over this sacred ground is very different from traveling it with Jesus or Muhammad. The tale begins in the wilderness of Moab, where Moses was held hostage for forty years, moves to the Battle of Hattin, fought on the mountain where many believe the Sermon on the Mount was delivered, and then on to Jerusalem, which Saladin captures and defends and from whose Dome of the Rock the Prophet Muhammad ascended into heaven on his nocturnal journey to Allah.
It is not hard to imagine the exhilaration of the crusading foot soldier when he first stepped on the same mottled ground where Jesus himself had walked in Caesarea or Jaffa or Emmaus, and how deeply that must have affected his motivation to fight, and, ironically, to kill. Equally, it is not hard to imagine the extra effort required of the Muslim soldier to defend his land and its native faith. Jerusalem, sacred to Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, is the touch-stone for all. Just as today where the bells tolling for nones mix with the cry of muezzin to prayer and the chant of the orthodox Jew, where the mosque of Omar is joined with brick and mortar to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, and not far from the Western Wall, the Holy City lives in the dreams and the imagination of all the participants. The vibrancy of those feelings about Jerusalem, to capture it or to defend it for the faith, heightens the ferocity of the conflict. These same passions are no less vibrant today.
In my conversations with Arab scholars in Syria, Jordan, and East Jerusalem, I became aware early in this project how differently the crusading period is seen from the Arab side. There, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries are seen not as the history of five crusades but as a continuous struggle over more than a century to resist foreign invasion and to reclaim their land from foreign occupation. From the Arab perspective there are three periods, not five: the collapse of the divided Islamic world with the initial invasion of the First Crusade; the struggles to mobilize the power of many Arabian tribes, caliphates, and sects into a united response to the European invasion; and finally, the victory and culmination that was Saladin.
The symbolism of the Third Crusade hovers over the modern history and modern politics of the Middle East. On December 11, 1917, when General Edmund Allenby walked through Jaffa Gate to accept the surrender of the Turks after four hundred years of rule, the press made much about the consummation of Europe’s last crusade. In July 1920, when the French general Henri Gouraud took charge of Damascus, he strode to Saladin’s tomb next to the Grand Mosque and exclaimed, to the everlasting disgust of modern Arabs, “Saladin, we have returned. My presence here consecrates the victory of the Cross over the Crescent.”
Across the centuries the Crusader fortress of Beaufort in southern Lebanon has been a strategic battle prize for many hostile armies in the Middle East and has changed hands many times. In 1982 it was besieged once again, this time by General Ariel Sharon, just as Saladin did nine centuries ago, and in May of 2000 the Israelis evacuated the fortress, just as Reynauld of Sidon had done in 1187, as Palestinians jubilantly took charge of the bastion once again. In today’s Israel, Highway 1—known as Bab al Vad, the Gate to the Valley, between the plain of Ramla and Jerusalem—travels the route through the Judean Hills that Richard used in his thrust on Jerusalem in 1192. Now that same route is littered with the hulks of armor-plated convoy vehicles that were disabled in the Israeli War of Liberation in 1948.
“The difference is,” said my friend David Passow, a veteran of the early Zionist struggles and now a professor of history at Hebrew University, “we made it, and he didn’t.”
In Arabic literature today the Jews are seen as the modern crusaders, essentially European peoples who have invaded and occupied the Arab homeland. Just as a handful of crusaders controlled the Arab masses with their network of daunting fortresses and tight urban communities, so today, say Arab intellectuals, Israel controls the Arab majority with its American-backed military might and its fortified, barbed-wire-encircled hilltop settlements. It is an article of faith on the Arab side that through the slow and mysterious but inevitable forces of history, the Israelis, like the Crusaders, will eventually be forced out of Palestine. Arab ideology embraces the long view of history: It took eighty years for Saladin and his predecessors Nur ad Din and Zengy to displace the Crusaders. The state of Israel is scarcely more than fifty years old.
Now as in the twelfth century the problem for the Arabs is their disorganization and division. If it will take another Saladin to collect again the power of a thousand Arab tribes, a number of Arab leaders have been eager to assume the role. In the 1950s Gamal Abdel Nasser invoked Saladin continually in his efforts to forge the United Arab Republic and to force the British and French out of the Sinai and the Suez Canal. During the Gulf War, despite the guffaws of his fellow Arabs who supported the NATO coalition rather than him, Saddam Hussein reached for Saladin’s mantle, making much of the fact that he and Saladin were born in the same town in Kurdistan, Takreet. After the collapse of the Middle East talks in the summer of 2000, the whole Gaza Strip welcomed the uncompromising Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat home from Camp David with a blaze of banners proclaiming him to be the “Palestinian Saladin.” Once again, wrote the Israeli writer Amos Oz in the New York Times, “the specter of Saladin” hovered over the Middle East. And finally, when violence erupted across Israel and the West Bank in October 2000, after Ariel Sharon visited the Temple Mount, bands of Palestinian youth calling themselves the “Saladin Brigades” rampaged through the narrow alleys of East Jerusalem.
The Third Crusade was Holy War at its most virulent. Inevitably there was much about it that was unholy, indeed, sacrilegious: the pogroms of Jews, the lust for booty, the effusions of greed, the fighting and killing for their own sake—all in the name of piety. Here Holy War was in its infancy but practiced at the height of its ferocity. In the first instance it was a Christian Holy War that was met in response and in reaction by the Muslim concept of jihad. Jihad is, by definition, a defensive concept, conditioned upon the provocation of an unbelieving aggressor. In the Koran the believer is called upon “to fight in the way of God with those who fight with you . . . but aggress not: God loves not the aggressors” (2:190). From this holy and defensive fighting, great heavenly rewards will flow.
