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THE ORIGINS OF THE ORDER
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A 14th-century manuscript showing the unrest and violence between the Seljuk Turks and Christians in Jerusalem just before the First Crusade.





From the time the Knights Templar formed as an order of military monks early in the 12th century, stories began proliferating about them. Legends and tales varied from positive to negative and from ambiguous to unequivocal.


To most outsiders, they were valiant defenders of Christianity throughout the crusading years, admired for their resolve and bravery. To others, their extraordinary success in banking, building, farming and other secular areas was questionable alongside their religious beliefs and austere lifestyles. The shock felt by almost everyone when they were accused of dubious crimes by Philip IV of France in 1307, however, sent tremors of indignation and horror throughout Europe. What’s more, the Pope – who was supposed to protect them – facilitated their demise. To be destroyed in the end not by their Muslim adversaries, but by their fellow Christians, shook society to its foundations, and the story has (erratically) continued to arouse interest for the 700 years that have followed.


This interest has become greater than ever in recent years, with countless sensational claims about the Templars emerging, many of which have captured the collective imagination. What is it about this Brotherhood that arouses such interest? Can any of the theories be substantiated? Why have so many of these ideas only come to light relatively recently, and how many mysteries can be resolved now – with greater methods of authenticating evidence and the benefit of hindsight? This book sets out to discuss many of the theories that have been put forth about the Knights Templar, from such elusive notions as what secrets they possessed or what their alleged secret rituals were, to more concrete areas, such as their buildings, constructed using forgotten knowledge of sacred geometry, or their development of banking that has since become the model for banking practice everywhere.


Fighting brothers


Established in Jerusalem in the 12th century, the Knights Templar were European Christians who chose to live as warrior-monks – a type of brotherhood that had never been seen before. Formed after the First Crusade with just a few men, their aim was to protect Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land and to defend the territory conquered by the Crusaders. Traditionally, knights came from noble families but, like most monks, the Templars were recruited from all echelons of society. Not all joined as knights, and the majority came from ordinary backgrounds – many were craftsmen, farmers, masons or cooks, for example – and as such were not educated; few left personally written records about their daily lives. Many could read and write in their own languages but, apart from religious material, book-learning was discouraged as the objectives of the Order focused on other things. Official records were kept nonetheless, but after the Templars’ dissolution in 1312, these were stored in Cyprus by the Knights Hospitaller in their headquarters. In 1571, during the Ottoman–Venetian war, Cyprus fell to the Ottoman Turks who destroyed many Hospitaller documents, along with the Templar records. With their archives destroyed and no contemporary chronicler mentioning their existence, it fell to later generations to piece together their history.


Mysteries, myths and realities


It was not until the 18th century, with the formation of a new society called Freemasons, that the Knights Templar were considered earnestly once more. Since then, they have been researched and written about profusely. Sensational books, such as Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code, and The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln, plus ensuing films, documentaries and further books advanced their popularity enormously. Speculation about their lives, and enigmas surrounding their existence, have never been so intense, and many of the stories about them have become so tightly interwoven into European history that it is extremely difficult to separate the myths from the realities. The broad range of opinions, theories and suppositions about them have meant that, over time, they have been variously lauded and criticized, romanticized and undermined, elevated and denounced.


They are now connected with a wide range of disparate mysteries, linked variously with the Holy Grail, the Ark of the Covenant and other sacred artefacts; the worship of ancient gods; the practice of strange initiation rites; secret travel; clandestine treasure; and esoteric knowledge about the life of Christ. They have also been linked with the untimely death of a king, a Pope’s perfidy, and even with putting a curse on the French royal family. When they started out, they were seen as devout and courageous Christian saviours. Their rigorous, monastic way of life coupled with physical warfare troubled some, but aroused pride and respect in others. They began humbly, rose with incredible alacrity, as financiers, builders, disciplined and efficient fighters – and more. Yet with just two centuries of known existence, their dramatic rise and violent downfall left a fertile base for speculation, generating many misconceptions and intrigues. With such a dearth of documentation, many of the stories can still not be verified, but with evidence continuing to be uncovered by reputable historians, false leads and questionable claims can be assessed, separated from the hype, and pieced together rationally.


