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  The sketch maps are based on information derived from William Miller’s The Latins in the Levant (1908), Westermanns Grosser Atlas zur Weltgeschichte (1956), The Hamlyn Historical Atlas (1981), General Editor R.I. Moore and The Atlas of the Crusades (1991), edited by Jonathan Riley-Smith. The captions and notes on the maps in this book and the summary chapters introducing them have also proved a useful source for the main text.
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  My publishers suggested that a chronology of main events and lists of the principal rulers involved in the period as well as the Popes, might be of use to readers and I have been happy to comply. This book does not claim originality of research but it aims to offer a survey of an aspect of western European history familiar, at least as an idea to most people, but not, perhaps, known in much detail. It becomes clear that ‘a crusade’, though always proclaimed in the name of religion, could in fact be prosecuted for a mixture of motives of which the political and economic could often, perhaps generally, displace the idealistic. The British Prime Minister Harold Wilson once famously said ‘Socialism is a Crusade or it is nothing.’ Those of a different political persuasion would no doubt passionately object to this use of the word. But it continues to be used as a rallying cry for the most diverse causes.
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  Chronology of Jihad and Crusade
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  The Muslim world known to the crusaders stretched from Spain to Persia (though Muslim conquests had extended into northern India and beyond) and most of this territory had been acquired by conquests from former Christian rulers, notably the Byzantine Empire. Thus, both the Byzantine Emperor Alexius I and the crusaders themselves, like the rulers of Christian Spain, could claim to be recovering lands properly belonging to the Christian faith. The campaigns against the heathen peoples of Europe were justified as defensive wars against a potential threat, in the same way as the American and British governments felt justified in advocating war against Iraq in 2002.


  (Capital letters denote pivotal events or key personalities)


  Muslim conquests from the death of Muhammad (632) to the Turkish capture of Nicaea (1078)


  
    
      	
        635–42

      

      	
        Arab armies conquer Byzantine provinces from Egypt to Syria – Damascus taken (635), Antioch and Jerusalem (637), Alexandria (642).

      
    


    
      	
        711–32

      

      	
        Muslim conquest of Christian Spanish kingdoms and cities – Cordoba and Seville (711); Toledo (712); Zaragossa (714).

      
    


    
      	
        732

      

      	
        BATTLE OF TOURS/POITIERS Frankish ruler, Charles Martel ends Muslim advance in Europe.

      
    


    
      	
        903

      

      	
        Conquest of the Balearic Isles completed.

      
    


    
      	
        965

      

      	
        Arab conquest of Sicily from Byzantines.

      
    


    
      	
        

        969–73

      

      	
        Fatimid dynasty founds Cairo and then extends empire into Palestine.

      
    


    
      	
        969

      

      	
        Byzantine Emperor Nicephorus II recovers Antioch.

      
    


    
      	
        985

      

      	
        Antioch falls to Turks by treachery.

      
    


    
      	
        1012

      

      	
        Caliph al-Hakim destroys Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

      
    


    
      	
        1071

      

      	
        BATTLE OF MANZIKERT (Malazgirt, eastern Turkey). Sultan Alp Arslan defeats Byzantine Emperor Romanus IV.

      
    


    
      	
        1070s

      

      	
        Seljuk capture of historic Christian cities of Iconium (Konya) and Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey).

      
    

  


  


  Landmarks in crusading history


  
    
      	
        1090

      

      	
        Visit of Count of Flanders to Constantinople prompts Emperor Alexius I to consider recruiting Western knights against the Turks.

      
    


    
      	
        1095

      

      	
        November, Council of CLERMONT. FIRST CRUSADE proclaimed by Pope URBAN II.

      
    


    
      	
        1096–97

      

      	
        Arrival of main armies at Constantinople under papal legate Bishop Adhémar of Le Puy.

        Military leaders: Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lorraine, Raymond of Toulouse, Robert of Normandy, Stephen of Blois, Hugh of Vermandois, Bohemond of Otranto. They swear loyalty to Emperor Alexius.

      
    


    
      	
        1097

      

      	
        April Capture of Nicaea.

        July Victory of Dorylaeum over Kilij Arslan.

      
    


    
      	
        1098

      

      	
        March Baldwin of Boulogne takes Edessa.

        June Capture of Antioch after an eight-month siege.

        Bohemond takes control of the city.

      
    


    
      	
        1099

      

      	
        15 July JERUSALEM CAPTURED.

      
    


    
      	
        1101–02

      

      	
        Lombard Crusade defeated at Amasya.

        Crusade of William of Aquitaine defeated at Heraclea.

      
    


    
      	
        1107–08

      

      	
        Crusade against Byzantine Empire proclaimed by Pope

        Paschal II in favour of Bohemond, lord of Antioch.

      
    


    
      	
        1107–10

      

      	
        Crusade of Sigurd of Norway.

      
    


    
      	
        1113

      

      	
        Knights Hospitaller given papal privilege by Pope Paschal II.

      
    


    
      	
        1114

      

      	
        Catalan Crusade against Muslim Balearic Islands.

      
    


    
      	
        1118–20

      

      	
        Knights Templar established in Jerusalem.

      
    


    
      	
        1119

      

      	
        BATTLE OF SARMADA or ‘The Field of Blood’ – the defeat of Roger of Antioch by Ilghazi of Aleppo.

      
    


    
      	
        1135

      

      	
        Innocent II proclaims crusade against anti-pope Anacletus II

      
    


    
      	
        1144

      

      	
        December ZANGI of Mosul takes EDESSA.

      
    


    
      	
        1145

      

      	
        December Pope Eugenius III proclaims a crusade.

      
    


    
      	
        1147–49

      

      	
        SECOND CRUSADE.

        Military leaders: Conrad III of Germany, Louis VII of France.

      
    


    
      	
        

        1147

      

      	
        October Capture of Muslim Lisbon by English and northern crusaders.

      
    


    
      	
        1148

      

      	
        July Defeat of Conrad and Louis before Damascus.

      
    


    
      	
        1154

      

      	
        Nur al-Din enters Damascus.

      
    


    
      	
        1169

      

      	
        Saladin wins control of Egypt.

      
    


    
      	
        1172

      

      	
        Saladin displaces Fatimid Caliph in Cairo.

      
    


    
      	
        1174

      

      	
        Death of Nur al-Din.

      
    


    
      	
        1170s

      

      	
        Foundation of Spanish military orders of Santiago, Avis and Alcántara.

      
    


    
      	
        1174–86

      

      	
        Saladin wins control of Damascus, Aleppo and Mosul.

      
    


    
      	
        1187

      

      	
        July BATTLE OF HATTIN.

        October JERUSALEM FALLS TO SALADIN.

      
    


    
      	
        1187

      

      	
        29 October Pope Gregory VIII proclaims a crusade.

      
    


    
      	
        1189–92

      

      	
        THIRD CRUSADE.

        Military leaders: Emperor Frederick I, Philip II Augustus King of France, Richard I King of England.

      
    


    
      	
        1189

      

      	
        May Departure of Emperor Frederick for Holy Land.

        August SIEGE OF ACRE begins.

      
    


    
      	
        1190

      

      	
        June Death of Emperor Frederick on crusade.

      
    


    
      	
        1191

      

      	
        June Richard of England takes Cyprus.

        Richard arrives at Acre.