And so it is an irony of history that today, the word “jihad” strikes fear in the hearts of many Westerners and Western governments who associate it with terrorism and Islamic fanaticism. But there is nothing in Islamic history that rivals the terror of the Crusades or the Christian fanaticism of the twelfth century.
In the spring of 2000 the Crusades were back in the news. On the Sunday before his historic pilgrimage to the Holy Land, Pope John Paul II issued a sweeping apology for all the sins committed by the Roman Church in the name of religion over the past two thousand years. Called “Memory and Reconciliation,” and following the 1992 apology for the treatment of Galileo, the proclamation was yet another act of digesting the dark episodes of church history at the millennium as part of a process the Holy See has called “historical purification.” In the litany of atrocities against Jews, Muslims, women, and ethnic groups, the Crusades were specifically mentioned.
For the Muslim population in the Middle East, the papal pronouncement was cause for celebration. In the matter of religious apologies, the Crusades, at last, had received equal billing with the Holocaust. How the Pontiff might elaborate on his apology when he reached Israel was much anticipated. As it turned out, John Paul did not elaborate at all, and the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem was not pleased.
“There have been many massacres in the world,” the chief Islamic cleric said. “Why is this Holocaust in particular more important? When it comes to our cause, nobody pays attention, whether it is the Crusader massacres against Muslims or the massacres against Palestinians committed by Israelis. And we don’t keep using and using these massacres to remind the world what we are owed.”
Only a few weeks after the Pope’s visit, I was back in Jerusalem. It was Easter Week, holy to Christians for the resurrection of Christ, the Holy Day of Prayer for Muslims, Passover for the Jews. Amid the throng at the Holy Sepulcher, I came not as a pilgrim but as a writer. I wanted to see again the sword of Godfrey of Bouillon, which is stuck away, not quite in disgrace, not quite in glory, in the sacristy of Christianity’s holiest church.
Mark Twain had also been interested in this dubious relic during his visit as an “innocent abroad” in 1867, and he was still living the romance. “I tried old Godfrey’s sword on a Muslim and clove him in twain like a dough knot,” he wrote. “The spirit of Grimes was upon me, and if I had had a graveyard I would have destroyed all the infidels in Jerusalem. I wiped the blood off the old sword and handed it back to the priest—I did not want fresh gore to obliterate those sacred spots that crimsoned its brightness one day seven hundred years ago.”
By the confessional booth a stocky, gray-haired Franciscan monk sat alone in his brown habit, looking a tad forlorn as he waited for a penitent. When I approached him, I learned that he was Brother Matthew from Pittsburgh, and he was glad for some small talk. Cheerfully, he agreed to show me the sword. During Easter Week in Jerusalem, I asked him, how should one best partake of the mystical quality of the city at this profound time? What service should I attend? What happened with the parade of cross? Where was the best pageantry? What church best celebrated the resurrection?
He looked at me indulgently. “Young man,” he said, putting his pitying hand on my arm, “this is not Paris. We do not have great cathedrals here. What’s important in Jerusalem is what’s in your heart.”
And then he pushed away a rack full of clerical vestments to show me the ancient sword.
JAMES RESTON, JR.
DECEMBER 2000


PART I
THE INSULT
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Fill my goblet, O cupbearer
 I am overwhelmed with passion. 
 The day I see you is a day of joy;
 You are as perfect as the full moon;
 You are more graceful than the willow branch. 
 The garden is fragrant with your scent.

For the love of God, O you whom I love
 Pour us out a drink, O pour into this goblet
 For the love of God, O you who can cure me,
 We accept all your words.
 Rose, basil or lily, 
 You outshine all the flowers.
MUSLIM DEFENDER SONG


CHAPTER ONE
[image: image]
A SULTAN IS BORN
[image: image]
EARLY IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY, IN THE city of Tovin in northern Armenia close to Georgia, there lived an eminent family of Kurds, the master of whose house was surnamed Najm ad-Din, which meant “excellent prince and star of religion.” Najm ad-Din had a boon comrade named Bihruz, a man of intelligence and charm, qualities matched only by his bent for trouble. Bihruz had the misfortune to be discovered in a compromising position with the wife of the local emir, who promptly had Bihruz seized and castrated and banished from his fief.
After this humiliation Najm ad-Din decided to accompany his disgraced friend to Baghdad, the seat of the Abbasid caliphate, where the Caliph, Al Muqtafi li-amri’llah (“he who follows the orders of God”), reigned supreme over the Muslim world of the eastern Mediterranean. In Baghdad the Sultan of Iraq noticed their talents. Since eunuchs were then favored as teachers and administrators, Bihruz became the tutor of the Sultan’s sons and a companion to the Sultan himself in the games of chess and draughts. He rose quickly in power and influence and soon became responsible for building some of the great buildings of the land. In his rise to power Bihruz brought his friend, Najm ad-Din, along with him. Among the rewards the Sultan bestowed on Bihruz for his service was the castle at Takreet, on the Tigris River, and Bihruz in turn bestowed the command of it on his friend, Najm ad-Din.
At the castle in Takreet, Najm ad-Din was joined by his younger and more ambitious brother, named Shirkuh, and together these Kurds from the north seemed marked for greatness. For the Arab world had arrived at a critical juncture in its history. Forty years earlier, in the year 1098, Europeans had descended on Palestine, conquering Jerusalem in what the Franks called a crusade and establishing a powerful state called the Kingdom of Jerusalem, which stretched from Antioch in the north to Elath on the Red Sea. Along the coastline and in the mountains the foreigners built huge fortresses to protect their kingdom, and thus the Muslim world was fractured and invaded, beaten, and occupied.