One massive breakthrough came in 2007, when the Vatican published a copy of a parchment written in August 1308 that shed new light on the Pope’s involvement in the Order’s downfall, and his belief in their innocence – despite his actions that seemed to prove the contrary. Discovered in the Vatican Secret Archives in September 2001 by Italian palaeographer Barbara Frale, the Chinon Parchment was written by three cardinals and proves irrefutably that the Knights Templar were not deemed heretics by the Pope and so should never have been persecuted.


This book tells the Templar story and considers the various enigmas, intrigues and conjecture that surround them, attempting to clarify some assumptions and beliefs and to reassess both the facts and the falsehoods behind the legendary Brotherhood.
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This fresco shows the Battle of Lepanto in October 1571. Although the Ottomans destroyed a great deal on the island of Cyprus, including the Templars’ and Hospitallers’ records, ultimately, the Christians were the victors and it became known as the great victory of the Christians over the Turks. The artist of this work was the Greek Antonio Vassilacchi (1556–1629), who was active mainly in Venice. This was painted nearly 30 years after the event, in 1600.








HOLY WAR
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Even after the Islamic armies had taken Jerusalem from the Byzantines, it remained the most sacred destination for all Christian pilgrims. This miniature from Speculum Historiale by Vincent of Beauvais (1190–1264) depicts a battle between the Byzantine and Islamic armies in the seventh century.





Although many books have been written about the Knights Templar, scholars and archaeologists are frequently uncovering new evidence about them, calling into question many previously accepted theories. This book, while not a chronological history of the Order, is an up-to-date account of many of the events and mysteries that surrounded the legendary soldiers of Christ.


The Order of the Knights Templar originated after the First Crusade and thrived over the entire crusading period. The Crusades were a series of wars fought between Christian Europe (Christendom) and the Muslim Empire (Islam). They were established because of the political and spiritual issues in society at the time, emerging from the feudal mentality of those Europeans living in the Middle Ages, and of religious fanaticism, and they lasted from the end of the 11th to the late 13th centuries. At the close of the 11th century, the First Crusade was launched by Christians against increasing Muslim incursion into Christian-ruled lands, and also to regain control of the Middle Eastern Holy Land from the Muslims. Over the following 200 years, more crusades were fought and the issues and outcomes became more complex. So complex in fact that there are differing views among historians about exactly how many crusades there were. Some maintain that there were eight, while others claim that there were only four, and still others contend that there were five, or even six. This is partly because many insist that only a pope can call a crusade and so those started by others are not officially crusades, although their purpose was the same.


Since the seventh century, Muslim armies emerging originally from Arabia had frequently attacked traditionally Christian territories, including parts of Europe, North Africa and the Middle East in efforts to take the land. Quickly and violently, the Arabs captured large tracts of land and stopped the lucrative trade that had been thriving around the Mediterranean. The speed of the Arab conquests and the losses suffered by Christians meant that something had to be done to prevent the whole of Christendom being annihilated. Although not used until the 13th century, the word ‘crusades’ described the attempts by Christians to fight back and regain control of the lands they had previously occupied, as well as the holiest sites in the Middle East, locations described in the Bible – in particular, the city of Jerusalem.



Pilgrimage



Despite the difficulties of travel, since the second half of the fourth century the tradition of pilgrimage had been well established by the Christian Church. Acts of pilgrimage, where the faithful travelled to holy places to receive forgiveness for their sins or cures for ill-health, had become an integral part of Christian life. Popular shrines included the tomb of Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral in England; the site of St Paul’s execution in Rome; the Abbey of Vézelay in Burgundy, which housed the relics of Mary Magdalene; Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain, where the apostle and martyr St James the Great’s bones were kept, and Jerusalem, the most hallowed site of all. Even after it had been taken from the Byzantine emperors by Islamic armies in the seventh century, Jerusalem remained the most sacred destination for Christian pilgrims.