        July ACRE CAPITULATES to crusaders.

      
    


    
      	
        1192

      

      	
        September Treaty of Jaffa between Richard I and Saladin.

      
    


    
      	
        1193

      

      	
        The death of Saladin.

      
    


    
      	
        1193–1230

      

      	
        Livonian crusades.

      
    


    
      	
        1202

      

      	
        Order of Sword Brethren founded.

      
    


    
      	
        1198

      

      	
        Foundation of Teutonic Order. August Pope Innocent III proclaims a crusade.

      
    


    
      	
        1202–1204

      

      	
        FOURTH CRUSADE.

        Leaders: Boniface of Montferrat, Doge Dandolo of Venice.

      
    


    
      	
        1204

      

      	
        April Crusaders’ SACK OF CONSTANTINOPLE.

      
    


    
      	
        1208

      

      	
        ALBIGENSIAN CRUSADE proclaimed by Pope INNOCENT III.

      
    


    
      	
        1212

      

      	
        The Children’s Crusade.

        Spanish crusade proclaimed by Pope INNOCENT III. BATTLE OF LAS NAVAS DE TOLOSA, Spanish and Portuguese defeat Almohads.

      
    


    
      	
        1213

      

      	
        Crusade for Holy Land proclaimed by INNOCENT III.

      
    


    
      	
        1216

      

      	
        Foundation charter of Dominican order of preachers at Toulouse.

        Missionaries against the Albigenses.

      
    


    
      	
        

        1217–29

      

      	
        FIFTH CRUSADE proclaimed by INNOCENT III 1213, Pope HONORIUS III, launched under Leaders Cardinal legate Pelagius, John of Brienne, king of Jerusalem; then, Emperor Frederick II.

      
    


    
      	
        1219

      

      	
        Capture of Damietta, Egypt.

      
    


    
      	
        1221

      

      	
        Crusaders capitulate at al-Mansura.

      
    


    
      	
        (1225

      

      	
        Teutonic Order established on Polish frontier with Prussia.)

      
    


    
      	
        1228

      

      	
        EMPEROR FREDERICK II finally sets out on ‘Fifth Crusade’ to Holy Land, though excommunicated.

      
    


    
      	
        1229

      

      	
        Feb–March Emperor Frederick agrees treaty with al-Kamil,

        Sultan of Egypt. Jerusalem restored to Christian rule;

        Frederick crowns himself ‘King of Jerusalem’.

        (Once called the ‘Sixth Crusade’.)

      
    


    
      	
        (1229

      

      	
        Teutonic Order’s first campaigns against Prussians.)

      
    


    
      	
        1231

      

      	
        John of Brienne, ex-king of Jerusalem, crowned Latin Emperor of Constantinople.

      
    


    
      	
        1229–53

      

      	
        Crusades in Spain lead to Aragonese reconquest of Majorca, Ibiza and Valencia; Castilian capture of Córdoba (1236) and Seville (1248).

      
    


    
      	
        1237

      

      	
        Teutonic Order absorbs Order of the Sword Brethren.

      
    


    
      	
        1239

      

      	
        Pope Gregory IX and Emperor Frederick II at war.

      
    


    
      	
        1240–42

      

      	
        English crusade by Richard, Earl of Cornwall.

      
    


    
      	
        1242

      

      	
        BATTLE OF LAKE PEIPUS, the defeat of the Teutonic Order by St ALEXANDER NEVSKY of Novgorod, halts eastward expansion of Order.

      
    


    
      	
        1244

      

      	
        August Final loss of Jerusalem.

      
    


    
      	
        1248–54

      

      	
        First Crusade of Louis IX of France, to Egypt (once called the ‘Seventh Crusade’).

      
    


    
      	
        1249

      

      	
        Capture of Damietta, Egypt.

      
    


    
      	
        1250

      

      	
        Defeat of crusaders and capture of King Louis.

      
    


    
      	
        1250–54

      

      	
        Following his ransom, Louis active at Acre.

      
    


    
      	
        1260

      

      	
        Baybars becomes fourth Mamluk Sultan of Egypt.

      
    


    
      	
        1261

      

      	
        Emperor Michael VII Palaeologus expels Latins from Constantinople. Byzantine Empire restored.

      
    


    
      	
        1268

      

      	
        Antioch falls to Sultan Baybars.

      
    


    
      	
        1269

      

      	
        Second crusade of Louis IX of France.

      
    


    
      	
        1270

      

      	
        Death of Louis at Tunis.

      
    


    
      	
        1274

      

      	
        Second Council of Lyons. Byzantine envoys make formal submission of Orthodox Church to Rome – short-lived.

      
    


    
      	
        1285

      

      	
        French crusade against Peter of Aragon in support of Anjou claim to Kingdom of Sicily.

      
    


    
      	
        

        1291

      

      	
        FALL of ACRE to Mamluk Egypt in May.

        In August Franks evacuate their last territories in Palestine.

      
    


    
      	
        1307

      

      	
        Pope Clement V proclaims crusade against Constantinople.

      
    


    
      	
        1309

      

      	
        Teutonic Order moves HQ to Marienburg.

      
    


    
      	
        1310–11

      

      	
        Knights Hospitaller establish their base on Rhodes.

      
    


    
      	
        1312

      

      	
        Pope Clement V suppresses Order of Knights Templar.

      
    


    
      	
        1328

      

      	
        Pope John XXII at war against Emperor elect Ludwig IV.

      
    


    
      	
        1344

      

      	
        Crusade League takes Smyrna (Izmir). (From 1374 to 1402, held by the Hospitallers.)

      
    


    
      	
        1348–51

      

      	
        Swedish crusades against the Finns.

      
    


    
      	
        1365

      

      	
        Crusade proclaimed by Pope Urban V in support of Peter I of Cyprus, seizes and briefly holds Alexandria.

      
    


    
      	
        1394

      

      	
        Crusade to Nicopolis proclaimed by Pope Boniface IX of Rome and anti-pope Benedict XIII of Avignon.

      
    


    
      	
        1396

      

      	
        Bayezid I defeats army of Sigismund of Hungary and his Western allies John at BATTLE OF NICOPOLIS.

      
    


    
      	
        1410

      

      	
        BATTLE OF TANNENBERG, defeat of Teutonic Order by joint Polish-Lithuanian force.

      
    


    
      	
        1415

      

      	
        Portuguese take North African port of Ceuta.

      
    


    
      	
        1420

      

      	
        Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal created Grand Master of the Order of Christ. His ships on voyages of discovery along the African coast bore the red cross on their sails.

      
    


    
      	
        1420–31

      

      	
        Crusades against the HUSSITES of Bohemia.

        Pope Martin V.

        Military leaders: Emperor elect Sigismund and others.

      
    


    
      	
        1439

      

      	
        At Council of Florence Orthodox Church makes short-lived submission to Rome.

      
    


    
      	
        1443

      

      	
        Pope Eugenius III proclaims crusade against Turks in defence of Constantinople.

      
    


    
      	
        1444

      

      	
        Crusade of Varna crushed by Sultan Murad II.

      
    


    
      	
        1452–56

      

      	
        Papal bulls of Nicholas V and Calixtus III sanction Portuguese conquests against ‘Saracens . . . and other unbelievers inimical to Christ’.