In the year 532 (A.D. 1137 in the Christian calendar) a son named Yusuf was born to Najm ad-Din. In Arab lands this was an ambiguous name, which was associated with all the vicissitudes of the life of Joseph the Prophet, the low life as well as the high, the greed and falseness as well as the piety and truth. The circumstances of Yusuf’s birth seemed ominous as well. For on the very night that Yusuf was born, the child’s uncle, Shirkuh, had a dispute with the Isfahsalar, commander at the castle gate, after the officer had insulted a woman and she had come to Shirkuh in tears. In a rage Shirkuh snatched the halberd of the commander and killed him with his own weapon. When their powerful patron, the eunuch Bihruz, heard of this in Baghdad, he was appalled and banished the brothers from Takreet in disgrace. That so terrible an event accompanied the birth of Yusuf was considered a bad sign, but later it would be said, “Good may come of adversity when you least expect it. And such was the case with Yusuf.” From Takreet the brothers went to Mosul in northern Mesopotamia.
In Mosul, in the face of the European occupation of Palestine, a strong Arab leader named Zengy had taken power and was making strides in uniting the far-flung domains of Islam, where Mesopotamia was traditionally divided from Syria, where Antioch fought with Aleppo, Tripoli with Homs, Jerusalem with Damascus, where the Sunni branch of Islam fought with the Shi’ite branch. In his quest to overcome the divisions of the Muslim world, Zengy called these Kurdish brothers to his service. Najm ad-Din became the commander of Zengy’s fortress in Baalbek in the Bekáa Valley, while Shirkuh became a powerful commander in the vizier’s armies.
In November 1144, Zengy’s forces captured Edessa in northern Mesopotamia, and thus the first of the fledgling Crusader provinces fell. The fall of Edessa was a shock to Europe. Largely through the eloquence of the Cistercian monk Bernard of Clairvaux, a campaign for a new Crusade began, and among the first to heed this call was the King of France, Louis VII, and his Queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine. In 1146, before the new Crusaders arrived in the Holy Land, Zengy died, and he was replaced by an even more powerful figure, Nur ad-Din. Two years later the Crusader forces were crushed outside the walls of Damascus, turning the Second Crusade into a total disaster and emboldening the forces of Islam further in their quest for the reconquest of Palestine.
The boy, Yusuf, grew up in Baalbek and Damascus. Though he was slight of build, his intelligence, his mannerliness, his generosity, his piety, and his modesty were noticed in the palaces of Damascus. Like a few others of his age, he was drawn to wine and women in his adolescence, but the seriousness of the historical situation eventually impressed him, and he renounced these temptations. Later it would be said that from the education of his sovereign, Nur ad-Din, Yusuf—later called Salah ad-Din or Saladin—learned to walk in the path of righteousness, to act virtuously, and to be zealous in waging war against infidels. In the court of Damascus the principle of striving in Allah’s cause was emphasized, and the youth took to heart this invocation in the Koran: “Those who strive in Our Cause, we will surely guide in Our way, for verily Allah is with those who do right.”
In 1163 Nur ad-Din saw clearly the next step in the unification of the Arab world against the European occupation. In Egypt the Fatimite caliphate (which practiced the Shi’ite rather than the Sunni way of Islam) was in disarray, and this presented the lord of Syria with a target of opportunity. Nur ad-Din ordered Shirkuh, Saladin’s charismatic uncle, to undertake a succession of invasions to the south and ordered the young Saladin, now twenty-six years old, to accompany his uncle. Reluctantly, Saladin complied.
As Shirkuh and Saladin headed south, Nur ad-Din himself laid siege to the greatest of all the Crusader castles, Krak des Chevaliers, in central Syria, but the fortress was impregnable and the Muslim forces were turned back. The time was not yet ripe for a frontal assault on the Crusader kingdom.
In 1164, with Saladin in command of the vanguard of the army, Shirkuh conquered Cairo. But within weeks he was forced to withdraw when Crusader forces came to the aid of the Egyptian caliphate. Three years later a second invasion failed, again due to the support of the Crusaders, for above all else the Crusader kingdom could not abide a united Egypt and Syria. So desperate was this crisis considered in the Crusader kingdom that any baron refusing to heed the summons forfeited 10 percent of his income. Two further invasions faltered, until on January 8, 1169, in the fifth attempt, Shirkuh entered Cairo in triumph. Gloriously, he proclaimed himself to be the new King of Egypt—and then, abruptly, died two months later. Poison was suspected.
Pondering this reverse in Damascus, Nur ad-Din settled on Saladin as his uncle’s successor. The young soldier was chosen not because of his strengths but because of the perceived weaknesses of his youth and inexperience. In truth, Nur ad-Din did not want a powerful competitor in Cairo, and he was certain that he could control his malleable and polite ward. In this he would be disappointed.
At first Saladin was the compliant subordinate. Mercilessly, he followed Nur ad-Din’s orders to expunge the Shi’ite way of Islam in Egypt and replace it with the Sunni way. He requested of his lord that his father, Najm ad-Din, be allowed to come to Cairo. “My happiness will thus be complete,” he wrote to his lord in Damascus, “and my adventure will be similar to that of Yusuf [Joseph] the faithful.” Nur ad-Din granted the request. When Najm ad-Din arrived in the spring of 1170, his son greeted him with honors, even offering to resign and turn the command of Egypt over to his father. But his father replied, “O my son, God would not have chosen you to fill this post if you were not deserving of it. It is not right to change the object of Fortune’s favors.” Two years later, while riding near the Gate of Victory, the Bab an-Nasr, Najm ad-Din was thrown from his horse and died.
Between 1169 and 1174, while successive Crusader attacks sought unsuccessfully to undermine the grip of Damascus on Egypt, Nur ad-Din and Saladin developed an increasingly tense relationship after Saladin balked at certain directives from Damascus. Finally, in early 1174, Nur ad-Din had had enough of this impudence and mustered an army to invade Saladin’s Egypt. But on May 15 of that year, as these preparations were under way, Nur ad-Din died. Absurdly, his power was handed to his eleven-year-old son.