Considering the expense, the dangers and the unknowns of a pilgrim’s journey, it is a wonder that any pilgrimages were actually undertaken. To travel to Palestine from Europe was expensive and hazardous, even before the Muslims began attacking Christian countries. The least dangerous route was by sea, but even here, there was always the risk of piracy or shipwreck. Overland was riskier as it entailed crossing parts of the Byzantine Empire and Islamic Syria. Nevertheless, these perils seemed simply to add to the allure of the pilgrimage and the sense of achievement for those who reached their destinations. Hardships enhanced the notion of penance, which all assisted the salvation of the pilgrims’ souls. The Church encouraged pilgrimages, presenting them as the culmination of a faithful life and a reliable way to receive forgiveness of sins – or to escape divine punishment.








The Middle Ages


The term ‘Middle Ages’ corresponds to the same period as the Latin word ‘medieval’. Neither expression was used until the 19th century, when a general interest grew in the era they describe. Although not exactly defined, this period is usually considered to have started with the fall of the Roman Empire, which began in 410 CE, and to have ended with the early 15th century at the start of the Renaissance period, or even in 1453, when Turkish forces captured Constantinople. The end of the Middle Ages is generally described as the start of the Modern Era. This was a time of strong religious belief and fanaticism, which was inflamed by a lack of understanding and communication, and which led to mistrust and brutality. During the period, society changed and developed, with new kingdoms forming in Western Europe. In the seventh century, North Africa and the Middle East, which had once been part of the Roman Empire, were conquered by Arabs and became Islamic. At this time, the Byzantine or Eastern Roman Empire, remained largely independent of Muslim influence.









Islamic control and conquest


Although the Islamic armies were strong and powerful, single-mindedly sweeping through great swathes of land and overthrowing the inhabitants, all was not peaceful within. Since the death of Muhammad in 632 CE, a major split had occurred between two Islamic sects. The schism between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims initially arose from a disagreement over who should succeed Muhammad on his unexpected death. The Sunni Muslims felt his close companion (and father-in-law) Abu Bakr should become the first Caliph (successor), while Shi’ites believed that his son-in-law and cousin Ali was the rightful heir. Both candidates had compelling credentials: Abu Bakr had been a trusted political and personal adviser to Muhammad, while Ali was the first (male) convert to Islam and was renowned for his unwavering faith. Although Abu Bakr was appointed the first administrative leader by the Islamic community elders, eventually Ali also held the position – but by this time, the rift was firmly in place.
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A 17th-century Islamic miniature, depicting Muhammad and his trusted adviser and father-in-law Abu Bakr, who became the first administrative leader after Muhammad’s death.





Abu Bakr reigned over the Rashidun Caliphate from 632 to 634. During that time he arranged for the first written version of the Holy Qur’an (the ‘Word of God’ in Arabic) to be made. Before Muhammad’s life, the Bedouin tribes of Arabia were nomadic people, living in fierce competition with each other to survive. That legacy continued to a certain extent, and from 634 to 641 another of Muhammad’s successors, the Caliph Umar, began a military campaign invading several Byzantine-inhabited lands, including Syria, Persia, Palestine and Jerusalem. After they took control, in general, Muslims continued to allow Christian and Jewish pilgrimages to Jerusalem. But the conquests carried on. Caliph Uthman, Umar’s successor, who reigned from 644 to 656, captured Cyprus and attacked Constantinople, setting fire to the Byzantine fleet. The subsequent Umayyad dynasty centred on Damascus and spread Islam as far as Afghanistan in the east and North Africa in the west. In the eighth century, Arab armies began attacking Roman Catholic countries as well and soon overthrew important Christian cities across the Iberian Peninsula. Next, the Arab armies crossed the Pyrenees to France, where they attacked places such as Bordeaux, Carcassonne and Tours. However, in 732 they were decisively beaten back by Charles Martel, the grandfather of Charlemagne. Within a century, nonetheless, the Arab armies were assailing parts of Italy, and even drove the Pope from Rome. But for all their aggression, the Umayyads and the later Abbasid dynasty allowed the vanquished who remained living in their cities to practise their chosen religions and to continue their pilgrimages – as long as they paid the Muslim rulers an extra tax.
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A 13th-century Arab manuscript of a Muslim warrior on a camel.





