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    At the heart of Joseph François Michaud’s The History of the Crusades lies the irresolvable tension between sacred aspiration and worldly struggle, a drama in which prayer, power, pilgrimage, and war converge across continents and centuries to reveal how ideals are proclaimed, contested, and transformed in the crucible of history, where the quest for holy ends meets the realities of leadership, logistics, landscape, and loss, and where devotion inspires courage while unleashing consequences that elude intention, echoing through courts and camps, churches and marketplaces, ports leaving memories, monuments, and myths that outlast the campaigns themselves and continue to challenge readers to reckon with uneasy kinship between moral purpose and ambition.

Composed by the French historian Joseph François Michaud in the early nineteenth century, this three-volume narrative history surveys the medieval crusading movements from their European points of departure to the battles, courts, and cities of the eastern Mediterranean. Written amid a Romantic-era revival of interest in chivalry, faith, and nation, the work blends archival curiosity with panoramic storytelling. Originally published in French and later read widely in translation, The History of the Crusades offers general readers a sustained, scene-rich account shaped by its author’s era and outlook, yet anchored in engagement with chronicles and documentary testimony that long framed the subject.

The set unfolds as a sequence of expeditions and encounters, beginning with preaching and vows and continuing through mobilization, overland and maritime journeys, sieges and negotiations, and their reverberations. Michaud’s voice is confident, oratorical, and morally engaged; he admires valor and piety yet registers calamity, fatigue, and doubt. The tone is formal, occasionally elegiac, and often vivid, with descriptions of terrain, ritual, and cityscapes balanced by attention to councils, supplies, and law. Readers can expect a sweeping chronicle that favors narrative momentum over technical debate while signaling controversies through concise asides that orient without overwhelming.

Central themes recur with clarifying force: the entanglement of belief, politics, and commerce; the mobilizing power of preaching and rumor; the strains of leadership and succession; the pressures of climate, distance, and supply; and the friction and exchange at borders where communities meet. The narrative illuminates connections and ruptures across Latin Christendom, Byzantium, and various Islamic polities without reducing complex societies to caricature. It treats devotion, ambition, and fear as shared human impulses that assume distinct forms in different settings, prompting readers to weigh conscience against necessity and to chart how ideals travel, adapt, and harden amid uncertainty.

Michaud builds his account from medieval chronicles, letters, and narrative compilations that had long circulated in European scholarship, supplementing them with comparisons and reflections shaped by his time. He writes from a nineteenth-century French Catholic perspective that privileges Western protagonists and moral categories, and he sometimes adopts romanticized tropes whose language now calls for caution. Yet his effort to synthesize scattered sources into a coherent story remains instructive. Reading attentively—asking which witnesses are invoked, where disagreement is noted, and how inference stands in for evidence—helps separate enduring insight from period assumption without dismissing the work’s narrative intelligence.

For contemporary readers, the book matters not only as a milestone in the historiography of the Crusades, but as a case study in how grand narratives organize memory, marshal emotion, and legitimate action. Its pages show how spiritual language interacts with policy and propaganda, how coalitions form and fracture, and how logistical limits shape ambitions. They also trace patterns of cultural contact that yield exchange alongside violence, reminding us that ideals can bind and blind. Engaging Michaud alongside newer research clarifies how interpretations evolve, and why responsible reading demands empathy, skepticism, and an awareness of the historian’s vantage.

Approached with that awareness, The History of the Crusades offers both an engrossing narrative of medieval movement and struggle and a window onto early nineteenth-century historical imagination. Its energy, breadth, and eye for striking episodes make it a compelling starting point for exploring the period, while its limitations encourage dialogue with a wider shelf of studies and sources. Readers who enter these volumes will find not a verdict, but a stimulus: an invitation to test stories against evidence, to weigh eloquence against argument, and to consider how the past is continually remade in the act of telling.
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    Joseph François Michaud’s The History of the Crusades (Vol. 1–3) offers a sweeping nineteenth‑century synthesis of the medieval expeditions to the Eastern Mediterranean. Drawing on chronicle traditions and later scholarship available in his era, Michaud arranges a continuous narrative that moves from causes and mobilization to campaigns, settlements, and consequences. He pairs battlefield description with portraits of rulers, clergy, and common participants, while tracing how ideology, material interests, and diplomacy intersected. The three‑volume English presentation condenses his larger French project into a readable arc, balancing annalistic detail with thematic passages on institutions, commerce, and belief. The result frames crusading as both a European and a Levantine story.

Beginning with the social and religious ferment of the eleventh century, Michaud situates papal leadership, reform, and frontier warfare as preludes to the first call for a holy expedition. He recounts preaching, vows, and the creation of routes that carried nobles, knights, and crowds of pilgrims toward Byzantium. The work follows diplomatic exchanges that sought to align Western aims with Eastern Christian needs, then traces early setbacks and advances across Anatolia and Syria. Emphasis falls on logistics, morale, and the perceived sanctity of objectives, establishing patterns—coalitions, rivalries, siegecraft—that recur throughout later campaigns and inform the institutions born of conquest.

With the establishment of Latin principalities, the narrative turns to governance, law, and the delicate coexistence of conquerors with older communities. Michaud sketches how feudal customs, ecclesiastical authority, and urban interests adapted to an eastern setting, while ongoing warfare required continual reinforcement from Europe. He follows fortification programs, coastal strategy, and the rise of military‑religious orders that institutionalized defense and care for travelers. Relations with neighboring powers oscillate between violent contest and negotiated passage, shaping a regional balance that depended on leadership, supply, and sea power. The subject widens to include commerce, pilgrimage, and the circulation of relics and ideas.

As challenges mounted, Michaud examines renewed appeals from the papacy and rulers, focusing on the organization and outcome of a major expedition led by prominent monarchs. He analyzes why expectations outstripped results, probing miscommunication with allies, strain on resources, and strategic overreach. The subsequent rise of formidable opponents transforms the theater, prompting another massive intervention from the West. Here the narrative balances heroic imagery with pragmatics: marches, sieges, fleets, and negotiations that alternately stall and restore momentum. Personal rivalries and temporary accords complicate the larger aim, and the work stresses how shifting coalitions on both sides reshaped the conflict’s scale.

The story broadens as crusading energy is redirected, most dramatically in the capture of an imperial Christian capital, which recasts regional politics and reverberates through successive decades. Michaud follows competing claims, mercantile interests, and ecclesiastical policy as expeditions target coastal strongholds and the Nile frontier. He treats innovation alongside attrition, noting experiments in alliance‑making and treaty‑based recoveries as well as the stresses of factionalism. Maritime republics, military orders, and local baronage emerge as decisive actors whose goals sometimes converge and sometimes diverge from royal programs. The narrative underscores how strategy increasingly hinged on shipping, finance, and the timing of relief.

In the later thirteenth century, Michaud emphasizes reforming zeal and meticulous planning under a saint‑king, juxtaposed with the mounting structural difficulties of holding distant enclaves. He recounts campaigns that test the limits of crusading organization, from riverine invasions to carefully staged truces, while describing the burdens placed on communities that supplied men and money. The defense of remaining ports becomes a campaign of attrition, shaped by siege technology and changing geopolitics. Even as ideals persist in preaching and policy, setbacks accumulate. The work closes its narrative arc with the contraction of territories, assessing why the enterprise could no longer be sustained.

Throughout, Michaud intertwines narrative momentum with reflections on belief, law, and material culture, portraying crusading as a generator of institutions and connections as well as conflict. He considers the shaping of European monarchies, papal authority, and maritime economies, alongside the experiences of Eastern Christians and Muslim polities encountered in war and negotiation. Written in an era of revived interest in chivalry and nationhood, the work became a touchstone for later readers and debates. Its enduring resonance lies in the breadth of its synthesis and the questions it raises about faith, power, and exchange, inviting careful reading beyond victory or defeat.
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    Joseph François Michaud (1767–1839) composed his multivolume Histoire des Croisades between 1812 and 1822, later revised and posthumously expanded, and it soon circulated widely in translation. The narrative surveys the series of expeditions mounted from Western Christendom toward the Eastern Mediterranean between the late eleventh and late thirteenth centuries. It situates the Papacy, feudal monarchies, and the Byzantine Empire alongside Islamic powers ruling Anatolia, Syria, and Egypt. Mediterranean merchant republics, ecclesiastical authorities, and emerging military orders form essential institutional actors. By framing these movements within a broad diplomatic, religious, and social panorama, Michaud offers a sweeping account of an era-defining confrontation and exchange.

The eleventh century provides the prelude. The Gregorian Reform strengthened papal leadership while the Investiture Controversy reconfigured relations between bishops, kings, and nobles. In the east, the Seljuk victory over Byzantium at Manzikert (1071) and subsequent pressures on Anatolia and Syria strained imperial defenses. Emperor Alexios I Komnenos sought western aid, and Pope Urban II convened councils culminating at Clermont (1095), where he preached armed pilgrimage under papal authorization and indulgence. Cross-taking transformed personal vows into collective enterprise, binding participants through oaths, finance, and ecclesiastical protections. These developments created the institutional tools and spiritual incentives that Michaud treats as catalysts for the First Crusade.