A year later Saladin led an army out of Egypt and took control of Syria. He was proclaimed the Sultan of Syria and Egypt, and his vast empire now held the Crusader kingdom in its grip like a lobster claw.
Only because of the divisions among petty potentates, because of the feud between the Islamic sects of the Sunnis and the Shi’ites and between competing caliphates in Egypt and Syria and Turkey had the First Crusade succeeded. But gradually, with a slow inevitability that was almost providential, the Arab world consolidated its power in the face of the European occupation. The Arab recapture of Edessa had been the critical first step, and the failure of the Second Crusade gave the Islamic world confidence that it could drive the Christians into the sea. A succession of three strong Arab leaders advanced the union of the Arabs: the able Zengy who had recaptured Edessa and ruled until his death in 1147, the powerful Nur ad-Din who united all of Muslim Syria and Mesopotamia under Sunnism and subdued Egypt in 1169, and now Saladin.
When in 1175, at the age of thirty-eight, Saladin took power in both Damascus and Cairo, the centuries-old divisions evaporated. The Fatamid caliphate of Egypt was finished, and with its demise the Sunnism of the north supplanted Shi’ism along the Nile. In the spring of 1175, Saladin was declared King of Syria and was recognized as the Emperor of Syria and Egypt by the titular leader in the Middle East, the Caliph in Baghdad.
“When God gave me the land of Egypt, I was sure that he meant Palestine for me as well,” Saladin proclaimed.
The dream of a united front against the Christians was a reality at last. That Arab dream was the Christian nightmare. For ninety years, through skillful alliances and offensive, destabilizing raids and strategic castles, the Latin Kingdom had kept its enemies off balance. The survival of the Latin Kingdom would now depend on its internal discipline and its military skill.
Before his final offensive began, the Sultan had one remaining task to accomplish within his own empire. He needed to subdue the last of the independent fiefs. In 1183, in the Muslim month of Safar (June) and after the death of a child-emir, he captured Aleppo. Beyond the military importance of the city, this triumph was fraught with symbolic importance. Aleppo was known as the Gray Castle, and among the public there was a popular saying that presaged even greater triumphs ahead:
Thy taking of the Gray Castle in the month of Safar announces the conquest of Jerusalem for the month of Rajab.
In 1186 the Sultan took Mosul in Upper Mesopotamia. He was well poised to strike. The month of Rajab was in the offing.

CHAPTER TWO
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THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN
[image: image]
THE LATIN KINGDOM OF JERUSALEM HAD come into existence eighty-nine years earlier with the First Crusade. In 1098 Godfrey of Bouillon had stormed the walls of the Holy City and massacred the Muslim defenders by the thousands. The stone streets of Jerusalem ran with blood, through which the victorious Crusaders waded before falling to their knees in a mass of thanksgiving at the Holy Sepulcher.
Thirty years later the small kingdom was at the peak of its power. Christian knights pushed its boundaries outward as if the Muslim world were a feather pillow. The kingdom had thrived on the division of the enemy. The thousand tribes of Arabia had their minor emirs and viziers, who aligned themselves with the caliphates of either Cairo or Baghdad, fought over petty disputes, and prayed as part of either the Sunni or the Shi’ite sects of Islam.
By 1131 the Crusader kingdom comprised the greater part of Palestine and the coast of Syria. The European invaders, who over time became known generically as Franks, concentrated in the important coastal cities of Latakia, Tortosa, Tripoli, Beirut, Tyre, Acre, Haifa, Caesarea, Jaffa, and Ascalon, as well as the inland cities of Edessa, Antioch, Tiberias, and, most important, Jerusalem itself. The rural areas were left largely to the native population, who outnumbered their overlords five to one. In their bucolic pastures the natives cultivated their crops in peace and were content to give half the harvest to their absentee landlords from abroad. These indigenous peoples were allowed to govern themselves.
In its entirety the population of the precious kingdom was about 250,000. Its leading cities of Jerusalem and Acre had about 25,000 residents (although in the aftermath of the massacre of Jerusalem, only a few streets were occupied and the new Crusader lords were forced to recruit inhabitants from other regions as the crusading army went home). The north of the kingdom was divided into nominally independent provinces: the principality of Antioch, and the counties of Edessa and Tripoli, whose lords were vassals of the King of Jerusalem to their south. With a few exceptions the grand personages of the Crusader kingdom had been the lesser personages of Europe, younger sons of minor households who had no real future on the Continent and had come to the Orient in search of wealth and position and adventure.
Against the seemingly inexhaustible manpower of the Muslim world the Christians had built their formidable network of great castles. This defensive system of strongholds stretched along the coast, and the castles were within sight of one another, so that signal fires could be seen from one to another. By a system of smoke and fire, the great fortress of el Kerak in the Transjordan, for example, could communicate with Jerusalem at night, over a distance of seventy miles. On mountaintops hovering over strategic valleys, these fortresses dotted the landscape at regular intervals.
The military monks, the Templars and the Hospitalers, were the backbone of Christian power. These zealots were former nobles who had given up their jewels and castles and ladies in Europe to take a solemn and chaste vow to defend the Holy Land. For a monk in a Christian order to bear arms spoke to the profound transformation that the concept of Holy War had wrought in the church. St. Martin had expressed the original orthodoxy in the fourth century: “I am a soldier of Christ. I must not fight.” To shed blood in combat was sinful, and on no account could a holy man have anything to do with temporal conflicts. The church strictly forbade not only fighting but the bearing of arms.