      
    


    
      	
        1453

      

      	
        29 May CONSTANTINOPLE falls to Sultan MEHMET II ‘the CONQUEROR’.

      
    


    
      	
        1464

      

      	
        Death of Pope Pius II, his proclamation of a crusade unanswered.

      
    


    
      	
        1492

      

      	
        Moorish KINGDOM of GRANADA falls to Spanish.

      
    


    
      	
        1523

      

      	
        Hospitallers quit the island of Rhodes, having capitulated to Sultan Suleyman I after a six-month siege.

      
    


    
      	
        

        1525

      

      	
        Albert of Hohenzollern, Grand Master of Teutonic Order in Prussia, converts to Lutheranism, dissolves the Order there and secularizes its lands as a hereditary fief in his family under the Polish crown.

      
    


    
      	
        1565

      

      	
        THE GREAT SIEGE OF MALTA Knights Hospitaller under Grand Master Valette repel the forces of Sultan Suleyman I.

      
    


    
      	
        1588

      

      	
        SPANISH ARMADA against Protestant England.

      
    

  


  Introduction: What’s in a Name?
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  A crusade, or a passagium generale, iter, voyage or Reise, just some of the words used by the participants themselves, was a military expedition sponsored and blessed by the Pope or his appointed agents, against enemies of the Christian Faith. In the 400-odd years covered in this book that term was, for Western Europeans, synonymous with the Roman Catholic Church. A crusade’s designated enemy was at first, and most usually, a Muslim ruler or region, but very soon crusades were launched against the heathen people of Central Europe and the Baltic region. The range widened to include heretics and schismatics deemed to threaten the authority of the Church, while more than once rival popes declared crusades against one another’s supporters.


  The Roman Church had an unswerving belief in itself as the vessel of divine grace in the world and the source of all divine authority, ordained by God and founded by His Son Jesus Christ on the ministry of His disciple St Peter, the first Bishop of Rome. In such a mindset it was impossible to conceive of the Roman Church as doing wrong, or of Rome admitting any rival to an equality of authority. To maintain its power and to extend the sway of Roman Catholic Christianity in the service of the Prince of Peace, even warfare was permitted – within the terms of a strict code of the Just War evolved by Church lawyers. The vast majority of Western Christians accepted these awesome claims. Many were to embark on the arduous and dangerous expeditions and all who did so were pledged by vows to the Cross, and assured of spiritual benefits in this life and the life to come.


  If we take as our starting point the Council of Clermont of 1095 when Pope Urban II preached what we know as the First Crusade and, as the end of our story, the Spanish Armada against England in 1588, blessed by Pope Sixtus V and which was the last ‘expedition of the Cross’ on a comparable scale, we find ourselves confronted with a period of some 490 years during which hundreds of thousands of men, and many thousands of women too, embarked on hazardous military campaigns in the name of God and, as they believed, under the direct patronage of His representative upon earth. The enemy in these holy wars might be unbelievers such as the ‘infidel’ Muslim states in the Mediterranean lands once ruled by the Christian Roman Empire, they might be heathen Prussians or Slavs or Wends on the northern frontiers of Roman Catholic Christendom, but they might also be heretics – dissident Christians who rejected what was considered the true faith; and they might even be members of the other great community of Christendom – the Eastern Orthodox Church with its seat in the great Christian city of Constantinople sacked by crusaders in 1204.


  While historians accept the word ‘crusade’ as a convenient term to cover the various words used by contemporaries, some question the traditional enumeration since it covers only campaigns against the Muslim world and even omits many of these. However, since the First Crusade of 1095 is accurately so called, the Second Crusade of 1148–49 is well remembered by all admirers of Eleanor of Aquitaine, the Third Crusade of the 1190s is identified for the English-speaking world with the names of Richard I, the Lionheart, and Saladin, and the Fourth Crusade of 1204 is notorious for the sacking of Constantinople, these names are universally adopted. This Introduction sets out to describe what the word ‘crusade’ means: the rest of the book aims to narrate the principal events of crusading history and give some idea of what the people involved supposed they were doing. The crusades and particularly those to the Holy Land were, in the words of John Riley-Smith, ‘arduous, disorientating, frightening, dangerous and expensive for participants, and the continuing enthusiasm for them displayed over the centuries is not easy to explain’.1


  The Oxford English Dictionary’s first record of the actual word ‘crusade’ in an English literary text is for the year 1757 when William Shenstone referred to ‘cowl’d zealots [who] urged the crusade’. In French too, ‘croisade’, soon Englished as ‘croisad’, was a late comer, being a sixteenth-century adaptation from the Spanish ‘cruzada’ and/or the Italian ‘cruzeta’. From the thirteenth century on French vernacular writers spoke of ‘croiseries’ or ‘croisades’, in place of the more formal Latinisms (both words were adopted in English sources), officially in use. For example, men spoke of a ‘general passage’ (passagium generale), a ‘journey’ (‘iter’), an ‘expedition of the Cross’ (‘expeditio crucis’) or quite simply of a ‘pilgrimage’ (Latin, ‘peregrinatio’), while the crusaders themselves were commonly known as ‘crucesignati’, ‘marked with the sign of the Cross’.


  From the outset, pilgrimage was not, in the words of historian Marcus Bull, ‘simply a simile by which to make sense of the campaign’s novelty, nor as camouflage for expansionist aggression, but as the core of [such an expedition’s] purpose, form and rituals’.2 The enterprise launched by Pope Urban at Clermont was certainly a novelty, but Western Christians had been at war with the Muslim world in southern Europe for centuries. In the Iberian peninsula, conquered for Islam in the eighth century, the Spanish kingdoms had been warring with the Moorish states for more than 300 years; in Sicily Norman adventurers had been wresting the ancient Byzantine province from its Arabic rulers for the best part of 70 years. But, to follow the analysis of Bull, with Clermont three elements are brought together to create something entirely new in the wars between the religions: terminology (the vow), symbolism (the cross), and spiritual rewards (penitential remissions).3


  The tradition of pilgrimage was well established. By AD 350 there was a regular pilgrim route from Bordeaux to Jerusalem with hospices on the way and in the 390s Etheria, a noble lady of patrician family from north-western Spain, travelled to Egypt and then on through the Sinai desert, where she marvelled at the rock from which Moses had struck water and so to Jerusalem, where she attended the Sunday dawn Eucharist at the basilica ‘near the Anastasis . . . outside the doors . . . where lights are hanging for the purpose . . . and where the whole multitude assembles before cockcrow’.4 Christian pilgrimage to the Holy Places continued after Jerusalem, then part of the Christian Roman Empire, had fallen to the armies of Islam in their century of triumphant conquest which followed the death of Muhammad in 632.


  Travel lust and curiosity no doubt played a part but it would be superficial to discount the lay participants’ very real religious sentiments. As a social group, Europe’s knightly class was given to acts of practical piety as well as bloodthirsty warfare. And if we view their endowments of local religious communities as payments of conscience money, that is merely to admit that they were liable to the prick of conscience. The charters speak of a powerful sense of sinfulness, ‘a concern for the spiritual welfare of kinsfolk and an appreciation that a family’s . . . living members bore some responsibility for the dead’.5 Christendom itself was seen as an extended family while its members saw themselves as members of extended families inhabiting time and eternity. Mixed motives are the common condition of all humanity but mixed means good as well as bad. So when a man or a woman set out on the 3,000-mile overland track to the Holy Land with a glow of religious fervour in their heart, and on their return (should they survive) entered a religious community, it would be stupid on our part to discount their motivation as a mere tourist itch compounded with hunger for loot.