The First Crusade (1096–1099) moved through Byzantine territory under often tense agreements, revealing fissures between Latin and Greek expectations. It culminated in the capture of Jerusalem (1099) and the establishment of Latin principalities at Edessa, Antioch, Tripoli, and Jerusalem. Italian city-states—Venice, Genoa, and Pisa—secured privileges that tied maritime commerce to crusading logistics and coastal defense. Latin ecclesiastical structures, including a patriarchate at Jerusalem, took root alongside existing Eastern Christian communities. Michaud’s narrative emphasizes the interplay of piety, feudal leadership, and urban militias, noting how legal charters and frontier fortifications framed the fragile survival of these states amid shifting regional alliances.

During the twelfth century, regional power consolidated under Muslim leaders such as Imad al-Din Zengi and Nur al-Din, whose campaigns reshaped Syria and northern Mesopotamia. Zengi’s capture of Edessa (1144) prompted the Second Crusade (1147–1149), preached by Bernard of Clairvaux and led by monarchs Louis VII of France and Conrad III of Germany, which faltered in Anatolia and before Damascus. Later, Salah al-Din (Saladin) unified Egypt and Syria, defeating the Franks at Hattin (1187) and retaking Jerusalem. The Third Crusade (1189–1192), led by Richard I of England, Philip II of France, and the emperor Frederick I, achieved coastal gains and a pilgrimage settlement without restoring the city.

Thirteenth-century crusading diversified as papal leadership, particularly under Innocent III, sought broader objectives. The Fourth Crusade diverted to Constantinople, establishing a Latin Empire (1204–1261) and permanently altering Byzantine fortunes—events central to Michaud’s assessment of crusading politics. Campaigns extended to Iberia and the Baltic, and the Albigensian Crusade targeted heresy within Languedoc. Military orders—the Templars, Hospitallers, and Teutonic Knights—grew into transregional landholders and naval powers. Mongol incursions reconfigured Near Eastern dynamics, while the Mamluk sultans of Egypt ultimately pressed the remaining coastal enclaves, culminating in the fall of Acre (1291), which closed the era of Latin rule in Syria-Palestine.

Michaud wrote at a moment when source editing was accelerating but before the great nineteenth-century critical corpora fully appeared. He drew on Latin and vernacular eyewitnesses such as William of Tyre, Fulcher of Chartres, Joinville, and Villehardouin, and on Byzantine and Arabic historians available in translation, including Anna Komnene and Ibn al-Athir. Charters, papal bulls, and maritime treaties furnished institutional detail. To complement libraries, Michaud traveled in 1830–1831 through Greece, Constantinople, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, publishing Correspondance d’Orient with J.-J.-F. Poujoulat. These experiences informed his geographical descriptions and material observations while anchoring the narrative in recognizable topography.

The work emerged in Restoration and early July Monarchy France, amid Catholic revival and Romantic historiography. Writers like Chateaubriand had recently recast medieval piety and knighthood in exalted tones, while Enlightenment critiques—exemplified by Voltaire’s Essai sur les mœurs—had condemned crusading as fanaticism. National feeling, philhellenism during the Greek War of Independence (1821–1829), and renewed European engagement with the Ottoman world after Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition (1798–1801) shaped public interest. France’s 1830 conquest of Algiers further intensified Mediterranean horizons. Within this climate, Michaud framed the crusades as a significant chapter of French and European civilization, integrating diplomatic, religious, and literary perspectives.

Reflecting its age, Michaud’s history defends the sincerity of crusading motives while acknowledging misrule, diversion, and atrocity, presenting a chivalric ideal tempered by institutional realities. He credits papal organization, feudal leadership, and urban commerce with mobilizing resources on an unprecedented scale and underscores cultural contacts that transmitted knowledge and goods. His synthesis helped canonize a national memory in which Capetian and Angevin monarchs, barons, and communes act upon a vast Mediterranean stage. Later source-critical scholarship would correct and complicate aspects of his presentation, yet the work endures as a touchstone of Romantic-era historical writing and a barometer of its political and religious concerns.
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Volume 1