Gradually, Islamic society and culture was becoming remote from the nomadic lifestyles of its ancestors and, after the middle of the tenth century, most Muslims had settled and were no longer keen to fight, even though the Arab government needed to maintain fighting in order to keep control and to continue their forbidding stance over any Christians who tried to fight back. So the government began to rely on foreign immigrants to fight for them. These were mainly Turkish tribes who were newly converted to Islam and extremely aggressive and hostile towards non-Muslims. The leading tribe, the Seljuk Turks, were nomadic, warlike buccaneers and, within a short time, a Turkish Sultan of the Seljuks seized power from the Arab Caliph. By 1065, they took control of Jerusalem and they showed no tolerance to others who were not Sunni Muslims like them. They slaughtered Christian, Jews and pagans, and they destroyed churches, synagogues and other places of worship. In 1071, they massacred the huge Byzantine army at the Battle of Manzikert (now part of Turkey), captured the Byzantine Emperor Romanus Diogenes and took Nicaea, one of the most important cities of the Byzantine Empire.


Twenty-four years later in 1095, while in Piacenza, Italy, Pope Urban II (r. 1088–99) received a delegation of ambassadors bearing a letter from the current Byzantine Emperor, Alexius I Comnenus, appealing to the Latin (Catholic) Christians to join forces with them, the Eastern (Orthodox) Christians, to fight back against the Seljuk Turks. The Byzantine Empire had lost most of Anatolia to the Seljuk Turks and Alexius needed military assistance from the West to regain his lands. Although Eastern and Western Christians were divided, in the letter, Alexius described the atrocities suffered by all Christians in Jerusalem at the Turks’ hands, explaining that it was no longer safe for any pilgrims to go there. Also promising greater unity between the Church of Constantinople and the Church of Rome, Alexius aroused Urban II’s sympathies. Keen to end the divide between the Eastern and Latin Churches and even more eager to save Jerusalem from the devastation being created there by the Turks, in November of that year, the Pope called a Council meeting in Clermont, France.


Call to arms


After nine days of discussion about other matters, on 27 November 1095, French-born Pope Urban II led the Council of Clermont’s clerical delegates to an open field, where he had invited the entire population of the city. He sat on his throne in the open air and addressed the huge crowd. Charismatic, good-looking and eloquent, he described the situation across Europe and in the Holy Land, the problems facing the Byzantine Empire and ultimately all of Christendom, and he urged those listening to take up arms to fight ‘the infidel’ alongside their brothers in the Eastern Orthodox Church for the liberation of the holy places. Although the notion of fighting was sinful for Christians, in the fourth century Bishop Augustine of Hippo had written that, with a worthy and honourable purpose and with peace as the aim, violence could be justified.


Believing at this stage that they would only be supporting the Byzantines, Urban spoke of the honour of chivalry and knighthood, reminding everyone that this was what Christendom was once famous for. All who participated in this holy war and turned their weapons on the enemies of Christ, he informed his captivated audience, would receive absolution for their sins. And while they were away fighting, he guaranteed that they, their families and their goods would be protected. Although no contemporary chronicler documented this at the time, it is said that this rousing speech was followed with thunderous, enthusiastic cries from the audience of: ‘God wills it!’ Red cloth crosses were distributed to those who promised to join the campaign and later, after taking their solemn vows, individuals sewed the [red] crosses on the left shoulders of their surcoats as a symbol of their commitment and to indicate their entitlement to certain privileges and exemptions, which the Pope had promised to any who joined the ‘Holy War’. This was the origination of the concept of ‘Taking the Cross’. The word ‘crusade’ developed from ‘crux’, the Latin word for cross.