  At first, the majority of crusaders, calling themselves Franks, came from France, or French and Flemish Flanders. From the Second Crusade onwards in particular, contingents of Germans, English and Italians also contributed to a more or less important extent while individual men and women from virtually every ‘natio’ (Latin, ‘birth’, ‘tribe’) in Western Europe took part. To their Arab or Turkish opponents, for whom no doubt they all ‘looked alike’, all were Franks. The crusades played a formative role in Western Christendom’s development of self-identity. But the different ‘nationes’ were increasingly aware of their own distinctive traditions. Contemporaries distinguished between the bare-legged Scots, the superstitious English, the forest-dwelling huntsmen from Wales, the hard-drinking Danes or the Norwegians, connoisseurs of ‘raw’ fish. Germans were suspicious of the French and considered them arrogant. The French of course rejoiced in their superiority to all other peoples, though they, like the rest of Europe, distrusted the sophisticated, street-wise, business-oriented Italians. Everybody despised the wily, schismatic Greeks.


  In the Holy Land itself, there was similar diversity of cultural and ethnic awareness in which religion could also play its part. Arabs and Turks tended to be mutually hostile, as the latter asserted themselves as the new establishment in Syria. Both despised the Kurds, though they admitted grudging respect for Saladin the Kurd. Communities of Armenian and Syrian–Arab Christians established long before the coming of Islam, as well as scattered communities of Jews who antedated all, completed a complex multicultural patchwork which was to be torn and re-patterned by the incursion from the north.


  In the long perspective of Christian tradition Islam was a fairly recent arrival. After all, it was only in the seventh century of the Christian era that the armies of Islam had exploded in lightning conquests of the jihad or ‘Holy War’, after the death of Muhammad in 632. Under the supreme command of the caliphs, the successors of the Prophet and, like later popes, ‘Commanders of the Faithful’,6 Islam had conquered the southern Mediterranean coast from Antioch (Antakya in modern Turkey) through Syria, Egypt and North Africa to the Pyrenees from Christian kings and emperors. In the Roman Church’s doctrine of the Just War, the twin rights of defence against aggression and the recovery of territory from an aggressor were central to it. Whether the military expeditions we call the crusades were inevitable may be questioned, but the evolutions of history favoured the possibility.


  Whether justified or not, the First Crusade was, in administrative, logistical and military terms, an undoubted success. From the preaching of the expedition in November 1095 to the raising of the Christian standards on the walls of Jerusalem in July 1099 was a period of somewhat less than five years. In that time, forces had been mobilized in numbers hitherto unknown in the West. Military historian John France assessed William the Conqueror’s force at Hastings as probably no more than 9,000 to which we may add some 5,000 sailors for the Channel crossing. In 1081, the Norman, Robert Guiscard set out to conquer the Byzantine Empire with an army of about 15,000 fighting men. As a result of Pope Urban’s initiative bodies of combatants totalling some 200,000 men were brought together in four principal army groups and marched through often rugged, sometimes parched and usually hostile terrain a distance of more than 3,000 miles to a theatre of war occupied by an enemy population totalling several millions and with armies considerably larger than the effective fighting men in the crusader ranks on their arrival. They fought three great enemies: the Turks of Anatolia (Asian Turkey), the Sultanate of Baghdad, and the rulers of Egypt; won no fewer than five major engagements and took by siege three major cities and a number of lesser ones. It was, moreover, a theatre where warfare was endemic and conducted by highly professional troops and commanders according to battlefield tactics unfamiliar to Western European fighting men, techniques which had to be learned and adapted to, almost literally on the hoof. Today, when the motives of the crusaders have been the principal focus of crusade debate the military achievement is either ignored or discounted as the inevitable triumph of Western aggressiveness; but there was nothing inevitable about it.


  In military technology, equipment and theory the Islamic world was every bit as advanced as its opponents and equally given to the practice of war. The Turkish horse archers introduced the Western knights to an entirely new style of fighting. Westerners did occasionally fire from the saddle but there was nothing to match the divisions of trained bowmen in a Turkish army; with arrows that could pierce chain mail, their effective range of up to 200 feet of their composite bows ‘astonished’ the crusaders, while their rapid fire could produce a terrifying and seemingly uninterrupted hail of missiles as they swept in to the attack and then wheeled away with breathtaking manoeuvrability. It is true that the leather or quilted undercoat worn by the men at arms afforded further protection against simple bows so that knights looking more like pin cushions continued to march and fight. In fact, battle on the march, with armed men flanking and guarding horses and baggage, became one manoeuvre for a crusader army determined to make progress even against enemy action.


  Of course, the classic combat formation for the heavily armoured, professionally trained Western cavalry was the mass charge, with lances couched under the arm – the momentum was irresistible and terrified more than one Saracen force on first encounter. But the enemy soon learnt to scatter or part ranks to let the unstoppable juggernauts thunder past. More serious was the loss of horses, either from death in battle or fatigue on the immense trek to the Holy Land, which too often depleted this essential fighting resource of the crusaders. But the tough and brutal northerners, surprisingly perhaps, also proved adaptable to new conditions. In part this was encouraged by the nature of warfare in Europe of which the siege was a major factor. A successful siege required a head for organization and often the building or devising on site of specialized engines and equipment. In fact, it seems that the Western knight, used to combining the various arts of war on his home ground,7 was mentally attuned to problem solving on site.


  Most historians agree that Jerusalem was always Pope Urban’s final goal for his great passagium generale. Certainly the average crusader would have supposed he was committing himself to an armed pilgrimage in aid of the Holy City. Though a few were motivated by crude materialism, the outlay was considerable, the hazards equally so and the chance of any substantial gain was slight for all but a very small number of exceptional individuals. But the lure was undoubtedly there as the Indulgence Decree of Clermont implicitly recognized: ‘If any man set out from pure devotion not for reputation or monetary gain, to liberate the church of god at Jerusalem, his journey shall be reckoned in place of all penance.’8 In any case, by the nature of contemporary warfare, plunder was a normal part of the reward for hard campaigning. At their first set-piece battle in Anatolia crusaders rallied to the cry: ‘Stand fast all together, trusting in Christ and in the victory of the Holy Cross. Today, please god, you will all gain much booty.’9


  The inducements and motivations for the Muslim engaged in Holy War were surprisingly similar. Strictly speaking, the word ‘jihad’ meant ‘striving’ and this originally denoted the effort to advance Islam in one’s own life by striving for religious virtue. But it soon came to mean, even during the lifetime of the Prophet, striving by warfare to defend or to extend the ‘territory of the Faith’ – in Arabic, ‘Dar al-Islam’. The battle zone or ‘territory of war’ was known as ‘Dar al-Harb’. The warriors who voluntarily took up arms in such wars were entitled to booty as their reward on this earth and immediate entry into Paradise if they fell in battle. People had always known that some went on pilgrimage ‘simply to gain prestige of having been to Jerusalem’. Similar temptations were evidently felt in the Muslim world. At the siege of Malta in 1565, Christian skirmishers came upon a dead Turkish officer with a gold bracelet bearing an Arabic inscription which read: ‘I did not come to Malta for riches or honour, but to save my soul.’10 But pilgrimage was an expensive sop to one’s vanity: one might have to commit up to a year’s income and always there was the danger on the road, this increased with the Turkish incursions of the later eleventh century. There was safety in numbers – in 1064 some 7,000 pilgrims, drawn from all social classes, embarked on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem under the leadership of the Archbishop of Mainz and three other German bishops. Despite their numbers brigands ambushed them as they approached Jerusalem, and although they beat off the attack it was not without loss.