A few decades later St. Augustine had challenged St. Martin’s view. In certain instances war could be moral and even just. Just war must be defensive in nature when Christian soldiers took up arms to defend Christian lands against the enemies of Christ, and this concept fit very well with the defense of the Holy Land. Beyond that, war could also be holy, wrote St. Augustine, when God sanctioned it, and soldiers were servants of God. To preserve the purity of the church, to extend the faith—these refrains rationalized the new Christian combat. Charlemagne had put this new attitude into practice in the ninth century when he sought to conquer Muslim Spain and to create a vast Holy Roman Empire in Europe.
The new militants searched the Bible and the litany of saints for further sanction. In 2 Timothy 2:3–4 they found their certification: “Thou therefore endure hardness as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. No man that warreth entangleth himself with the affairs of this life; that he may please him who hath chosen him to be a soldier.” St. Michael replaced St. Martin, for St. Michael slew the satanic dragon in the Book of Revelation. St. George, the patron saint of England, also slew the satanic dragon, and he had been a real soldier of the King.
The mass of St. Michael became the war liturgy, said with utmost reverence before a great battle in the Middle Ages. By the eleventh century even the prohibition against priests bearing arms was waning. The church now required chivalrous and moral gladiators. While the propagandists for the new militancy did not expressly say it, they were adapting the concepts of the Icelandic sagas to Christian warfare: Valhalla became Paradise, and Woden became Christ. Christian soldiers were like the heroes of the Niebelungen, the Jomsvikings, and the House-Carles of Svein Forkbeard.
In this transition from Christian sufferance to Christian militancy, the individual soldier was often flung into ethical confusion. “Frequently he burned with anxiety,” read the biography of one soldier of the First Crusade, “because the warfare engaged in as a knight of the cross seemed to be contrary to the Lord’s command to turn the other cheek. These contradictions deprived him of courage. But after Pope Urban granted remission of sins to all Christians fighting the Muslims, then at last, as if previously asleep, his vigor was aroused.”
Before the capture of the Holy Land in the First Crusade of 1099, the Order of the Hospital had been established in Jerusalem to care for the poor and the sick. A papal bull formally chartered the Order in 1113 and put it under the direct authority of the papacy, making it independent from local control. In 1136 the Pope officially sanctioned the order to undertake military operations, and the Hospitalers would engage in major military operations in Eleanor’s Second Crusade of 1147.
Parallel to the Hospitalers, the Order of the Temple was established in 1119. In 1128 its papal rule was promulgated with a central purpose to protect pilgrims along the perilous pilgrimage routes of the Middle East. It drew its inspiration from St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who declared that “killing for Christ” was “malecide not homicide” and “to kill a pagan is to win glory, for it gives glory to Christ.”
A new knighthood was born in the holy chrism of the new chivalry. The warrior-monks took vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience like other monks. When they strapped on their armor, they promised, in battles with infidels, to be the first to attack and the last to retreat. In 1128 the Templars were given a white habit, signifying innocence, to which during the Second Crusade nineteen years later a red cross was added. In battle they had a black-and-white battle flag called the Beauceant, signifying their kindness to friends and their ferocity to enemies.
In principle, both the Hospitalers and the Templars satisfied the standards of Just and Holy War. The soldiers of Christ reported directly to the Pope through their Grand Masters. They were above the greed of temporal conflict and above the ignoble violence of the secular soldier. The military orders were at the height of their power.
Now on their mountaintop castles and urban bastions, these military monks looked east, across the tawny mountains and the vast deserts to the Muslim lands. Battalions of archers, squads of squires, and brigades of local mercenaries called turcopoles—soldiers of mixed blood who had proved effective over the years in fighting the mounted archers of the Arabs—supported these pious knights. Relying on the tactic of the cavalry charge of these passionate, well-armed, and heavily armored elite knights of Christ, the Christian army had proven itself to be invincible in pitched battle. But pitched battles were rare, and the Crusaders had done their best over the years to avoid them. In their tactical retreats they relied on their impressive castles.
With successive generations European traditions gave way to the customs and pleasures of the Orient. The short, stormy winters and long, hot summers transformed fashion and diet and lifestyle. The Franks shed their woolens and donned the burnoose and turban, the kaffiyeh and upturned soft slippers of the East. In the absence of wood for furniture and architecture, they sat cross-legged on patterned carpets and feathered divans, decorated their stone villas with silk and damask, perfumed their ladies with cosmetics and their rooms with incense, veiled them and took them shopping in open-air bazaars, bathed in deep tubs and discovered the joy of soap, cultivated exotic flowers in their gardens, became conversant in Arabic, spiced their rice with saffron and their tea with sugar and lemon, finished off their meals with melons and dates, and entertained themselves with Arabic lutes and native dancing girls. Life was good in this exotic garden of delight.
“The Lord made the wilderness so fat that where dragons and serpents had their dwelling there arose green reeds and canes,” said a resident of Acre.
In due course some Occidentals intermarried with Syrian, Armenian, and Byzantine women. These unions created a new class of European Syrians known as poulains, which translated as “kids.” The second- and third-generation Europeans came to think of themselves as Galilean and Palestinian rather than French or Roman, as citizens of Tyre or Antioch rather than of Rheims or Toulouse. Though they might dress in native garb and frequent the noisy souqs in comfort and even exhibit a degree of tolerance, the Europeans never lost their sense of being outsiders in their “Outremer.” They adapted but they did not accept. They were not settlers but occupiers. They appreciated their vulnerability and impermanence as if they were intent to avoid being the last generation to experience these sensuous pleasures.