Table of Contents
Table of Contents unfurls: INTRODUCTION opens the gates, promising the way ahead. BOOK I arrives, the first stride into the unknown, swiftly followed by BOOK II, deepening the venture. BOOK III marches in, carrying momentum, and BOOK IV joins, steady and resolute. BOOK V takes the center, turning the wheel, as BOOK VI advances, lending breadth and weight. BOOK VII approaches, nearing the summit, and at last BOOK VIII stands, closing the procession with a final, echoing silence. Each title gleams like a milestone, marking the unfolding journey from origin to conclusion, a roadmap waiting to be traveled.
The Middle Ages offer no scene grander than the Crusades: Europe and Asia clash, two faiths contend for the world. After repeated Muslim threats, the West suddenly seems to wrench itself from its roots and hurl toward Asia; rival kingdoms forget their quarrels, seeing only Jerusalem, the single prize worth living for. Blood floods every road to the Holy City, littered with wreckage. Amid the chaos shine sublime virtues mingled with wild passions. Christian warriors fight famine, climate, and formidable foes; yet nothing exhausts their perseverance. After four years of misery and victory, they seize Jerusalem, though their triumph rests on enthusiasm and soon crumbles.
Jerusalem, once seized, soon begs rescue. At Bernard[1]'s cry the West arms again; a German emperor and a French king march east, yet lack the skill and resolve of their fathers. Asia greets them unfazed: Mahomet's men match zeal with zeal, eager for war. Discord grows, luxury dulls courage, and Crusaders forget their goal. Saladin[10], bold and wise, unites Syria and Egypt, retaking the city. An emperor and two famed kings pursue, but strong foes turn their efforts to failure. Few still bleed for the tomb; most stop to plunder Constantinople, ambition rules, papal preaching pits Christian against Christian, and holy war becomes civil fury.
Abuses breed anarchy across Europe until a devout king rallies the West, vowing to revive the spirit of Godfrey. His first campaign ends in a captive army and a monarch in chains; his second leaves a prince dying amid ashes. The spell breaks, and Jerusalem no longer commands awe. Learning spreads, barbarism retreats, fanatic ardour fades; attempts to reignite the blaze sputter. When Turks threaten Germany, the cross can scarcely muster defenders; the continent that once stormed Asia now guards its own frontiers with weakness. Surveying these reversals, an earlier historian cries, "I esteem it a deplorable thing that persons ... have fallen into obscurity.
I now confront that right royal story without Livy or Thucydides to guide me; only blunt medieval annals remain. Their style is rough, yet their frankness revives the age, its marvels, and its errors. I treasure even their fables, for what people once believed reveals their manners. Sifting Latin, Greek, and Saracen contradictions, I will speak the truth as I see it, leaving dissertations to scholars. The wars sprang from welded passions—piety and love of arms—that raised valour and resignation high, yet poured sorrow on whole generations. Like tempests that scourge and cleanse, these convulsions finally strengthened society and prepared future prosperity.
From the first centuries believers streamed east, sure that blessings waited for anyone who knelt on Calvary, touched the empty tomb, or renewed baptism in Jordan. Constantine swelled this tide: pilgrims left every province to worship Christ in the city his piety raised from ruins. Above a low cavern he built a marble shrine studded with gems, and beside it the vast church of the Resurrection, glistening with Asian riches and Roman art. In the thirty-first year of his reign he dedicated it; thousands listened while the learned Eusebius delivered a triumphal panegyric of Christ.
The emperor’s aged mother Helena soon arrived, marking Tabor, Nazareth, and other sacred spots with churches. With persecution over, western caravans marched under eagles now bearing the cross, treading broken idols and resting in Christian towns. Julian’s later plan to rebuild the Jewish temple miscarried amid prodigies, only heightening zeal. Jerome, settled in Bethlehem, heard hymns around the sepulchre in many tongues and warned of dangers, yet devotion ignored his counsel. Newly converted peoples of Gaul, Germany, and Britain followed guides from the Rhône to the Jordan, adding ever heavier waves to the pilgrimage flood.
Neither barbarian invasions nor shattered frontiers halted the movement. Goths and Huns spared wayfarers who carried the cross they already feared; even barbarian chiefs sometimes joined the journey. Roman nobles sought asylum beside Christ’s grave, finding peace exiled from the world. That calm lasted until Cosroes of Persia stormed Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, enslaved Christians, desecrated churches, and bore away the true cross[11]. Ten suffering years later Heraclius[20], strengthened by prayer, broke the fire-worshippers, freed captives, and climbed Calvary barefoot carrying the recovered relic, counting it the empire’s greatest trophy amid universal rejoicing.
Joy faded quickly. In Arabia Mahomet’s fiery teaching promised paradise to warriors and dominion to his tribe. Arabs, moved by fanatical courage and despotic speed, swept through Persia, Syria, and Egypt, crossed Africa, toppled Carthage, and leapt into Spain until Charles Martel barred them at Tours. From India to the Atlantic language, dress, and faith changed; Christianity itself seemed doomed. Constantinople was several times besieged and saved only by Greek fire, Bulgarian help, and Arab inexperience at sea. Amid these storms the Holy City, revered in the Koran, became the next coveted prize.
Omar[19]’s legions ringed Jerusalem four months, while defenders fought daily sorties. Starving, they yielded; the caliph entered, and Patriarch Sophronius whispered Daniel’s words, "the abomination of desolation." Bells fell silent, crosses hid, processions ceased; a mosque rose where Solomon’s temple had stood. Omar allowed worship yet successors grew harsher, inflating taxes, banning arms, horses, and even Arabic speech for Christians, who must wear leather girdles of servitude. Still they came, remembering that Christ Himself had suffered on these stones, and names like Antoninus of Plaisance and the Anglo-Saxon Arculf kept the story alive.
Civil wars between Ommiads and Alides sometimes softened oppression, and under Haroun al-Rashid security blossomed. His embassies traded gifts with Charlemagne; keys of Jerusalem, silks, perfumes, and an elephant crossed deserts while Frankish gold rebuilt churches. A Latin hospital with twelve hostels, gardens, vines, and library welcomed travellers. Venice, Genoa, Pisa, and Amalfi kept stores in the Frankish Market; Gaza wine, silks, and gems dazzled Europe. Greek doctors served even in Baghdad. Yet Abbasid decay soon bred new turbulence: caliphs withdrew to harems, Turkish slaves seized power, and rival Fatimids at Cairo claimed the Prophet’s mantle.
Nicephorus Phocas, thirsting for glory, retook Antioch but clergy refused to bless slaughter, citing Basil’s canon against bloodshed; persecution then fell on Palestinian believers accused of treason. His successor Zimisces advanced farther, routed Saracens, received Ramla’s submission, and camped on Tabor while Jerusalem begged garrisons. Poison killed him; Fatimids re-occupied Judea. At first they restored markets and churches, but Caliph Hakim, proclaiming divinity, burned Fostat, demolished the Holy Sepulchre[12], and hunted Christians. Europe shuddered; comets flared, earthquakes rocked Asia, frost formed on the Nile, and chroniclers saw nature herself grieving for Sion.
Pope Sylvester II[18] voiced Jerusalem’s plaint, urging the faithful to break her chains. Pisan and Genoese fleets raided Syrian shores; pilgrims multiplied despite dangers. During one riot a foe hurled a dead dog into a mosque, inflaming the populace. A youth stepped forward: "Better one victim than the whole Church perish; I alone did it." Executed, he saved his brethren. Yet rites stayed banned, believers exiled, and Mount Calvary lay in ruins. Prophets now predicted the world’s end and Christ’s return to Palestine, spurring multitudes eastward to die or await the coming Judge.
Pilgrimage became accepted penance. Sinners donned sackcloth marked with a cross, took staff and scrip, and set off singing psalms. In Jerusalem they wrapped themselves in funeral cloth, prayed on Sion and Olivet, visited Bethlehem, drew Jordan water, cut Jericho palms, and hurried home with relics. Hospitality flourished: Alpine hospices, Bernard’s mounts, Amalfitan hospitals near the sepulchre, and riverside monasteries opened doors. Letters from princes or bishops protected travellers; violence by pilgrims is unrecorded. One man paid passage at Alexandria with a Gospel book, trusting angels to guide him where roads disappeared.
Some wandered as lifelong penitents. Frotmonde of Brittany, chained for fratricide, trudged to Jerusalem, Egypt, Sinai, Ararat, then entered Redon monastery revered as saint. Prefect Centius, after maltreating the pope, atoned by the same journey. Foulque Nerra of Anjou, haunted by his brother’s spectre, walked Jerusalem’s streets in rope and ashes, crying, "Lord, pity a perjured fugitive!" He built a Holy Sepulchre at Loches yet returned twice more, dying at Metz with relics near his heart. Pilgrimage likewise drew Robert-le-Frison, Berenger of Barcelona, Frederick of Verdun, the Swedish maid Helena, and Robert II of Normandy.
Robert of Normandy marched barefoot, shunning Constantinople’s luxuries. Finding poor pilgrims blocked by unpaid tribute, he gave each gold coin to open Jerusalem’s gate, then prayed with them. Fever struck him at Nicaea; he laughed that devils carried him to paradise and died content. For many, supreme blessing was death in the Holy City: a Burgundian expired after prayer on Olivet, and companions envied him. Pilgrim hosts now resembled armies. In 1054 Bishop Litbert led three thousand Picards and Flemings; brigands slew many in Bulgarian forests, storms wrecked their ship near Cyprus, and rumours of worse turned them back.
Ten years later seven thousand Germans, including the archbishop of Mainz and four bishops, descended the Rhine, welcomed by emperor Constantine Ducas at Constantinople, and crossed Anatolia unopposed. Near Jerusalem Bedouins besieged them amid ruined walls on Good Friday. Scruples weakened defence; famine forced capitulation; quarrels neared massacre until the emir of Ramla rescued the survivors and guided them to the city. Torches and timbrels greeted their entry, yet Jordan roads swarmed with raiders, so they soon retraced their path, fewer than half remaining. Their tales painted pilgrimage as a journey through fire and blood.