  Thousands went out of a profound belief in God and an equally profound fear of judgement on their sins. Equally, they supposed they were entitled to such rewards as might be going on the way. After all, had not Christ himself said, though in a perhaps less bellicose context, ‘the labourer is worthy of his hire.’ And there were rewards aplenty in the mayhem that passed for warfare back home. According to an admirer, the future King of England, William of Normandy’s favourite mode of war was unrelenting devastation to ‘sow terror . . . in the land by frequent and lengthy invasions’ and by inflicting an incessant toll of calamities. Vineyards, fields and estates with their houses and dwellings were systematically laid waste.11


  Devastation and brigandage were also the foundation of the eleventh-century Norman conquests in the south of Italy. They had emigrated to the Mediterranean lands as lances for sale in the service of the warring Byzantine and Lombard princes of the region. They soon turned on their employers and so was founded the greatness of Robert Guiscard. He died in 1085, his ambitions against Constantinople unfulfilled, but his heir, Bohemond of Otranto, was adept at this kind of warfare and attracted willing recruits to his banner. In 1089 this brigand arriviste was host at Bari to Pope Urban. Gossip later said he had urged the crusade on the Pope as camouflage for him to attack Byzantium. In fact, Bohemond’s kind of war, commonplace in France and a cruel oppression on the mass of the people, was probably a more compelling consideration with the Pope anxious to deflect the energies of the military caste, for whom murder and rapine were not merely a way of war but commonly a way of life. The expedition to the East proclaimed at Clermont opened up the possibility of combining warfare with a sense of righteousness.


  This new departure had, in a sense, been prepared some years before, in 1089, by the visit of Robert the Frisian Count of Flanders to Constantinople on his return from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. The Emperor Alexius I, impressed by reports of the prowess of Western cavalry, had asked his guest if he could send him a body of 500 horses. The following year he followed this up with a polite reminder and it seems the Western mounted men at arms arrived in Constantinople in 1091.12


  1
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  In March 1095, in the north Italian city of Piacenza, Pope Urban II opened the first great Council of his pontificate. Aged fifty-three, born of a noble family at Chatillon-sur-Marne to the east of Paris and educated in the cathedral school of Reims, this tall handsome Cluniac monk impressed contemporaries not only by his bearded good looks but also by his capacity as a diplomat and his dedication to the prestige of the papacy at a time when that institution was contesting for the undisputed supremacy in the affairs of Western Christendom with the German emperors, successors to Charlemagne. Courteous and persuasive but of unswerveable determination, in the seven years since his accession Urban had succeeded in outmanoeuvring the powerful and charismatic Emperor Henry IV, to establish himself as the spiritual leader of the West and reassert a considerable degree of political influence. The Council over which Urban was presiding, with bishops attending from France, Italy and the German lands of the Empire, was the supreme court in Europe. As well as matters of Church administration (including a decree against clerical marriage), its business included deliberations on the scandal of the French King’s adultery, and on a petition presented from Henry’s Empress for redress of indignities inflicted upon her by her husband. The Pope and his advisers also considered representations made by a delegation of envoys from Constantinople, the historic city of Eastern Orthodox Christianity, founded on the old Greek city of Byzantium by Rome’s first Christian Emperor, Constantine the Great, in 330. Within two centuries Roman imperial rule in Western Europe had succumbed to barbarian incursions but in the East the successors of Constantine had continued the imperial tradition. With the coronation of the Frankish King Charlemagne as ‘emperor’ by Pope Leo III in 800, Western Roman Catholic Christians considered the Empire had been restored. Constantinople saw these Western emperors as pretenders to a usurped title. There was also a divergence in religious matters over the centuries. While Constantinople held to Greek, the language of the Gospels, Rome adopted Latin, the language of the imperial administration. Important doctrinal issues also came to divide Rome from the Eastern Church, which proudly flaunted the title ‘Orthodox’. In return, it was viewed from Rome as schismatic in matters of doctrine, disobedient in matters of Church discipline and a rival for supreme authority in the universal Church. Pope Urban II’s predecessor, Gregory VII, had envisaged a military campaign, with himself as ‘general and pope’, to establish papal primatial authority in Constantinople,1 and some scholars have seen here the germ of the crusading movement. But at Piacenza in the 1090s such a plan was not an issue as the Byzantine envoys outlined the ideas of their master, Emperor Alexius I.


  Embattled in centuries-long conflict against the Islamic powers on its eastern and southern frontiers, Eastern Christendom was, at this time, specifically engaged in a war with the Seljuk Turkish forces with their base at Iconium (modern Konya). The campaign was going well, Seljuk power seemed in decline and Alexius seems to have reckoned that with a major push he could recover much territory lost to the Empire over the past half century. But he needed reinforcements. Above all, he was interested in enlisting a substantial body of the heavily armoured horsemen of Europe’s feudal knight service. He had been highly impressed by the military entourage of the Count of Flanders who had been his guest at Constantinople on the return journey from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. In a tradition stretching back to Claudius in the first century, Rome’s emperors had been using divisions amongst the barbarian peoples on its frontiers to its advantage, playing one off against another and, increasingly, enlisting selected tribes as favoured allies. In the eastern half of the Empire, such manipulation of barbarian rivalries became standard policy and for Alexius engaging Franks to fight Turks was a natural extension of it. But to recruit successfully in the Roman Catholic West he wanted papal support. His envoys at Piacenza were there to appeal to the Pope to encourage westerners to help defend the Eastern Christians against the Turks.


  The moment was opportune. The papacy deplored the more or less permanent state of low-level warfare between petty nobles which provided the environment of life in a society over-endowed with an underemployed knightly class short of land but high in ambition. For decades the Church’s hierarchy had been in sporadic dialogue with the very highest levels of lay society in regional peacekeeping initiatives known as the Peace or Truce of God, aimed at bringing some discipline into the lawless ranks of the lesser nobility, whose vicious rivalries brutalized society, flouted the Church’s teachings and often disrupted the schemes of their feudal superiors. It was a world in which an admirer of a count of Aquitaine could praise him as a man of pietas because he did not murder or mutilate his political opponents.2 Unsurprisingly in such a world, peace/truce initiatives tended to be ineffective and short-lived, and had little impact on the prevailing turbulence in French feudal society. However, while the movement in favour of such initiatives may not have provided the ideological spur for the crusading spirit in Europe, from the outset the practical arrangements in mobilizing the social and military resources for a general passage or crusade were closely associated with the kind of measures deployed to set up a Peace or Truce of God. Sometimes, of course, the Church harnessed lay violence in its own interest within Christendom. In 1066, Duke William of Normandy’s adventure against England had been blessed by Alexander II, angered by disciplinary irregularities in the Anglo-Saxon Church and the continent had been cleansed of thousands of ruffianly fighting men, now licensed to exercise their brutal trade in the territory of one of Europe’s ancient Christian kingdoms. How much better, to use the words of Sir Steven Runciman, ‘to persuade the quarrelsome knights of the West to use their arms in a distant and a holier cause’.3


  Urban invited the Byzantine envoys to address the assembled bishops and senior clerics. Seizing the unexpected opportunity to appeal directly to the movers and shakers in the Western Church, but perhaps sensing sales resistance to the idea of Roman Catholics serving under their Orthodox emperor, they spoke of the horrors of Christians under the Infidel and the merits to be won by their co-religionists in restoring them to Christian rule. In the spring of 1095, it seems, there was no talk by these envoys of the Eastern Emperor of liberating Jerusalem. After all, it had been in Muslim hands since February 638, when the Caliph Omar received its surrender from the Christian patriarch of the city, its chief magistrate.