After Clermont, Urban travelled around France, continuing to preach and urge the faithful to take the cross. Surprised by how earnestly the poor flocked to join up rather than the class of knights he had hoped to attract, Urban made some stipulations. The elderly and the infirm were not allowed to join, and married men had to ask their wives for permission to go. Wives were also invited to accompany their husbands if they chose. Only healthy, unmarried young men were permitted to become ‘Knights of Christ’ without any of these extra considerations. The Pope invited other Catholic countries to join, including England and Spain, but various issues precluded their wholehearted support. England, for instance, was still struggling for unity after the Norman Conquest of 1066, and the Spanish were fighting the Muslim armies in their own country. In the end, France gained the most recruits and automatically became the leaders of the Crusade, although their king, Philip I, could not accompany them as he had been excommunicated over his bigamous marriage.
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Pope Urban II (c.1035–99) at the Council of Clermont from Sébastien Mamerot’s c.1490 lavishly illuminated manuscript Les Passages d’Outremer (Journeys to Outremer).











The Byzantine and Roman Churches


Since early Christian times, differences had emerged within the Church. The Byzantine Empire (or Byzantium) was established as the centre of the Roman Empire by Emperor Constantine when he converted to Christianity in 312 CE. He settled there and called the capital city New Rome, but it became known as Constantinople after him. It was later the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire for over a thousand years. Meanwhile, the Latin (or Roman Catholic) Church continued developing in the Western Roman Empire. Geographically, the Byzantine Empire included Asia Minor, the Middle East and North Africa, while the Latin Church encompassed Western Europe and northern and western areas of the Mediterranean. The Byzantine Empire was predominantly Greek-speaking, whereas Latin was the principal language of the Catholic Church. The Byzantine Emperor controlled the Eastern Orthodox Church’s affairs and appointed its highest official, the Patriarch, while Roman Catholics regarded the Pope as their greatest authority. Unlike priests in Western Europe, the Byzantine clergy retained their right to marry. Byzantine art focused on the divinity and mysteriousness of Christ, while Roman Catholic art emphasized the humanity of Jesus and the Holy Family. Both sides prayed to images of Christ, the Virgin Mary and the saints, but in the eighth century, the Byzantine Emperor prohibited the veneration of icons, saying it violated God’s commandment against worshipping ‘graven images’. The ban triggered fierce battles within the Empire and, from the West, the Pope excommunicated the Emperor. Although a later Empress eventually restored the use of icons, the conflict left great resentment in Byzantium against the Pope. In their church services, the Byzantines used leavened bread as a symbol of the Risen Lord while Latin Christians used unleavened bread as this was eaten by Jesus at the Last Supper as it was Passover. In 1054, further disagreements led to the Pope and the Patriarch excommunicating each other. This became known as the East–West Schism, or the Great Schism, and it divided the two Churches permanently.
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Augustine of Hippo by Fra Filippo Lippi (c.1406–69). A Latin philosopher and theologian, Augustine is often declared to be one of the greatest Christian thinkers. While he insisted that Christians should be pacifists, he also argued that it was acceptable to fight in order to restore and maintain peace.






The Pope’s speech



Like many events of that period, there were no accounts written at the time of Pope Urban’s call to arms in Clermont in November 1095. Fulcher de Chartres, Baldric de Dol, Robert the Monk and Gilbert de Nogent were four contemporary writers who wrote accounts of the First Crusade, but they only include excerpts of the speech in order to enhance the drama of their narratives of the Crusade itself, which are all written years after the event and which differ from each other, so are probably subjective. The closest evidence we have of the original words is believed by most scholars on the subject to have been written in a letter by the Pope himself one month after the speech, at Christmas time in 1095, to those signing up for the Crusade:


Your brotherhood, we believe, has long since learned from many accounts that a barbaric fury has deplorably afflicted and laid waste the churches of God in the regions of the Orient. More than this, blasphemous to say, it has even grasped in intolerable servitude its churches and the Holy City of Christ, glorified by His passion and resurrection. Grieving with pious concern at this calamity, we visited the regions of Gaul and devoted ourselves largely to urging the princes of the land and their subjects to free the churches of the East.