Beyond the Oxus, Togrul-Beg’s nomads embraced Islam and, crowned at Baghdad with two diadems and girded by two scimitars, replaced Abbasid guards. Alp-Arslan shattered Byzantium; Malek-Shah’s lieutenants seized Syria, hoisting black banners above Jerusalem. Egyptian troops were butchered, mosques and churches pillaged, streets crimson with Sunni and Christian blood. Heavy imposts and lashes met any who balked. Soliman’s Turks meanwhile swallowed Asia Minor, capturing Edessa, Iconium, Antioch, and even Nicea, cradle of the creed. Turkish tents dotted Cappadocian pastures; flocks grazed beside shattered basilicas; virgins were shamed and children forcibly circumcised.
Seljuk warriors, raised on mare’s milk and open steppe, wrote their names on arrows and hurled themselves at foes with savage glee. Families, herds, and booty moved together; war supplied every want. When victory softened one band, fresh tribes arrived to keep ferocity unblunted. Greeks, distracted by palace murders, sold commands to eunuchs and courtiers; soldiers drilled unpaid, fleets rotted, frontiers lay open. In sixteen reigns eleven emperors had died violently, many more blinded or exiled. Provinces were bartered for peace, and disasters blamed on icons or heretics rather than cowardice or treason.
Abbasid weakness spawned countless dynasties. Seven Seljuk branches ruled from Isfahan, Kerman, Aleppo, Mosul, Damascus, Rum, and Jerusalem; every emir withheld tribute while calling himself the caliph’s servant. Five different claimants styled themselves "Commander of the Faithful," hurling anathemas and armies at each other. Bedouin mercenaries, courted by both courts, devastated crops, seized caravans, and sold captives. Christian merchants in Tyre or Alexandria shuttered warehouses; the once prosperous hospital of the Sepulchre lost vines and books. Believers, squeezed for double taxes, feared to speak aloud lest Fatimids or Turks brand them spies.
Rumours multiplied: priests flayed for hiding chalices, pilgrims forced to eat passports, girls auctioned beyond Euphrates. One patriarch chained to a camel’s tail died on the road; another scratched Psalms on dungeon walls with a bone. Monks reading these horrors aloud drew sobs and oaths from barons round their hearths. Captives in Bagdad wrote: "You who abandon us to perish in an accursed land, unworthy of Christian burial, God will judge you." Venice banned shipment of timber, iron, and rope to Muslim ports; Genoa armed galleys; yet Europe’s fury had not yet found a single banner.
Prophets roamed, citing meteors, icy Nile, and showers of stones as divine warnings. Penitents thronged roads to Tours, Rome, Compostela, and most dangerously Jerusalem. Many vanished in Balkan woods or Cilician fevers; survivors paid dinars to scowling guards, kissed the Stone, and fled at dusk, whispering, "War alone can open that road." Meanwhile Turkish horse grazed within sight of the Bosphorus. Antioch, Tarsus, and Iconium answered the muezzin; the creed of Nicea survived in caves. Byzantium, absorbed in theological subtleties, watched provinces fall and consoled itself by denouncing their inhabitants as heretics.
Constantinople’s court breathed intrigue. Since Heraclius a dozen sovereigns had perished by blade or blinding; those who lived bartered cities for momentary security. Luxurious eunuchs sold posts; provincial militias went unpaid; emperors hid behind relic processions and astrologers who chose "lucky" days for battle. When border towns fell, hymns blamed painted icons, never empty arsenals. Greek captains begged Western aid, promising rich fiefs for any who would cross the sea; their envoys repeated tales of Seljuk cruelty, of churches made stables, of pilgrims’ beards burned with resin, hoping outrage would spur swords.
Beyond the sea, Latin Europe indeed stirred. Counts and knights returned scarred from pilgrimage, displaying torn robes, iron chains, and relic splinters purchased with blood. Monasteries read their narratives during supper; markets buzzed with gossip that Turks defiled the Sepulchre daily. In Alpine passes Bernadine hospices overflowed with travellers praying for safe conduct, while Italian harbours watched impatient crowds wait months for passage. Merchants feared for commerce, bishops for relic traffic, princes for honour. All agreed something must be done, yet no one imagined how widely the coming summons would echo.
Meanwhile Seljuk quarrels grew. Tutush fought Ortok, Aleppo challenged Damascus, and Jerusalem’s garrison mutinied for pay. Each fought under banners stitched with Koranic verses promising victory; each suspected Christians within walls of favouring the rival court. Tributes mounted: one bezant to enter the city, another to ring a bell, still another to light Easter candles. When a pilgrim lacked gold he was flogged, or sold his shoes, or pawned a Gospel. Guardians of the Holy Fire ceremony were mocked; Turks snuffed the lamps and laughed at frantic efforts to coax down heaven’s flame.
Evening in the Sepulchre now echoed with sobs rather than hymns. Latin priests dared only whisper Mass; Greek monks hid in caves near Sion; Syrians fled to Jericho’s reed huts. Yet the very misery sharpened longing: believers felt closer to Christ when praying amid ruins swept by hostile spears. Many asked to be buried outside St. Mary of Jehoshaphat where palms shaded graves of earlier penitents. Some, dying on the return road, bade companions throw their bones into any torrent flowing toward Jerusalem, so waters might carry what footsteps could not.
On the coast Venetian, Pisan, and Genoese captains still anchored, paying stiff harbour dues and posting armed watches. They carried home spices, silk, and news that the Turks were poised to strike Byzantium itself. One sailor described seeing enemy campfires reflected in Bosphorus waters "like fallen stars." The report reached Rome, Cluny, and the chanceries of France, mingling with older stories of chains and ashes. Knights who had worn the pilgrim’s badge now vowed to return armed; peasants who had never left their parish spoke of marching where the Redeemer had bled.
Thus, through centuries, the tale stretched from Constantine’s jeweled basilica to Seljuk rapine. Churches had risen and fallen; emperors and caliphs had traded courtesies, poison, or anathema; countless penitents had trod the weary road, some to miracles, many to graves. At last conditions converged: Jerusalem in bondage, Anatolia lost, Islam divided yet triumphant, Byzantium imploring aid, and Latin Christendom stirred by pity, fear, and desire for glory. The hour approached when staffs would change into lances and wandering caravans into hosts resolved on conquest.
Trumpets already seemed to sound across French vineyards and German forests, calling warriors toward the sunrise. The long prelude—Constantine’s temple, Heraclius’s procession, Omar’s covenant, Hakim’s fires, pilgrims’ tears, Seljuk arrows—was ending. Soon Clermont[4] would ring with a cry that shook the world, and multitudes, knights and serfs alike, would pledge body and soul to wrest the Holy City from infidel hands. In that coming storm the sorrows, miracles, crimes, and hopes recounted here found their terrible and triumphant answer: the armed pilgrimage history would name the First Crusade.
Among late Greeks, trickery masqueraded as strategy and won as much praise as valor. Light chariots trailed their banners, engines replaced bravery, and pomp concealed empty ranks. Their one inheritance was riotous temper, which slew Nicephorus Phocas for reviving discipline and Zimisces for shaming lethargy. Romanus-Diogenes, captured by Turks, was returned with honor, met executioners at home, and died despairing on a Propontis isle. While the empire bled, citizens fought over a crown they could no longer defend, surrendering that defence to ever-hired barbarians.
Across the West, Charlemagne’s empire lay in ruins; feudal lords battled heedless of consequence, then patched peace ignorant of gain. Royal power could not check anarchy. Europe teemed with warriors and strongholds, yet kingdoms lacked armies to face invaders. Camps and castles alternated refuge and terror; cities offered no sanctuary, murder was redeemed with coins, ordeals of water or iron judged disputes, and the sword alone settled wrongs. No voice spoke of natural rights: war remained the solitary science, the sole policy of princes and states.
Western barbarism differed from that of Turks or Greeks. Turks, brutal and incurious, despised all greatness; Greeks, polished yet rotten, mocked valor. Franks, reckless but generous, shone with youthful promise. As brave as Turks, they prized glory above gold, and a new principle of honour, destined for chivalry, guided their courage toward seeming justice. The faith, reduced in Byzantium to formula, still ruled Frankish hearts; free of subtle dogma, it bred saints beside warriors, softened savage manners, checked the strong, armed the weak, and planted dreams of noble enterprise.
Religion guarded memory through nighted centuries, preserved Latin speech, and stood between tyrant and rebel. Princes invoked the altar against license; peoples appealed to it against oppression. Stronger than Rome’s civic title, the name “Christian” welded kingdoms into one congregation whose chief concern was preservation of the faith. Councils served as legislators, the Gospel as code. Men felt they belonged less to country than to Church; to rouse them one needed only declare that religion and her children required defence—a summons soon to thunder from East to West.
A decade before Asia Minor’s fall, Emperor Michael Ducas implored the pope for arms, vowing to heal schism if Latins fought the infidel. Gregory VII embraced the plea, declaring he would rather die freeing holy places than reign over earth. Fifty thousand pilgrims offered to follow him to Constantinople and Syria, yet imperial quarrels and his own ambition held him in Europe. He thundered at German and French thrones, anathematized Constantinople, and Jerusalem remained enslaved while his vowed crusade lingered forever unfulfilled.
Victor III, still battling an emperor and anti-pope, struck at Islam. From Rome he promised remission of sins to those who assailed African Saracens. Genoa, Pisa, and other ports launched fleets, landed at Mahadia, and, if chronicles speak true, felled a host of one hundred thousand. Flames consumed Mahadia and Sibila; a Mauritanian king paid tribute, and news of victory, said Baronius, crossed the sea by miracle that day. Yet Victor died before marching on Asia, and the glory of Jerusalem awaited another pilgrim.