  The Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, Empire – its capital the great city founded on the ancient Greek trading port, Byzantium, by Constantine, the first Christian emperor of Rome – had inherited all Rome’s provinces along the eastern Mediterranean coast, from Egypt through Palestine and Syria towards the frontiers with Persia on the east and northwards into Anatolia, which today we call Turkey. Cities of the region shared a common cultural heritage established by the Greek conqueror, Alexander the Great. Chief among them was Alexandria, whose libraries had been the storehouses of Hellenistic literature and science. In the coastline angle formed by northern Syria and southern Anatolia stood the immensely rich and populous trading city of Antioch (Antakya), and to the east of that Edessa (Urfa), whose citizens boasted themselves the most ancient Christian community outside Rome. Finally, of course, there was Jerusalem. As the place of Christ’s Crucifixion, the capital of ancient Israel was always the Holy City for Christians, but when Constantine made Christianity the religion of the Empire and, in 327, his mother St Helena announced the finding of the True Cross there, it attracted more special veneration and, soon, hordes of pilgrims.


  Jerusalem had, in fact, been briefly held in non-Christian hands for a time shortly before Caliph 'Umar took it for Islam. Rome’s traditional enemy on its eastern frontiers had been the empire of Persia, Zoroastrian in religion and covering modern Iran and Iraq. The Byzantine emperors inherited the conflict, with lesser powers watching the varying fortunes of the two empires as they warred across an arc from the Caucasus Mountains to northern Mesopotamia. Southwards, the superpower confrontation came to be cushioned by client tribes, supported by Byzantine or Persian subsidies according to their allegiance. Ethnically Arab, with contacts to the Bedouin in the southern deserts, both had adopted forms of Christianity and both were indebted to the Greek Hellenistic Syria. Multiculturalism was in the air. The dangerous and warlike Khosru II who became Shah of Persia in the 590s had a Christian wife, a Christian finance minister, and claimed the protection of Christian saints. Nevertheless, he ravaged the lands of the Christian Roman Empire, conquering Egypt, Antioch and in 614 making his triumphal entry into Jerusalem. By 620 Constantinople itself was under threat, the watch fires of Khosru’s army clearly visible from the city’s walls; but within the decade the lost territories were recovered. In a daring and decisive counter-attack the austere Emperor Heraclius drove deep into Persian territory, burning palaces and desecrating the shrines of Zoroastrianism. By 628 the discredited Khosru was dead, murdered by Zoroastrian ministers.


  Byzantium triumphant paused to survey its victory; instead it was to see the dust clouds of an undreamed-of enemy host, mushrooming out of the deserts of Arabia. The ancient titans had fought themselves to a standstill; the stage of history was set for a lithe and youthful antagonist, burgeoning in the mission of an inspired man of God among the disunited and disregarded pagan Arab tribes. In the words of an Arab envoy to the Persian Shah: ‘Once the Arabs were a wretched race, whom you could tread underfoot at will . . . Now, for our glory, Allah has raised up a prophet among us.’4


  According to Peter Brown in his book The World of Late Antiquity, the final conflict between the Middle East’s two ancient superpowers spelt disaster for the subject populations of the region. They had been mercilessly taxed, with Alexandria itself left partly deserted, while the wars had eroded the region’s defensive system against the nomadic peoples of the desert – Bedouin raiders rode unopposed up to the very gates of Jerusalem.5 The time was indeed ripe for the entry of a new player so far overlooked in the diplomacy of power politics. Already by 600 the Arab merchants of Mecca were investing heavily in trade with southern Syria and the Kingdom of Hira; their caravans traded regularly to Damascus and among them were ventures led by a certain Muhammad, business manager for a wealthy merchant’s widow, Khadija.


  The idea of Holy War was in the air. Heraclius had led his armies from Constantinople against Persia not only to recover the lost lands of the Christian Roman Empire, but also to recover the relic of the True Cross lost with the fall of Jerusalem. Muhammad, strong in the words of God dictated to him by the Archangel Gabriel in the recitation or Koran (Qur'an), proclaimed Allah among the polytheistic tribes of Arabia and united them in a new religion of undeviating monotheism centred upon the Kaaba at Mecca and dedicated to spreading the faith and submission to Allah – Islam – throughout the world. By the time of Muhammad’s death in 632 the traditional armed rivalries between the tribes had been renounced, and the vast region of Arabia transformed into a zone of truce. But if the community of the faithful, the Umma, was at peace within itself, the old spirit of aggression was still alive and needed other outlets. The old inter-tribal feudal rivalries were directed outwards at the world of the Infidel. ‘The conquest of the Byzantine and Persian empires was the price which others had to pay for the “pax Islamica” among the Arabs.’6 And the conquests would go far further. In one astonishing generation of conquest and treaty – Damascus and Alexandria and other key Christian cities were yielded because the Muslim high command was willing to offer generous terms – Constantinople lost Egypt and its possessions in Palestine and Syria from Gaza to Antioch and Edessa. In 718 the great city itself survived an Arab siege only thanks to its superior naval power. In the year 732, exactly a century after Muhammad’s death, when the Frankish general Charles Martel defeated an Islamic army between Poitiers and Tours near the banks of the Loire, the muezzin’s call to prayer was to be heard in minarets from the Pyrenees to Kabul. But already there were divisions in the Umma. The Arabic language, the language of the Koran and hence of Allah, necessarily remained the ‘lingua franca’ of all the faithful, but the Arab establishment found itself increasingly challenged or supplanted by other races – Persians, Armenians, Jews and later Turks – in the seats of power and influence. By the time of Alexius I, Turkish immigrants from central Asia had won power in Baghdad and encroached deep into the Anatolian heartlands of the Empire; the cities of Syria like Damascus and Aleppo were in a constant state of rivalry under their own rulers (emirs and atabaks), while in the south, from their new capital city of Cairo, caliphs of the Fatimid dynasty ruled Egypt and the lands of Palestine, seizing Jerusalem in 969. They claimed descent from the Prophet’s daughter Fatima and were of the Shi'ite branch of Islam, considered heretical by the main Sunnite rulers in Baghdad. The sixth Fatimid Caliph Hakim, called by his many enemies ‘the Mad’, abandoned a tradition of toleration to persecute Jew and Christians, and ordered the destruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Far worse than this, he announced himself the reincarnation of God. In 1021 he disappeared, probably assassinated by scandalized Muslims.