Eleventh-century public relations


The Pope’s call to arms was cleverly played to appeal to the sensibilities of devout Roman Catholics across Europe. While he knew that Emperor Alexius was appealing for military assistance against the Seljuk Turks in Asia Minor, Urban purposely channelled the idea to suit his needs. The Latin Church had wanted to secure Jerusalem, with its sacred sites, for a long time. Likewise, Emperor Alexius had intentionally dwelt on the plight of pilgrims in Jerusalem for his own ends as he knew that this was the best way to ensure Western Christians’ support.









The People’s Crusade


Among the crowd listening to the Pope at Clermont had been a zealous monk in his forties, nicknamed Peter the Hermit, also known as Peter d’Amiens. Filthy, barefoot and wearing a long, coarse robe tied at the waist with a rope, Peter preached – to anyone who would listen – of the need to rescue sacred Christian sites in the Holy Land from the Muslims. His passionate appeal attracted a huge number of mainly poor followers, reportedly between 15,000 and 100,000 men, women and children, mainly from France and Germany. Rather than one organized march, the First Crusade evolved as a series of expeditions to the Holy Land, and Peter’s enthusiastic followers set off earlier than Urban II’s planned date of mid-August 1096. Having withstood floods, plague and famine at home, these impoverished, largely illiterate people believed that the Crusade would give them the chance to start new lives as well as securing them an assured passage to heaven. With few weapons, little experience of fighting, and no discipline, their ragged march became known as ‘The People’s Crusade’. Peter and his assistant Walter Sans-Avoir (Walter the Penniless) led them overland through Germany and Hungary to Constantinople. On the way the rabble contingent among them began pillaging for food and attacking local inhabitants, and were soon counter-attacked by stronger local armies. Undaunted, the straggling marchers began discharging their religiously fuelled passions by calling the Jewish inhabitants of various other districts they passed through ‘murderers of Christ’, offering them the choice of conversion to Christianity or death. By the time they reached the Rhine, one of Europe’s major trade routes and an area that had been populated heavily by Jews for centuries, the mob was completely out of control. They began looting and sacking houses and synagogues and massacring entire Jewish communities. Approximately 8,000 Jews died. To be rid of the Crusaders, the horrified Alexius organized their speedy passage across the River Bosphorus. As they reached Asia Minor, they came face-to-face with the Seljuk Turks who completely overpowered and massacred nearly all of them. The People’s Crusade was over.
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Peter the Hermit leading ‘The People’s Crusade’ from Les Passages d’Outremer. This illustration shows the first, unofficial Crusaders, about to be massacred by the Seljuk Turks in a surprise attack.






The First Crusade



Meanwhile, the main contingent of the Crusade was travelling to Constantinople. Of the thousands who went, only about a quarter were nobles or knights. The rest consisted of poor men, women and children, plus their donkeys, carts and dogs. Most had never before left their towns and villages. Alexius was appalled by the arrival of this unruly and undisciplined mass, many of whom appeared to be nothing more than ruffians, and who camped outside his capital city’s walls through the winter of 1096–7. They were not the small, well-armed force of Christian knights he had envisaged when he had asked the Pope for help, and many began pillaging around Constantinople. Concerned that they could not be controlled and that most were only there to reach Jerusalem on a kind of glorified pilgrimage, he made their leaders swear an oath that they would ‘restore to the Empire whatever towns, countries or forts they took which had formerly belonged to it’. Eventually the Crusader leaders agreed to the oath and they marched on to the ancient city of Nicaea (within present-day Iznik in Turkey), which had been captured by the Seljuk Turks in 1071. Strongly defended by walls and a lake, it was difficult to surmount, but the Christian armies laid siege and within five weeks, Nicaea was regained. Several other battles followed as the Crusaders marched towards the city of Antioch (present-day Antakya in southern Turkey, near the border with Syria). Previously a Byzantine stronghold and famous for never having fallen except by treachery, the city walls of Antioch were almost impenetrable.