By the late twelfth century, visitors from Europe to the East were shocked at the corruption and hubris, the softness and even effeminacy of their distant cousins. “Among the poulains hardly one in a thousand takes his marriage seriously,” wrote the Bishop of Acre about his wicked flock and their city. “They do not regard fornication to be a deadly sin. From childhood they are pampered and wholly given to carnal pleasures, whereas they are not accustomed to hear God’s word, which they lightly disregard. Almost every day and night people are openly or secretly murdered. At night men strangle their wives if they dislike them and wives, using the ancient art of poison and potion, kill their husbands to marry other men. In the city there are vendors of toxins and poisons, so that nobody can have confidence in anyone. The city is full of brothels, and as the rent of the prostitutes is higher, not only laymen, but even clergymen, nay, even monks, rent their houses all over the city to public brothels.”
As the descendants of the First Crusaders lost their European discipline and values, they nevertheless felt like perpetual strangers in a hostile land. Over the past ninety years, including the Second Crusade in the year 1147, they had lived in a state of ceaseless conflict with the Arabs and had developed a special contempt for the Syrians. “They are for the most part untrustworthy,” wrote the same bishop. “Double-dealers, cunning foxes even as the Greeks, liars and turncoats, lovers of success, traitors, easily won over by bribes, men who say one thing and mean another, who think nothing of theft and robbery. For a small sum of money they become spies and tell the secrets of the Christians to the Arabs, among whom they are brought up, whose language they speak rather than any other, and whose crooked ways they imitate.”
The Jews were assigned a different scorn, for they were sunk in their “perpetual shame.” “The Lord keeps them for a time like a log from the forest to be burned in winter, and like an evil vineyard, that brings forth only wild grapes,” the pious bishop wrote. “For they remind us of Christ’s death.”
By 1187 the cultivated Arab nurtured an equal aversion to the European invaders. The white intruders had contributed nothing to the culture of the Middle East, no institutions of higher learning, no art or music, only grief and bloodshed. “The Franks (may Allah render them helpless!) possess none of the virtues of men, except courage,” wrote a prominent prince from northern Syria. “They esteem no one but their knights upon whose counsel they rely.” Still the prince distinguished between the families of the first Crusaders and the parvenus like Reginald of Châtillon, the terrible lord of el Kerak. “Those Franks who have come and settled among us and cultivate the society of Muslims are much superior to the others who have lately joined them. The newcomers are invariably more inhuman than the older settlers.”
Among the newcomers was the King of Jerusalem himself. Guy of Lusignan hailed from a minor noble house in Aquitaine about which hovered the wonderful legend of descent from a serpent woman called Mélusine. Only a few years before, Guy had arrived in the East from France under curious circumstances. He had been banished from his native Poitou when he murdered the Earl of Salisbury as the pious earl was returning from a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. In an irony of the Third Crusade, Guy’s order of banishment was signed by the Prince of Aquitaine, Richard of Poitou, later to become Richard I of England, known as the Lionheart.
Seeking to turn disgrace into chivalry, Guy had conveniently taken the cross and headed for the Holy Land. He had achieved his status in Palestine, like Châtillon, by virtue of swagger and a well-placed bride. He was a better lover than a fighter.
Bold and ambitious and devilishly handsome, Guy had wooed the recently widowed sister of the King of Jerusalem, named Sibylla. Against the wishes of her family and against the advice of the church council, she had insisted on marrying this social inferior. An irregular ceremony was hastily performed during Eastertide, a time when marriages were generally forbidden, and abruptly this sly fugitive found himself in line to be King. William of Tyre, the great historian of the Latin Kingdom, remarked, patronizingly, that the lineage of this dashing upstart was “noble enough” to meet the bare essentials of royalty, but no one was pleased at the notion except Sibylla. With his marriage came a fief: Guy of Lusignan, descended from a serpent, banished from Poitou, fugitive and hustler, was now the lord of Jaffa and Ascalon.
From the moment of his marriage in 1180, Guy of Lusignan was flooded with good luck. The King of Jerusalem then was Baldwin IV, a wise and intelligent leader who had the misfortune to contract leprosy, which disfigured and blinded and eventually killed him and which, of course, prevented him from producing an heir. As Guy of Lusignan arrived on the scene, the King’s condition was worsening with every passing year. His heir was his nephew, who was a sickly toddler. Between the King’s illness and his heir’s minority, Guy was appointed regent of the realm in 1184, and this put him in charge of the details of rule. The appointment further legitimized Guy and elevated his stature. But the resentment against this interloper among the indigenous barons was fierce, and it paralyzed the army. After he proved fainthearted in a confrontation with the Muslims at the springs of Tubania, Guy was dismissed from his regency. This did not affect his place in line for the throne, however, even though there were calls for Sibylla to divorce her husband and marry a more capable man. In the wars of succession, his rival in leadership and love was the patrician Count Raymond, who ruled Tripoli.
The leper King died in 1185, and his tiny nephew died the following year. Although Guy was resented and disliked by the barons and although the throne technically belonged to Raymond, Guy maneuvered his way skillfully to his ultimate goal. Once again a speedy ceremony was conducted in which the pretender donned the robes at the royal palace, and was hustled along to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher for the investiture by the Patriarch of Jerusalem. At Christianity’s holiest shrine the Patriarch crowned Sibylla queen. And then he said to her, as if he could not bear to hear her answer, “My lady, you are most excellent. It is convenient that you have with you those who can help you govern your kingdom, whoever that may be. Take this crown and give it to whatever man can best aid you in governing your kingdom.”
In this way the Patriarch divested himself of any responsibility for her frivolous choice. Naturally, she placed a crown on her beloved Guy’s head. The new royals were then spirited down to the Temple Mount for a feast among carefully chosen guests. With this unseemly haste Guy became King in mid-September 1186.
“He will not last a year,” an important baron grumbled. But the Poitevins in Guy’s circle exulted. It was now the Poitevins against the poulains, the name given the indigenous knights. The Poitevins in Guy’s camp taunted their opponents with a chant:
Maugré li Polein, Avrons nous roi Poitevin.