Peter the Hermit[2], whether of humble or noble Picard blood, was small, wiry, restless. Books, arms, celibacy, marriage, priesthood—none satisfied him. Among austere monks, fasting and silence filled his cell with visions until he believed heaven had entrusted its will to him. He bore an apostle’s fervor and a martyr’s courage; no obstacle daunted him. When he spoke, blazing feeling leapt through word and gesture, seizing hearers with a zeal that none could easily escape unmoved.
Joining pilgrims, Peter reached Jerusalem; every stone inflamed terror and rage. He sought patriarch Simeon, and they wept together. Peter asked, “Is there no remedy for such calamities?” Simeon replied, “Our iniquities bar mercy; Asia is enslaved, no power can aid us.” Peter promised Western swords; Simeon said, “When God softens their hearts, they will come.” Hope rose; they embraced and pledged appeals. Prostrate at the sepulchre, Peter heard a voice: “Peter, arise! Proclaim my people’s tribulation; free the holy places.” Awestruck, he departed for Rome.
Urban II[3] welcomed him as prophet and bade him rouse the West. Barefoot on a mule, crucifix aloft, Peter traversed Italy, the Alps, France, and beyond. In churches or marketplaces he thundered of polluted shrines and Christian blood in Jerusalem, invoking heaven, saints, angels, apostrophizing Sion and Calvary, beating his breast till it bled. Crowds pressed to touch his robe, plucked hairs from his mule as relics, reconciled feuds, and vowed wealth or life for the holy city.
Meanwhile Emperor Alexius Comnenus[9], beset by Turks at Byzantium’s gates, dispatched envoys laden with lament and flattery: Asia burnt, relics were in peril, treasures awaited defenders, and Greek beauties would reward valor. Urban gathered a vast council at Piacenza; ambassadors pleaded and the pope seconded them, yet the assembly, distracted by scandals and antipapal strife, reached no decision. Italian cities, cooled by commerce and liberty, scarcely warmed to Urban’s voice, and the cross found few purchasers there.
Resolved to ignite a martial race, Urban convened a second synod at Clermont. November cold forced pilgrims into tents around the walls; princes, prelates, and envoys crowded fields bright with pavilions. Before addressing the East, the council reformed clergy and renewed the Truce of God[5], shielding widows, orphans, merchants, labourers, and making churches and roadside crosses sanctuaries. It thundered anathema against Philip of France, yet tongues whispered only of Jerusalem. Enthusiasm swelled until suspense turned to fever.
In the tenth sitting, an immense crowd filled Clermont’s square. Peter, still in rough frock, described Christians in irons, priests beaten, pilgrims taxed for a single salute, beasts harnessed beside men; sobs choked him. Urban followed, painting Calvary profaned, Antioch and Ephesus enslaved, Turks on the Hellespont. Addressing the French he cried, “Nation beloved of God, remember Charles Martel and Charlemagne; greater triumphs await. Streams of milk and honey flow in the lands you shall redeem.
Passion burst; swords flashed, voices roared, “It is the will of God!” Urban answered, “Indeed, these are His words; make them your war-cry.” Raising the cross he declared, “Christ presents this sign; wear it on breast and banner—it grants victory or martyrdom.” Cardinal Gregory intoned confession; the multitude knelt, beat their breasts, received absolution. Adhémar of Puy took the cross first; bishops followed. Raymond of Toulouse pledged armies; barons swore vengeance on the Turk. Thus Crusaders were named; Urban stayed in Europe, appointing Adhémar legate and granting full remission of sins.
Bishops returned blessing new crosses; Urban toured Rouen, Tours, Nîmes, fanning equal fervour. England echoed France, Germany forgot papal thunders, Italy its factions, Spain its own Moorish war. Everywhere rang the verse: “He who will not take up his cross and come with me is not worthy of me.” Towers hummed with plans for Asia; peasants spoke of Jerusalem as a neighbour village; merchants dreamed of Syrian caravans. All Europe tolled like a single bell summoning one vast pilgrimage.
Scarcity, oppression, and promised privileges swelled the host. Edicts freed Crusaders from taxes and debts; law itself sheltered them. Serfs fled manors, thieves left forests, monks deserted cloisters, women and children scored red crosses onto tender flesh. Lords who hesitated saw vassals depart and followed lest power vanish. Clergy seeking heavenly or earthly thrones armed beside knights of “God and Beauty.” Ambition smelled the riches of East where Normans had seized Apulia and Sicily, yet religion shouted louder than gold; moderation seemed cowardice, opposition sacrilege.
Portents fed the fever: stars fell, blood tinged skies, spectral hosts bearing crosses rode clouds, and many swore Charlemagne urged vengeance. The day Clermont decreed war, monks avowed news reached Palestine miraculously. Winter passed in frantic preparation; theft ceased, highways lay silent, for every knee bent to the cross. Property lost value; lands, towns, castles were sold for trifles, filling markets and ending famine. Craftsmen forged arms, tailors stitched emblems, priests bestowed blessings, while impatient warriors counted the hours to spring—and glory.
Spring rose; nothing could restrain them. On foot, horseback, or creaking carts they streamed to mustering points, women in mail beside courtesans, children piping psalms, greybeards leaning on spears. Helmets clanged against monks’ cowls, falcons perched on lords’ wrists, red-cross banners fluttered above tents from Tiber to Atlantic. Trumpets brayed, choruses replied, “It is the will of God!” Fathers bound sons to conquer or die; families trod after loved ones unable to part. Villagers asked each castle, “Is that Jerusalem?” Europe, emptied of reason, marched singing into the unknown East.
Across Europe countless believers had taken the cross. To spare the lands along their route the princes decided that separate hosts would depart on staggered roads, reuniting at Constantinople. While preparations dragged, the masses who had answered Peter the Hermit’s fiery sermons grew restless. Seeing no appointed captain, they fixed on the barefoot cenobite himself, hailing him as heaven’s envoy. Peter, wrapped in coarse wool, hooded, sandalled, astride the mule that had carried him through Christendom, accepted command. From the Meuse and Moselle he led pilgrims who swelled daily—Champenois, Burgundians, French—until nearly a hundred thousand banners followed his wooden cross.
Women, children, sick and aged struggled at the army’s heels, trusting Peter’s glowing promises: rivers would part, manna would rain, God himself marched beside them. The host divided; a ragged vanguard, only eight riders strong, advanced under Walter the Penniless, whose very name revealed the poverty of rank and file. Begging alms along French roads, they warmed German zeal as they passed the Rhine, still unopposed. Yet beyond lay new Amalekites: Hungarians and Bulgarians waiting by the Morava and Danube. The main column, lumbering behind, pressed onward in blind assurance that miracles would supply bread and victory.
Hungary, sprung from steppe riders akin to the Turks, had once scourged Europe, yet after baptism built towns and tilled fields under saint-king Stephen. Still, the kingdom stood aloof from crusading fervour. South of the Danube, Bulgaria, descendant of ancient Slavs, alternately shielded and ravaged Byzantium; its chiefs once drank from an emperor’s gilded skull, its people still roamed wild forests, fearing no law save their swords. Though outwardly Christian, Bulgars counted western pilgrims neither brothers nor guests. Through such lands Peter’s undisciplined multitude must march, discipline weak, supplies uncertain, and every peasant ready to answer rapine with steel.
Walter’s handful slipped first into Hungary. Taunted by a few stones, he prudently restrained retaliation; but hunger gnawed, patience cracked, and scattered foragers began seizing sheep, torching cottages, cutting down any villager who resisted. Enraged Bulgarians rallied, trapping plunder-laden crusaders inside a church and burning it; one hundred forty men perished amid the flames. Walter gathered the broken remnant, threaded Bulgaria’s forests under chasing spears, and knelt before the governor of Nissa. Moved by their rags and wounds, the Greek official bestowed food, weapons, and clothing. Chastened soldiers obeyed discipline, crossed Thrace in order, and after two harsh months reached Constantinople.
Peter’s main column soon followed across Germany. On Hungary’s frontier they found comrades’ bodies dangling before Semlin’s gate. Fury blazed. Peter cried for vengeance; trumpets rang; the mob stormed Semlin. Townsfolk fled to a hill flanked by rocks and the Danube, but four thousand fell beneath crusader blades, their corpses drifting downstream to Belgrade. King Coloman mustered troops; Peter, unable to contest a royal host, hurried over the Morava into deserted Bulgar country. Villages lay silent, Belgrade stood empty, fugitives hid deep in woods. Mired in hunger and confusion, the crusade staggered toward fortified Nissa, where wary defenders manned the walls.
Tense stares kept arrows in quivers until food was issued and the march resumed. Then a brawl between townsmen and a hundred unruly Germans erupted; the Germans torched seven riverside mills. Flames lit the sky, Bulgarians poured from Nissa, cut down the rear-guard, seized two thousand wagons and many captives. Alerted, Peter wheeled back, beholding friends lying mangled along the road. He sued humbly for restitution, reminding the governor, 'We bear the cross and fight for Christ; treat us as brethren.' The reply was stern: crusaders had begun the war, and would be treated only as foes. Rage drowned Peter’s entreaties.
Without order, two thousand hotheads rushed the ramparts and tried scaling them. Bulgar missiles hurled them back; reinforcements surged, battle spread, and Peter’s commands vanished beneath the clang of steel. By nightfall the crusade lay shattered. Women, children, pack animals, and the rich coffer of pious offerings all fell to merciless pursuers. Peter escaped with five hundred to a nearby hill and spent a night of alarms, lamenting calamity he himself had sparked beside Semlin. Horns sounded through darkness; scattered fugitives, driven by despair or vow, crept back. Seven thousand gathered next day; within weeks thirty thousand gaunt survivors obeyed him grimly.