  The fate of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre would have angered the Caliph 'Umar. On that February day in 638, when he and his travel-stained companions entered Jerusalem as masters, they went first to revere, the Rock, on the site of the Temple of Solomon, whence his friend Muhammad, dead only six years before, had made his mystical ascent to heaven. Next they were shown the Church of the Sepulchre. The holiest of Christian shrines, it was also worthy of respect by Muslims who venerate Jesus Christ and expect his Second Coming in the Last Days.


  The reign of Hakim seemed in fact an aberration in the relations between the two faiths. Over the centuries generally speaking, Christian pilgrims were allowed access to the Holy Places and Constantinople had made no attempt to recapture the city. In the 1040s, with permission from Fatimid Cairo, Byzantine construction teams had rebuilt the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. But there were Muslims in Jerusalem who thought that fraternization between Cairo and Constantinople had gone too far and, in fact, this happy state of equilibrium was already under threat as a result of events in central Asia. Nomadic Turkoman tribes, converted to Sunni Islam during the tenth century, had been intruding into the lands of the Sunni Caliphate, ruled from Baghdad and its neighbouring territories. Like most converts they were zealots for their newly found faith. The caliphs recruited them as mercenaries and then installed them as advisers and ministers. The house of Seljuk emerged as the leading dynasty and its head, invested with the grandiose title of King of the East and West, wielded supreme authority as sultan (from an Arabic word for ‘ruler’), who ruled as the Caliph’s deputy. These Seljuk sultans became the champions of Sunni Islam, not only against the Christian states but still more against the dissident Shi'ite Fatimid caliphs at Cairo. Having displaced the traditional political establishment within the Baghdad Caliphate they now disrupted the tentative diplomacy by which Constantinople and Islamic Cairo were attempting to stabilize the region. In 1064 the Christian Kingdom of Armenia in the Caucasus, a buffer state between Baghdad and Constantinople, was conquered. Seven years later, the Emperor Romanus IV Diogenes, led a massive army to recover the kingdom. In the spring of 1071 at Manzikert (Malazgirt, Turkey) the forces of Baghdad, led by the Seljuk Sultan, Alp Arslan, destroyed the Byzantine army and captured the Emperor.


  For Christian historians, Manzikert is one of the decisive battles of the world. The Emperor had mobilized all his forces to crush the resurgent power of Baghdad under its Turkish sultans and halt their encroachments into the fertile uplands of eastern Anatolia, the Empire’s traditional power base and recruiting ground. The obliteration of the imperial army at Manzikert seemed to open the way to Turkish mastery of the region. From the point of view of the Sultan, Manzikert had secured his north-western frontier and removed the threat from the Byzantine-Fatimid alliance. For him, the unification of Islam under the orthodox tradition of Sunni rule was still the overriding priority and the Fatimid state the principal enemy. But the Byzantines’ defeat opened the way to Turkish penetration into Anatolia and for adventurers further south. The year following Manzikert, a Turkish commander captured Jerusalem and occupied Fatimid Palestine down to the frontier with Egypt at Ascalon. Cairo briefly recaptured Jerusalem only to be ousted a second time. And this time the Shi'ite Muslim population was massacred, though the Christians were spared. By the end of the 1080s, western Syria and Palestine from Aleppo to the borders of Egypt had come under Seljuk Turkish rule, owing allegiance to Baghdad where the nominal authority lay with the Caliph. In fact, the effective ruler was the great Seljuk Sultan, Malik Shah and the lands of Greater Syria which concern us were just part of an imperial domain comprising in addition to Iraq and Iran lands extending northward to the Caucasus. Malik Shah’s death in 1092 left these immense territories as a war zone fought over among rival members of the Seljuk dynasty while in Greater Syria the combatants were generals and former clients of the Seljuks and armies of the Fatimid caliphs in Egypt. These divisions were to favour the cause of the crusaders but this was, at first, a secondary distraction. Above the political and military turmoil of the 1090s loomed frightening prophecies concerning ‘the Last Days’ which were linked to the approach of the five hundredth year of the Muslim era, 500 AH (AD1106–1107). Like Christians, Muslims believed that the end of the world would be heralded by the reign of anti-Christ that would be brought to an end by Christ himself descending from heaven. He would then destroy the Cross and would then summon the peoples of the world to submit to Islam.


  Since the 1060s, incursions by Turcomans, nomadic tribal Turkish forces, into the area had disrupted the pattern of life of Eastern Christians. For generations the local Muslim authorities had generally permitted the flow of Christian pilgrims to the holy sites in and around Jerusalem. Now these comparatively orderly conditions had been broken up. In 1098 Fatimid Egypt had recaptured Jerusalem from its Turkish occupiers and Fatimid garrisons held the cities. But in the countryside nomadic Bedouin and Turkish freebooters terrorized both merchants and pilgrims. Pope Urban preached a sermon urging men to help the Eastern Emperor against the Infidel. The appeal made by the Byzantine envoys had triggered an idea in the Urban’s mind. Church law permitted Christians to fight in a defensive war against the enemies of the Faith, and also to recover formerly Christian lands, and Jerusalem, conquered by the armies of Islam from the Christian emperors at Constantinople, clearly fell into that category. However, the expedition which was beginning to take shape in Urban’s mind was not being conceived as a relief force to support Byzantine imperial policy but as a Western military initiative under his spiritual aegis. His predecessor Gregory VII had dreamed of such a venture and may have approached Raymond of St Gilles, later Count of Toulouse; Urban retained Raymond and selected another southerner, Adhémar, Bishop of Le Puy, as the spiritual leader of his expedition.


  Adhémar was accepted as the Pope’s legate and deputy, but his standing among the military leaders is unclear. For contemporaries, the enigmatic figure of Peter the Hermit seems to have been as important – a tradition that endured. In the early fourteenth century we find Foulques de Villaret, Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller, stating as accepted fact that the Bishop shared the captaincy with ‘Peter the Hermit, who played almost as distinguished a role in the passage as the legate himself ’.7


  With the business of the Council concluded, Pope Urban began a slow progress through northern Italy heading for the French border en route for the Abbey of Cluny where he had been prior. Mid-August found him at Le Puy where he issued a summons to a Council to be held at Clermont (modern Clermont Ferrand, the chief city of the Auvergne) in November. From here he turned south again and by the end of August was at St Gilles, between Nîmes and Arles, a favourite residence of Count Raymond of Toulouse. No doubt the Pope met the warrior Count before heading north again, this time up the valley of the River Rhône to the great monastery of Cluny where he lodged during the last two weeks of November, involved in Church business, before going on to Clermont where the Council opened on 18 November. For nine days the participants worked on important measures of Church reform before, on 27 November, they streamed out of the city where an immense crowd was assembled. The Pope preached a sermon on the sufferings of the Christians in the East and concluded with a passionate appeal for volunteers to enlist under the sign of the Cross of Christ. The event had presumably been carefully stage-managed. Bishop Adhémar came forward first and was to be appointed the papal representative in the army or, as Urban himself expressed it: ‘the leader in our place of this pilgrimage and labour’.8 Hundreds more now surged out of the crowd to pledge themselves. Many began to mark themselves with the sign of the cross, cutting cloth from such material as came to hand and sewing it to their own garments.