This arrogant and contemptuous sneer, “Despite the poulains, we shall have a Poitevin king,” created a resentment that would be long remembered. The new King of the Kingdom of Jerusalem never recovered the respect of his liege lords.

CHAPTER THREE
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THE FLINT AND THE SPARK
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IN BIBLICAL TIMES THE FORTRESS OF KERAK had been the ancient capital of the Kingdom of the Moabites. It was not far distant from the town called Rabboth, which, apart from its three springs that served the bastion, was best known as the place where King David had wickedly seized the beautiful wife of Uriah the Hittite, taken her to bed, and impregnated her before he had the wretched Uriah slain at the city’s gate.
He who controlled Kerak controlled all the trade, the pilgrimages, and the armies that passed through its bottleneck. The bastion was virtually a fortified city built on six stories, with an upper and a lower court. It was refreshed by thirteen cisterns, garrisoned by twelve hundred soldiers, appointed with multiple galleries, stables, storehouses, barracks, underground tunnels, a wine press, a kitchen with double sinks, and even a souq. Within its massive walls were stored provisions to sustain the bastion for a year. Constructed nearly a half century before on old Roman foundations and built quickly in just six years with local labor and slaves, its style was Byzantine. Its huge donjon in the south was surrounded by a high defensive wall punctuated at regular intervals by towers. Kerak was the finest example of military architecture of the twelfth century. Its location at the head of a cavern known as Wadi al Kerak, which sloped downward toward the Dead Sea in the west, allowed it to command all traffic from the Dead Sea. And it towered above the King’s Highway as the road narrowed into a ravine.
Beyond its strategic location, deep escarpments protected the castle itself on three sides, except to its east, which was fortified with high walls and a dry moat, over which a drawbridge could be lowered as the only entrance to the fortress. Called the “Crow’s Castle” partly because it hovered so closely and menacingly directly over the highway, the stronghold was considered nearly impregnable.
Saladin had found this out twice before. In 1173 he had mustered all his power against the citadel only to withdraw a few days later. He had tried again in 1184. “This fortress is a source of great annoyance to the Muslims,” Saladin’s court historian, Beha al-Din, had complained, “for it so effectually commanded the road to Egypt that caravans could not travel without a strong military escort. The Sultan resolved to put an end to this state of things and open the road to Egypt.”
Again the assault had been a failure and did nothing more than contribute to the reputation of Saladin, for he had purposely interrupted his bombardment of the place while a wedding was under way within the castle walls. In frustration Saladin had withdrawn to Damascus, burning the city of Nablus along the way, and had not returned to Palestine since. The Sultan understood full well that the fortress of Kerak was strategically placed at the elbow of his newly formed empire joining Egypt and Syria. Unless the fortress could be subdued, the coordination between the two halves of his empire would always be difficult in any campaign that meant to squeeze the Crusader kingdom in a vise and drive the infidel invaders into the sea.
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Thus the ruler of Kerak was arguably the most important lord in the entire Crusader kingdom.
In 1187 that ruler was Reginald of Châtillon. He was the most hated man in all the Muslim world. Like so many other second sons and landless lords, adventurers, and fortune hunters who populated the ranks of the European occupiers, Châtillon had come to the East in 1147 with the Second Crusade, more in search of wealth and power than for spiritual revenge. A minor noble from a northern French family with huge ambitions, he began his quest by seducing the recently widowed Princess of Antioch. That so eminent a royal lady, however flighty and pleasure-seeking she might be, should choose to marry down was a source of contention in Antioch, and both the King of Jerusalem and the Patriarch of Antioch opposed her union with so ordinary a knight.
Now the lord of the wealthiest city of the East, Châtillon made short order of this opposition. When the Patriarch refused to fund a punitive expedition to the Byzantine island of Cyprus, he was seized and conducted to the citadel, where he was stripped, honey spread over his entire body, and left for the flies in the blazing sun. When he came down from the tower, the Patriarch collapsed and opened his church’s coffers. This atrocity so horrified and intimidated the King of Jerusalem that he sent a conciliatory envoy to assuage the renegade. In the raid on Cyprus Châtillon deepened his reputation for wild and ruthless action when his soldiers raped the women, mutilated the opposition, and pillaged their way across the island. At last, in 1160, this wild man was captured in a Muslim ambush as he was engaged in cattle rustling and was imprisoned in Aleppo.
He spent fourteen years in captivity. In 1176 Châtillon was ransomed for the huge sum of 120,000 gold dinars, but after his years deep in the dank dungeon of the Aleppo citadel he emerged in the grip of an even more passionate hatred of Muslims, and he was greedier and more bloodthirsty than ever. In the intervening time his lady of Antioch had died, and so Châtillon found in Stephanie, the Lady Eschive of the Transjordan, another widow of opportunity. With her came the strategic bastions of Kerak and Montreal and the control of the southern finger of the Christian kingdom, all the way to Aqaba and the Red Sea.
This black knight-errant set out to create an independent fief in the desert of Gilead. His reign at Kerak was infamous for its wanton cruelty, and it was said that he encased the heads of his victims in a wooden box, so that when they were thrown off the high castle walls they would be conscious as they hit the rocks below. On his seal was the emblem of a griffin, the monster that was half eagle, half lion, with an inscription that touted the virtues of “civitas.”
To the weak kings of Jerusalem this wild wind of the desert was uncontrollable. He was, however, active in the power struggles in Jerusalem and allied himself with the powerful militant monks called the Templars. He joined his fellow Europeans in battle against the Muslims when it suited him. In the great defeat of Saladin in 1177, for example, where the Muslim forces were cut to pieces in a swamp near Mont Gisard, he comported himself brilliantly. But his reckless independent actions gained him the most attention, and especially the ire of Saladin.