Too weak for revenge, the column trudged south, fearing Bulgar sabres and even more the empty countryside. Misery taught obedience; pity replaced dread, and villagers resumed charity. Crossing into Thrace they met imperial envoys who rebuked past disorders yet promised mercy. Peter wept with relief, swung his staff, and the army advanced palm in hand to Constantinople. Greeks disliked Latins, yet, discovering tattered pilgrims rather than conquerors, they opened granaries. Many secretly applauded Bulgarians for having humbled these rude guests. Emperor Alexius summoned the famed preacher; pleased that a monk coveted no throne, he lavished gifts, rations, and counsel.
Alexius urged, 'Delay warfare until titled captains arrive.' Peter assented, yet fresh swarms were already quitting Germany. A Palatinate priest named Gotschalk had preached with fiery tongue; fifteen or twenty thousand pledged to him, not discipline. Arriving amid Hungary’s ripe corn, the Germans gorged, drank, looted, forgot Jerusalem, and provoked King Coloman. When arms failed, Hungarian generals feigned peace, stepped into the crusader camp, calmed them with kisses, persuaded them to stack weapons. The instant blades lay down, the signal sounded; Germans, clasping crosses to their breasts, begged mercy in vain. Fields ran red, retribution for indulgent rapine.
Meanwhile a more savage horde gathered along the Rhine and Moselle. Leaderless at first, they welcomed priest Volkmar and Count Emicio, who cried, 'Why march to distant Muslims while the nation that crucified God sits wealthy among us?' Visions and portents fanned frenzy; crusade indulgence, they claimed, cancelled every sin. Plundering towns from Spiers to Mainz, they butchered Jews wholesale. Many Hebrews chose fire, dagger, or river rather than Christian swords; mothers smothered babes whispering they sent them to Abraham’s bosom. Bishops of Worms, Trier, Mainz, and Speyer flung palace doors open, sheltering terrified survivors against baptized executioners drunk on loot and blood.
Flushed with carnage, Emicio’s mob paraded a goat and a goose, swearing the creatures held divine wisdom. Villages fled their approach; Christians feigned applause while trembling. Reaching Mersburg on the Leytha, the Hungarians refused entry. The crusaders, indignant that God’s soldiers lacked respect, felled trees, built a causeway through marsh, and flung ladders at the walls. Hot oil, darts, and stones rained down; yet victory seemed near until ladders snapped, ramparts crumbled, screams rose, and panic spread like fire. William of Tyre later wrote, 'The impious flee though none pursue.' Flee they did—into swords, marshes, and the reddened Danube.
Their vanguard met equal doom in Bulgar defiles; corpses strewed road and river. A handful escaped to Constantinople, where Greeks secretly rejoiced, remembering recent outrages. Peter and Walter, meanwhile, had combined remnants with Pisan, Venetian, and Genoese recruits until perhaps a hundred thousand fighters ringed the imperial walls. At first hunger kept them docile; soon idleness and the glitter of Byzantine villas woke greed. They plundered suburbs, stripping houses, palaces, even churches. Desperate to rid his capital of the swarm, Alexius provided ships and ferried them across the Bosphorus, praying Asia might swallow what Europa could no longer endure.
Once on Bithynian plains the crusaders treated imperial subjects worse than Turks, coupling sacrilege with robbery. Mockery from swaggering French drove Italians and Germans to secede under a knight named Rinaldo. Though short of food, they captured a hill-fort near Nicaea, massacred its garrison, and waited foolishly for siege. Kilij Arslan[8]’s army stormed from the mountains; most Germans and Italians were hewed down, Rinaldo and a few converts saved lives by embracing Islam and pledging to fight Christians. News of their fate jolted the main camp; French, who had laughed at comrades, suddenly begged to avenge them immediately.
Walter counselled prudence: the fallen had earned disaster by rashness. Soldiers answered with jeers, calling him coward, and forced a march toward Nicaea. Kilij Arslan, informed of their disorder, hid cavalry in forest and drew the horde onto an open plain. Crusaders hastily formed lines and fought bravely at first; enveloped, they broke, and slaughter followed. Walter fell beneath seven arrows; save three thousand who found refuge in a coastal castle, the entire army died, leaving bleaching bones across the fields—a stark signpost for later pilgrims. Asia, not miracle, had swallowed the first wave of the People’s Crusade[14].
Peter, who had retreated to Constantinople before the battle, denounced the dead as brigands and confessed his own helplessness. His thundering eloquence could ignite crowds but could not steer them; in the surging chaos of war he dwindled to a shadow among pilgrims. News of three hundred thousand perishing on Danube and Bithynian soil stunned Europe, yet did not chill zeal. Rather, nobles resolved to avoid peasants’ follies, assembling disciplined, well-provisioned hosts. The heroic chapter of the crusade was about to begin, with princes renowned for lineage, chivalry, and tested courage taking up the cross and rallying vassals.
Foremost stood Godfrey of Bouillon[6], duke of Lower Lorraine, descendant of Charlemagne through his mother. Tall, powerful, devout, he had slain Duke Rodolphe on the German battlefields and later repented serving a cause branded sacrilegious. Vowing now to free Jerusalem, he sold estates—Metz redeemed its franchise, Stenay went to Verdun, Bouillon to Liège—declaring, 'Silver and steel are all crusaders need.' From these funds he armed eighty thousand foot and ten thousand horse, including his brothers Eustace and Baldwin and cousin Baldwin of Bourcq. Knights of Hainaut, Montaigu, and St. Paul gathered beneath his banner, eager for ordered war.
Godfrey’s disciplined columns crossed Hungary months after the peasant disasters. Instead of pillage he paid in coin, upheld contracts, forbade insult. Villagers thanked heaven for a crusade that did not burn their barns; King Coloman greeted the duke as friend. Through Bulgaria, once so fatal, the Lorrainers advanced unmolested; forests echoed hymns rather than war-cries. Thirteen years of German civil strife had trained these men, yet their banners now bore only the red cross. By the time they reached Philippopolis, rumours of their justice had outstripped them, and Alexius already feared and admired a helper unlike any he had expected.
France next furnished princes. Hugh of Vermandois, brother to King Philip, wore refined splendour and thirsted for pure glory; Robert Curthose, duke of Normandy, reckless heir of William the Conqueror, pawned his duchy to brother William Rufus for ten thousand marks, escaping debts in quest of adventure; Robert of Flanders, surnamed The Lance and Sword, led Frisians and Flemings inspired by his father’s pilgrimage; Stephen of Blois, richest baron in Christendom and lover of letters, equipped vast retinues from income of hundreds of castles. They crossed the Alps, received Pope Urban’s blessing at Lucca, prayed at the apostles’ tombs, then pushed toward Apulia.
Rome, however, seethed with civil war between Urban and the anti-pope Guibert. French knights, scandalised by armed clerics battling over St. Peter’s, abandoned vows and rode home; most pressed on. Winter barred sea lanes at Bari, forcing a long bivouac where Duke Robert, so poor he had once missed mass for lack of garments, now dazzled campfires with borrowed silks. Italian enthusiasm suddenly flamed: Bohémond[7] of Tarentum, son of Robert Guiscard, towering, fox-eyed, master of guile, addressed his besieging army, crying 'It is the will of God!' He shredded his coat into crosses, commanders followed, and Norman trumpets proclaimed a new crusade.
Within weeks Bohémond mustered ten thousand horse and twenty thousand foot from Apulia and Sicily: princes of Salerno, Sourdeval, Chartres, Montaigu, and, brightest star, young Tancred of Hauteville. Tancred spurned wealth, sought only honour and infidel blood, stern toward self, gallant toward ladies, quick to draw for God and conscience. Roger reluctantly lifted Amalfi’s siege as soldiers clamoured for eastern glory. Ships ferried Bohémond across to Durazzo; while envoys of Alexius alternated flattery and threats, Norman columns ravaged Macedonia, seizing towns already wearied by earlier hosts. Amid banners and relics, Tancred swore to plant the cross upon Asia’s walls or perish.
From the south came Bishop Adhémar of Le Puy, papal legate wearing mitre and mail, and Raymond of St. Gilles, count of Toulouse, veteran of Spanish wars beside the Cid, impetuous, proud, unbending. One hundred thousand Provençals, Gascons, and Languedocians followed, led by Foix, Orange, Béarn, Turenne, Montpellier, and many prelates who crossed Alps and savage Dalmatian peaks. Raymond brought wife Elvira and sons; Adhémar preached patience, discipline, charity, wielding authority of both altar and sword. Through snow and bandit tribes they pressed toward Constantinople, while Alexius—consulting astrologers who read doom in every star—watched western banners multiply like waves.
The emperor, remembering Norman blades at Durazzo, trembled as hosts converged. When Hugh of Vermandois was wrecked on Epirus, governor of Dyrrhachium saluted then seized him, forwarding the royal brother to Constantinople as living shield. Godfrey, reaching Philippopolis, demanded release; refusal sparked eight days of Latin forays that ravaged Thrace. Alarmed, Alexius freed Hugh, sent his own son as hostage, and supplied markets, whereupon Godfrey proclaimed that all insults to Greeks must cease. Yet distrust lingered: Greeks deemed Franks barbarous giants; Franks derided silk-clad courtiers who debated subtle dogmas instead of drawing swords against the Turk.
Alexius now wooed Bohémond, pouring out treasure and titles; the prince matched courtesy with sly smiles and swore fealty though both knew the oath was rope of sand. Normandy’s Robert, Flanders’ Robert, Blois’ Stephen followed, accepting gifts and vassalage. Raymond alone refused blandishments—'I came not eastward to find a master.' The emperor displayed vaults of gold and regiments of guards; even Raymond at last touched the purple hem and received largesse, though pride flashed in his eyes. Each leader promised to restore captured imperial towns and render homage for new conquests; Alexius pledged guides, transports, and provisions for Asia.
Ceremony could not hide disdain. During one audience, Count Robert of Paris boldly seated himself beside the throne. Baldwin of Hainaut tugged his sleeve: 'You should remember, when you are in a foreign country, you ought to respect its customs.' Robert retorted, 'Truly! A pleasant clown sits while so many illustrious captains stand!' Alexis, informed, questioned him afterward: 'What are your birth and nation?' 'I am a French knight of the highest rank. At home I long awaited challengers by the church; none dared appear.' Smiling, the emperor advised, 'Facing Turks, keep not van or rear; fight in the centre—I know their ways.