  Neither the colour nor the actual design of the crosses can yet have been standardized – these presumably depended upon the material available to the would-be pilgrim. We are told that some of the monks and clerics present surrendered their cloaks to be cut up by candidates seized by the spirit of the moment. Other pilgrims, in the know perhaps, seem to have come prepared. Fulcher of Chartres rhapsodizes about ‘all those shining crosses, whether of silk or cloth of gold or other stuff that at the Pope’s orders, as soon as they had sworn to go, the pilgrims sewed on the shoulder of their cloaks’. Later, conventions might be adopted to differentiate crusaders of different regional or national allegiances. In January 1188, when Henry II of England and Philip II took the Cross (for what we term the Third Crusade), Henry we are told ‘put on the surcoat bearing a white cross borne by the English crusaders; Philip assumed the red cross surcoat of the French contingent; shortly afterwards the count of Flanders followed their example adopting a green cross for his men’.9 As to the actual shape of the emblem, that no doubt depended on the preference of the cutter. Some might for example prefer the long-tailed cross with the crossbar high up on the shaft, like the crucifixion instrument of Calvary, others the equal-armed emblem that later became conventional.


  To this visible sign would be added a still more binding commitment in the shape of a verbal oath. It was a society in which few were literate and in which solemn transactions were fixed in the memory of participants and witnesses by some symbolic act, such as the giving and receiving of a gauge. It took centuries for the written document to displace entirely the felt need for such physical symbolism. At Clermont in November 1095, caught up in a fervour of devotion, thousands of people had made a historic commitment on which their eternal souls would depend. Looking for the token that would mark that commitment, they cut crosses from the coarse cloth of the preachers’ cloaks. There was apparently no further ceremony but from that point on the symbolic gesture of taking a cross became virtually standard procedure for anyone who pledged themselves. The peregrini had become crucesignati, ‘those signed with cross’; from the time of the Third Crusade onwards that became the usual term for what we call ‘crusaders’10 – a late twelfth-century English service book (now in the library of Magdalen College Oxford) includes a formula for blessing a crusader’s cross as well as a formula for blessing and bestowing a pilgrim’s insignia. The association of these military expeditions with the practices of pilgrimage was, from the outset, very close. Indeed, the chief emblem on the banner of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, a cross ‘potent’, i.e. an equal armed cross with each arm ending in a ‘T’ bar, seems in origin to have had the bars ending in the knob-shaped handle of a pilgrim’s staff.


  Men looked on their solemn vow to serve Christ and his Cross in this military pilgrimage as the equivalent of the oath of fealty taken by a feudal vassal to his lord. But from the first, there were thoughtful churchmen who disapproved of the entire venture. Although summoned to Clermont by the Pope himself, the Italian St Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, sent a deputy to represent him. The saint had taken the vows of a monk, a real ‘knight of Christ’, miles Christi – in his view a monk enlisting for this campaign would be yielding to an evil temptation. He even wrote to urge a knight, who was a friend of his, to abandon the worldly militia for the militia Christi. The actual city of Jerusalem, wrote Anselm, was no longer a vision of peace, but rather a byword for tribulation, while the heavenly Jerusalem, which is the true vision of peace, was not to be found by warriors interested in pillaging the treasures of Constantinople and Babylon (i.e. Cairo) with bloodstained hands.11 But such saintly views were out of step with papal thinking. Soon, Rome would be looking for ways of converting the crusade vows made by those ageing knights or rich widows, who would not be of much military use, into other forms of assistance.12 Later lawyers were to regard the vow of the crusader, made in a fervour of spontaneity, as a legally enforceable commitment and the ceremony of taking the Cross the solemn and public ratification of that vow.13 A ruling of the First Lateran Council would specify the action to be taken against those who were known to have fixed crosses to their clothing for the iter to Jerusalem, but then had taken them off.14 ‘The central importance of the vow for the whole functioning of the elaborate mechanism of the Crusade could hardly be much clearer.’ Soon after the fervent demonstrations of faith at Clermont, envoys arrived from Raymond of Toulouse committing him to the cause.


  Four reports of Urban’s sermon survive, all written after the capture of Jerusalem four years later. Hindsight was inevitably a factor but it seems clear that he emphasized the sufferings reportedly endured by the Eastern Christians under the Turks. Fulcher of Chartres, who was there, reports that the Pope made the conversion of secular warrior knights into Christi milites, soldiers or knights of Christ, the core of his message – those used to warring on their Christian neighbours should turn their swords against the barbarians and the Peace or Truce of God should be sworn to ‘throughout all the provinces’. According to Fulcher indeed, the restoration of peace in France was the first of the Pope’s achievements in his tour of the country, the second being the upholding of Church rights, while his preaching of the cause of Jerusalem came third. Robert the Monk, chronicler of the crusade, had Urban appeal to the pride of the Franks, in their past praising the military achievements of the house of Charlemagne.15 One thing seems certain: the Pope linked the call to fight the Infidel with the merits to be won in pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Following Clermont, Urban went on an eight-month tour of southern and western France, preaching this holy war of liberation of Jerusalem and defence of the Eastern Church against the Infidel. He sent messengers to preach the Crusade in Flanders, Normandy and England, and letters to north Italian cities.


  There was no doubt that, in the words of one chronicler, Urban was the ‘chief author of the expedition’ but, as we have seen, popular opinion attributed charismatic status to the holy man Peter the Hermit. Reputed to have visited Palestine two or three years before Clermont, it is possible he was canvassing crusading ideas before Piacenza and may even have planted the germ of the idea in Urban’s mind. As would soon be proved, he had a powerful populist appeal. The Pope had allowed eight months for the great men who were to lead the iter or journey to mobilize their forces and set their affairs in order, and fixed August 1096 for the general departure. Popular opinion considered this overindulgent to the whims of the gentry and nobility. Within weeks of the Pope’s appeal in November 1095 Peter set out from Berry in central France on a preaching tour of his own.


  Heading eastwards along the valley of the Meuse through the rolling country of Champagne and then via Lorraine into the lands of the Empire, he and his swelling band of followers reached Cologne on the Rhine in the spring of 1096. Peter had dispatched disciples to preach the message in areas bordering his main route, among them the Frenchman Walter Sans-Avoir and the German Gottschalk. Walter’s name, literally ‘Have Not’ is a clue to the constituency most responsive to the call. In a society of endemic lawlessness and rising population, the peasant and the town poor were at the mercy of plundering by petty nobility, who were little better than brigands. Where these pillaged their own countryside and the ‘great’ nobles pursued self-interest on a grander scale, it seemed that the recovery of Christ’s Holy Land must fall to the poor, simple and devout. Floods and epidemics followed by widespread crop failures had deepened the misery of life in much of Europe in recent years. To the landless and destitute emigration had its attractions, death in the cause of Jerusalem meant spiritual benefits in the afterlife, and to many of Peter’s hearers it seemed that those who could win through to victory would find themselves in the land flowing with milk and honey promised in the Bible. When ‘the People’s Crusade’, to give it its popular title, set out from Cologne for Constantinople after Easter 1096, it may have totalled as many as 20,000 men, women and children – entire families, sometimes entire villages had abandoned their homes to make the armed pilgrimage to the New Jerusalem, as many believed. In the ranks of these thousands of simple poor there were, inevitably, many charlatans, opportunists and petty adventurers – there were, too, numbers of
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