The most spectacular of these came in the winter of 1182–83. In his demented imagination Châtillon hatched a plan to attack the very heart of Islam—Medina and Mecca, the holiest of all cities— promising to defile and dishonor them before they were demolished. He would drag the Prophet Muhammad, “this accursed camel driver,” from his tomb, he boasted, and he would raze to the ground the Ka’aba, the sacred black stone of Mecca, to which all Muslims turned to pray.
At Kerak, Châtillon built a fleet of ships, transported them to the Dead Sea for sea trials, dismantled them again, and had them transported 130 miles south to Elath, where, at the Crusaders’ stronghold on the Isle de Graye at the northernmost point of the Red Sea, they were reassembled and launched. Crisscrossing the Red Sea, looting villages on the Arabian and Egyptian shores, these pirates sent a wave of terror through the Muslim world, but it was slow to react. Saladin’s brother and his bedouins finally caught the pirates only a few miles from Medina. Inevitably, Châtillon escaped unharmed to the Moab while his buccaneers were strapped backward onto camels, taken to Cairo, and beheaded.
For this dastardly and contemptuous act Saladin vowed to catch Châtillon and personally decapitate him. The Prince of Kerak became something of an obsession for the Sultan, and he would spend the better part of the next two years trying to liquidate the threat. Meanwhile, the Caliph in Baghdad criticized the Sultan for failing to protect the pilgrimage route to Mecca, and this criticism hurt. In his defensive reply to the Caliph, Saladin tried to divert attention to rebellious stirrings in Mesopotamia.
“We are amazed that while we are defending the tomb of the Prophet (blessings be upon him), and are solely concerned with its protection, [the Prince of Mosul] is disputing the land which belongs to us and attempting to seize it unjustly.”
But Saladin’s raid against Kerak two years later was a failure. He retreated to Damascus and negotiated a truce with his Christian adversaries. “If the enemy incline toward peace, do thou also incline toward peace and trust in Allah,” counseled the Koran. The Sultan waited for another opportunity—and another provocation.
He did not have to wait long.
2
THE CARAVAN
At the third beat of the emir’s drum, in the winter of the year 583, known in the Christian world as A.D. 1187, the camels were saddled and loaded, and a large, heavy-laden caravan set out from Cairo, bound for Damascus along the traditional Transjordan route. It bore goods of extraordinary value: exquisite silks, metal-work with intricate floral designs, delicate pottery, spices, and heaps of gold and silver.
Because a truce had been forged several years before between Saladin and the Christian King of Jerusalem, it was considered reasonably safe to pass through the finger of desert that formed the southern portion of the Crusader land and then north along the hajj road. The master of the caravan was so confident in the truce, in fact, that his convoy was only lightly guarded, and it carried an important personage: Saladin’s sister.
Across the Sinai south of the Dead Sea along the route that Moses took after he crossed the Red Sea, the camel train traveled at night to the light of torches carried by footmen. The procession came to al Raqim, mentioned in the Koran as the cave of the Seven Sleepers, before it at last arrived safely at the extraordinary ancient Nabataean city of Petra. It was here that Moses had twice struck a rock and water had gushed forth. Here the caravan would rest for several days.
At Petra the Egyptians encountered the first in the impressive chain of Crusader fortifications that stretched from the Red Sea to the north of Syria. Overlooking the main thoroughfare of Petra where the Arabian traders haggled in the roseate caves of the Nubian sandstone and where the breathtaking archways and temples and tombs of a lost civilization towered over them, the Crusaders maintained a small fort and listening post on a high place called al-Habees. Then a mile from Petra, in the valley the Arabs knew as Wadi Moussa, the Valley of Moses, a larger fortress called Wu’eira Castle was the command post for the region and was garrisoned by a strong force of Templar knights.
Still, the anxieties of the Egyptian travelers eased as they left Petra and passed Wu’eira Castle without incident and set out on the well-beaten hajj road. This section of the legendary pilgrim route between Damascus and Mecca had also been known since biblical times as the King’s Highway. Moses had called it that when he pled in vain with the Edomites to let him pass through on his way to the Promised Land. “We will go by the king’s highway,” Moses had said. “We will not turn to the right hand nor to the left, until we have passed thy borders.” The Edomites were unmoved. He was detained there for forty years.
Thirty miles to the north, above fertile fields abundant in corn, olives, and grapes, towered Shobak, which the Europeans called Montreal. This was an even more impressive high mountain fortress, which had been conquered by the first Crusader king, Baldwin I, as he consolidated the gains of the First Crusade and established the European realm in the Holy Land. The fort was added to the Christian domain in the year 1115.
This redoubt, too, was passed without interference. Eventually the convoy crossed the cavernous Wadi Hasa, the boundary between the biblical domains of Edom and Moab, and made its way languidly into the plain of Moab, the wilderness where Moses and his people had spent their forty years of waiting. To the west, far in the distant haze, was the Dead Sea, “that stinking lake” as the Arabs called it, the lake of Sodom and Gomorrah, where no living thing could survive and over which no bird could fly.
Finally the procession passed into the dangerous seigneury of Kerak. Four times the size of Montreal, the fortress of Kerak loomed ominously above the travelers. Within the shadow of the massive fortress of the dark knight, the rich camel train was attacked on the hajj road, its armed escort slaughtered, its rich hoard seized, and its travelers—including Saladin’s sister—taken prisoner to the confines of the Crow’s Castle. When the prisoners protested his action as a violation of the truce, Châtillon spat back, “Let your Muhammad come and deliver you!”
When word of the outrage reached Saladin, his fury settled into a smoldering resolve. Again he went to his
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