Alexius greeted the arriving counts with silk embraces and heavy purses. Stephen of Blois wrote Adela proudly of the court, declaring, “Truly, there is not beneath the heavens such a man!” Bohemond, led through a chamber piled with gold, gasped, “Here is treasure enough to conquer kingdoms.” The emperor instantly ordered the hoard carried to the Norman’s tent; the prince at first demurred modestly, then accepted gleefully and even asked to be named grand domestic. Alexius, who once wore that purple collar himself, refused yet promised future promotion, and the proud barons melted beneath his caresses and coin.
Flatteries so lavish bred envy. Alexius praised Bohemond to every Byzantine courtier until whispers repeated that he outshone the other chiefs as the sun outshines the stars. Raymond of Saint-Gilles, stung, warned the emperor of the Norman’s ambitions. Meanwhile the Frankish knights wandered awestruck through marbled halls, bazaars and gardens, lingering over silks, spices and the Greek beauties Alexis had boasted of in his letters. Pleasure weakened vows, dice rattled, goblets spilled; only Tancred stood firm. Rejecting gifts, he cried that his virtue would not be tempted and, with a handful of companions, slipped from Constantinople without swearing fealty.
Tancred’s flight dimmed the emperor’s triumph. New hosts landed daily, forcing Alexius to meet them with fresh silver, ever fearing the very treasures meant to soften them might someday spur them to storm his capital. He hurried the crusading masses across the Bosphorus, relieved only when their banners fluttered on Asian soil. Marching through Bithynia they met ragged fugitives from Peter’s ruin: men in tatters who pointed eastward to forts where Rinaldo’s starving band surrendered and were butchered, to hills where Walter’s force lay, to the desecrated camp where women and sick were slain during Mass. Grief forged sudden discipline.
Beyond the charnel fields stretched the realm of the Seljukids. The kingdom of Roum ran from the Orontes to the Bosphorus, its nomad warriors scorning trade for plunder. Their sultan, David Kilidge-Arslan, the Sword of the Lion, reared in captivity yet undaunted, summoned every banner from Persia to the Aegean and poured treasure into Nice, capital of Bithynia. Lake Ascanius lapped its southern walls, broad moats girded a double circuit, and three hundred seventy towers, wide enough for chariots, bristled above brick and marble. The sultan’s camp of a hundred thousand glittered on the encircling mountains, challenging the invaders.
The Latins answered with a host that seemed to carpet the plains. Chroniclers counted more than a hundred thousand horse and five times that many foot, nineteen nations speaking strange tongues. They drew a palisaded ring along brook-laced meadows, stacking bones of earlier martyrs for walls when timber failed, and raised silk pavilions that served as chapels. Greek and Italian ships ferried grain, fat cattle, and barrels of wine. Different quarters echoed rival battle cries, drums and brazen horns borrowed from the Saracens beating the hours of prayer and drill while the west’s heirs to Rome prepared for siege.
Mail hauberks glittered, helms of silvered steel flashed, long shields and bucklers shone with lions, stars, towers and wandering birds that mirrored the pilgrims’ path. Lances, swords, misericord daggers, clubs, slings, bows and the new crossbow bristled in every rank. Yet no prince took orders from another; the host resembled an armed republic bound only by honour and the Cross. Bishops threaded the lines, preaching mercy and courage, and, say astonished Greeks, crime vanished during those days before Nice. Chiefs carried water, squires kept watch unbidden, and when trumpets sounded an assault every heart flamed to be first.
Repeated rushes shattered on the walls, and Kilidge-Arslan, writing fiery letters from his mountain camp, swore the Christians were disordered and ripe for slaughter. He charged downhill in two divisions, striking Godfrey’s Lorraine and Raymond’s Provençals. Steel clanged, horses screamed, the plain quivered; yet when the first shock passed, the barons rallied and drove the Turks back to the rocks. At dawn the next day the crescent banners returned, arrows raining, charges feigned and renewed until nightfall. Two thousand Franks fell, four thousand Turks remained on the field, a thousand heads were flung by catapult over Nice to chill its garrison.
With the sultan gone the siege engines crawled forward. Covered galleries gnawed at ditches; wheeled towers stacked with archers rolled toward the battlements; rams hammered ceaselessly while balistas hurled beams and catapults lobbed jars of flaming pitch. Greeks directed the unfamiliar machines, and inside, captive Greeks taught Turks counter-measures. From the parapets huge stones and darts crashed down; iron hooks snatched careless assailants, hoisting them aloft so the defenders could strip and hurl them naked into the crusader trenches. One towering Saracen mocked every assault, spearing men with unerring javelins until Godfrey’s crossbow bolt drilled his heart.
Loss of that giant sapped spirit. To sever the lake supply, Alexian sailors dragged boats overland during darkness; sunrise showed banners rippling on Ascanius, shocking the Turks. The Provençals had dug beneath a mighty tower, and one midnight the masonry thundered down like an earthquake. At dawn the sultan’s wife fled by boat with two children and was captured. Panic rippled through Nice. As ladders were planted for a last storm, imperial agents slipped inside. Butumitus warned the garrison of Latin vengeance and offered mercy from the Emperor. Suddenly Greek standards flowered on the walls, forestalling the crusaders’ triumph.
A roar of rage rolled through the camp. Soldiers, arms in hand, were told only ten at a time might enter the city they had won with blood. Spoils they already pictured were counted instead for Alexius. Gifts of coin and silk barely calmed the muttering ranks. At Pelecania the emperor embraced the principals, extolled their valour and heaped new presents, even coaxing haughty Tancred to kneel and swear obedience. Yet suspicion grew when he courteously released the sultan’s family and treated captives kindly; the Latins whispered that the Greek clasped infidels closer than brothers and plotted future treachery.
One year after leaving home the crusaders wheeled southward. The wasted plateau still held fierce Turk detachments, yet the army divided to ease foraging. Kilidge-Arslan, risen from defeat, shadowed them with fresh riders, waiting. Bohemond, Tancred and the Duke of Normandy led the avant-garde along a winding stream into the valley of Gorgoni, pitching camp on lush pasture unaware of danger. At dawn, dust billowed on the hills; scouts shouted and trumpets blared. Bohemond ordered wagons chained in a rampart, women and sick within, infantry at the barricade, cavalry before the ford, snarling, “Hold till the last man dies.
The Turks poured arrows like rain, wounding horses and breaking ranks. Hotheaded knights splashed across the river only to find the foe melting aside, re-forming and showering them anew. Camp followers screamed as the sultan himself led picked swordsmen through reeds, burst inside the wagons and hewed without mercy, sparing only youths and lovely women; some ladies, says Albert of Aix, dressed quickly in jewels, hoping beauty might win gentler chains. Bohemond galloped back, saved Tancred whose lance had snapped and rallied scattered companies, yet the circle shrank. Robert of Normandy brandished his golden banner crying, “It is the will of God
While the exhausted shield-wall bent, priests inside lifted voices, women brought water, and bloodied men knelt for absolution, certain the end had come. Suddenly horns answered from the ridge: Godfrey, Raymond, Hugh and the Flemings surged over the crest, armour blazing in high noon sun. Fifty thousand horse descended in perfect order; seeing them, the sultan sounded retreat to the hills. The reunited commanders formed battle lines: Bohemond, Tancred and Normandy left; Godfrey and Flanders right; Raymond center; Adhémar reserve. Clergy walked before ranks, blessing swords. Again the cry rolled, “It is the will of God!” and the charge began.
The rocky slopes denied Turk horse the space for feigned flights. Raymond’s spear-hedge smashed the centre; Tancred, Hugh and Godfrey rammed both flanks; Adhémar’s detour struck the rear. Penned against cliffs, the Saracens broke. Three thousand officers and twenty thousand soldiers fell; the rest scattered through forest and scree. Two leagues beyond lay their sumptuous camp; the crusaders seized carpets, jewels, grain, droves of horses and the first camels they had ever seen. Victors rode homeward at dusk singing psalms, priests leading, armour clashing like bells, while captured kettledrums and curved sabres mocked the fallen Crescent.
Next morning they buried four thousand comrades, tears darkening the soil, then slipped into riotous joy: knights donned silken caftans, archers filled quivers with recovered arrows, whole companies strutted in turbans, aping Eastern luxury. Yet they honoured the foe’s courage, muttering that the Turks lacked only baptism to equal Franks. Many swore saints had ridden beside them; two days later fugitives still screamed, “It is the will of God,” haunted by that battle. Armenians later built a chapel where Saint George was said to appear yearly. Kilidge-Arslan, unwilling to face them again, chose instead to scorch the earth ahead.
Keeping the host united spared ambush but invited famine. The sultan’s riders torched villages, reaped fields and drove off flocks; Phrygia became desert. Supplies dwindled; horses starved; proud knights limped beside peasants, packs strapped to goats, pigs and even dogs. Crossing “Burning Phrygia,” thirst tortured the column; five hundred died in one day, women miscarried on sun-baked ground, mothers begged for death. Falcons and hounds prized by nobles shriveled beneath the sky. Prayers for a second Mosaic miracle echoed through stony valleys. At last scouts followed mud-caked paw prints of stray dogs to a hidden river; many drank themselves dead.
Revived, they reached verdant Antiochetta, capital of Pisidia, and rested among orchards and rivers. Nearby towns hurried to swear fealty and send wagonloads of bread; few crusaders cared that these valleys once saw Alexander’s phalanx or Gaulish colonies, they simply rebuilt churches and scoured the countryside for grain. During the halt Raymond fell deathly ill; priests laid him on ashes and intoned litanies until a Saxon knight declared Saint-Gilles had bargained his life. He rose weak but alive. Soon after, Godfrey fighting a bear to save a servant bled from thigh to heel and was carried in a litter, yet recovered slowly.
Peace frayed when Tancred and Baldwin led scouting columns east. Tancred reached Tarsus first; the mostly Christian townsfolk hoisted his banner. Baldwin arrived with stronger numbers, scoffed at Norman flags and demanded equal entry. Tancred retorted he had not come to loot fellow believers. After fierce shouting the citizens, cowed by Flemish lances, declared for Baldwin and hurled Tancred’s ensign into the ditch. The Flemish chief barred Norman reinforcements from the gates; that night three hundred camped outside and were murdered by Turks. Baldwin’s troops blamed their own leader, forcing him briefly to hide within a tower.
Morning rage nearly sparked civil war, but Tancred soothed his Italians, Baldwin wept over the dead and pointed at towers still held by Turks. Mutilated Christian women poured through the streets, their severed ears and noses proof of Turkish cruelty, and both armies joined to slaughter the remaining garrison. Soon Flemish ships—roving pirates from Flanders and Holland—sailed into the port; their captain Guymer recognized Baldwin, his lord’s son, and entire crews took the cross, swelling the prince’s band. Reconciled, Tancred marched down the Cilician coast, seized Alexandretta and returned to the host crowned with praise; Baldwin remained suspect.
Baldwin coveted a throne, and fortune beckoned beyond the Euphrates. An Armenian exile, Pancratius, described wealthy Christian cities thirsting for liberators. Baldwin, recently widowed, gathered scarcely two hundred horse and a thousand despised foot, slipping from camp before the council forbade such departures. He swept through Armenia; Turbessel and Ravendel surrendered; Pancratius, outmaneuvered, slunk away. Across the river Edessa, famed cradle of Syriac faith, begged his aid. Governor Theodore, childless Greek nominee of Constantinople, adopted Baldwin in the Eastern rite—shirt to shirt and kissing cheek—hoping to bind him. The newcomer accepted, promising defense against Turk and Saracen.
Success bred blood. After a stinging reverse outside Samosata, Baldwin and the Edessene mob blamed Theodore for tribute, taxes and imagined treachery. Rioters stormed the citadel; the aged governor sought terms but was hauled to the rampart and hurled down, his corpse dragged through streets. Baldwin, feigning reluctance, yielded to clamorous acclamation and mounted the vacant throne. He bought Samosata with Theodore’s treasure, married an Armenian princess, extended rule to Mount Taurus and quickly forgot Jerusalem. Knights flocked to this new realm; Mesopotamia watched a French adventurer reign over the richest lands of ancient Assyria, bulwark of Christendom in the East.
The host crossed the sultanates of Nicaea and Iconium in triumph, burning mosques or turning them into churches, yet left the captured towns bare of walls or garrisons. Over-confidence thus severed every road back to Europe and the sea. Terror alone opened the defiles of Taurus; danger came only from sun, hunger, and narrow paths. On the precipitous ridge between Coxon and Marash, dubbed “the Mountain of the Devil,” infantry stumbled single-file, horses slid into ravines, baggage vanished. Warriors hurled armour over cliffs or sold it for a crust, while wounds, cries, and groans echoed through gloomy chasms for days.
At last the chain of Amanus fell behind, and the green plain of Syria rekindled hope: before them spread the country that enfolded Palestine, goal of every oath and prayer. First came the broad territory of Antioch; eastward lay Aleppo and Mosul; southward Damascus glittered at Lebanon’s foot; along the coast clung Laodicea, Tripoli, Sidon, and Tyre. Once radiant under David and Solomon, these cities, ruled now by independent emirs, showed only a shadow of past splendour among shattered temples and half-fertile fields, yet their names alone stirred pilgrims to dreams of conquest, relics, and deliverance.
Antioch itself, “Queen of the East,” rose beside the Orontes amid orchards, springs, and double mountains. Three leagues of rampart, three hundred sixty lofty towers, moats, marshes, and the river guarded four interior hills and a citadel that commanded city and plain. Fame sanctified every stone: here disciples first bore the name “Christians,” Peter had pastored, venerable martyrs slept, miracles shone. Roman emperors too had filled her streets with porphyry and gold; Daphne’s shaded fountain still whispered of pagan loves. Yet fourteen years earlier the Turks had captured her; now Accien, grandson of Malek-Shah, held seven thousand horse and twenty thousand foot within.
The Crusaders halted a mile outside the walls, trumpets blaring, banners bright. In council cautious barons urged delay: winter storms, flooded roads, and famine, not Turkish steel, threatened most. “Wait for Alexius and spring,” they said, “repair losses, receive new hosts from the West.” Adhemar and Godfrey bristled. “Shall we not,” they cried, “seize terror’s moment? Every day brings men from Baghdad and Persia. Must we beg aid of Greeks, or let newcomers reap our laurels? Are soldiers of Christ wretched birds of passage that hide from cold?” Their fiery words shamed hesitators; the army voted for immediate siege.
Bohemond and Tancred planted tents eastward by Saint Paul’s gate; to their right lined the two Roberts with Normans, Bretons, Flemings, French; Vermandois and Chartres faced the Dog gate; Toulouse, Adhemar, and Lorraine stretched to the river’s bend; the southern mountain and the western bank the Christians left open, unwisely granting the Turks an avenue for sorties or aid. No archer peeped above the parapet, no drum beat within; the besiegers mistook stillness for fear. They spread through gardens of Daphne, bathed in bright fountains, hunted pleasure on the Orontes banks, forgot discipline, and the holy labor they had sworn.
Accien struck while they reveled. The gate burst open; Turks swept orchards and villages where careless soldiers gambled or dallied with Syrian women. Young Alberon of Metz, archdeacon yet dice-mad, lay stretched on grass beside a courtesan; a sabre flashed, his head rolled; the girl endured brutal outrage, then death. Severed heads, flung into camp, bounced among tents and awoke the army’s shame. Swearing revenge, the Crusaders rushed to scale the walls, yet possessed neither ladders nor engines. Fanatic cries met solid stone; every assault failed, and experience, bought dearly, convinced them to surround Antioch completely and cut off relief.
Engineers bridged the Orontes with boats, planted wooden towers, jammed beams against the Dog gate, entrenched the camp. But autumn fled, torrents fell, plains drowned. Tents washed away, bows unstrung, swords rusted; men shivered cloth-less, steeds rotted, pestilence reaped both. William of Tyre would sigh that no place or time sufficed to bury the dead. Bohemond and the duke of Normandy scoured the country, came back with booty yet scant food; each fresh raid harvested less. Greek fleets no longer reached Saint Simeon; pirates were jailed; hope contracted like the sodden banners drooping above perpetual mud.
Misfortune greeted every dawn. Rumor told how Prince Sweno of Denmark, leading fifteen hundred horse, had been ringed by Turks in Cappadocia; beside him fought Florine, duke Eudes’ valiant daughter; riddled by arrows, the betrothed pair fell amid heaped axes and corpses. Such tidings deepened gloom; a loaf now cost a bezant, an egg six deniers, famine shrieked through ranks. Many slipped away toward Baldwin’s Mesopotamian towns or Cilician ports. The duke of Normandy himself rode to Laodicea and needed three pious summonses to return. Taticius the Greek marched off promising aid; none believed him, none mourned.
The sight of chiefs fleeing unmanned the host. William of Melun, nicknamed “the Carpenter” for crushing helms with his axe, slipped away; Peter the Hermit, whose sermons had filled Europe with ardour, stole from camp, unable to watch misery he had kindled. Tancred overtook both and dragged them back disgracefully. The army forced Peter to swear on the Gospels never again to desert. Clergy thundered against vice; earthquakes and fiery nights were proclaimed omens of wrath. Fast days, barefoot processions, and a formidable tribunal followed: drunkards were shorn, gamblers branded, an adulterous monk scourged and paraded naked.
Yet spies still slithered through the lines. Bohemond devised a horror to banish them: several captive Turks were beheaded, spitted, and roasted before a roaring fire; servants answered onlookers, “Henceforward every spy shall feed the princes and the army with his own flesh.” The grisly play succeeded; aghast Syrian informers bolted toward Antioch, spreading tales of cannibal Latins. At the same time the bishop of Puy adopted gentler craft, hiring ploughs to seed surrounding fields, proving to foes that patience outlived hunger. When Armenian monasteries sent wheat and cattle, warriors praised fasting and penance for Heaven’s softened heart.
Spring sun returned; Genoese sails speckled Saint Simeon, and ambassadors from the caliph of Egypt rode into camp. To mask misery knights donned scarlet cloaks, polished helms, staged tournaments; tents rang with dance and song. Seated amid princes, the envoys spoke frankly: their master loathed Christian rule yet welcomed allies against hated Turks; if pilgrims would enter Jerusalem unarmed and stay one month, he promised reopened shrines and safe passage; refuse, and “Africa to Baghdad will rise beneath his green banner.” Murmurs swelled; a chieftain retorted, “We bow to no Muslim law; we visit, guard, and rule the city God sanctified. Choose peace or war.
Soon Bohemond and Count Raymond led five hundred lances north, surprised twenty thousand Turks sent by Aleppo, Damascus, Caesarea, Emesa, and Hierapolis, scattered them, slew two thousand, seized Harem, and returned with a ghastly harvest. Four camels bore two hundred dripping heads to startle the Egyptian envoys; two hundred more were flung into Antioch or spiked along the rampart round the Virgin’s profaned image. The besieged howled; the Christians exulted, believing triumph near. Genoese and Pisan mariners brought engineers, ropes, and iron; fortifications rose before the Bridge gate, Raymond guarding one rampart, Tancred raising another with coins lent by admiring comrades.
Work never stopped. Beggars, vagabonds, and camp-followers organized themselves under a jocund “Roi Truant,” drew pay, wielded picks, and when armed later terrified Saracens who believed they ate the dead
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