Arriving at the city on 20 October 1097, the Crusaders blockaded the main city gates of Antioch, imprisoning the inhabitants and preventing relief forces from getting through. After three months, by January 1098, their own supplies were gravely diminished, many were dying of starvation and others were deserting. Nevertheless, the weakened and much reduced Crusaders managed to gain entry to the city, but they were immediately trapped inside by an external relief-force of 75,000 Seljuk Turks who had just arrived from Mosul (in contemporary Iraq). Meanwhile, some distance away, the Byzantine army was marching towards Antioch to help the crusading Latin army, when several deserters reached them and reported that the Crusaders had all starved to death outside the city. Believing therefore that the situation was hopeless, the Byzantines returned to Constantinople, leaving the Latin army trapped inside Antioch.








Leaders of the First Crusade


Although they had to organize and discipline many inexperienced Crusaders, the leaders of the First Crusade included some of the most eminent members of European knighthood. Count Raymond de Toulouse headed a band of volunteers from Provence. Godfrey de Bouillon and his brother Baldwin commanded a force of French and German men. Hugh de Vermandois, the younger brother of King Philip I of France; William the Conqueror’s eldest son, Robert of Normandy; Count Robert II of Flanders; Bohemond, Prince of Taranto, and his nephew Tancred; and Stephen II, the Count of Blois, all led troops into battle, with varying degrees of courage and ingenuity.
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An illumination by the Fauvel Master in 1337, showing the capture of a Muslim city by Christian crusaders led by Godfrey of Bouillon in the First Crusade, from The History of the Kingdom of Jerusalem by William of Tyre.













The Miracle of the Lance



Finding themselves outnumbered, weakened and ensnared, it seemed that the First Crusade had ended before it had really started. Then, on 10 June 1098, a peasant called Peter Bartholomew was admitted to the presence of papal legate Bishop Adhemar, and Raymond de Toulouse, the most important noble of the Crusade. Before the Crusaders had set off, the Pope had named Bishop Adhemar as his representative and the spiritual leader of the expedition. The idea of the red cloth cross worn on the shoulder had come directly from Adhemar’s example. In the presence of these two august men, imprisoned within the city of Antioch, Peter Bartholomew described his recurrent visions. He claimed that Christ and St Andrew had come to him and told him that the lance that had pierced the side of Christ on the Cross was buried beneath the high altar in St Peter’s Cathedral in Antioch. The Holy Lance, also known as the Holy Spear, the Spear of Christ or the Spear of Longinus (after the Roman soldier who wielded it), is mentioned in the Bible, but only in the Gospel of John. It was used to make sure that Jesus was dead: ‘one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out’ (John 19:34).


Bishop Adhemar was sceptical, as he had seen what had been claimed to be part of the Holy Lance in Constantinople, but Raymond was intrigued and when the story spread among the Crusaders a ripple of hope emerged that had previously seemed unimaginable. The next day, Stephen of Valence, a monk accompanying the Crusade also sought an audience with Adhemar and Raymond. He too reported a vision, this time where Christ and the Virgin Mary had promised to help the demoralized troops. Adhemar remained suspicious, but when on 14 June, a meteor was seen to fall into the Turkish camp, it was deemed a positive omen by the Crusaders, and Bishop Adhemar gave permission for digging to start in the cathedral. The following day, inside St Peter’s Cathedral in Antioch, Raymond de Toulouse, the historian Raymond d’Aguilers, William, Bishop of Orange, Peter Bartholomew and a few others began to dig beneath the paved floor under the altar. Nothing was found until Peter jumped into the pit and unearthed a relic of a spear point which he proclaimed was the Holy Lance. When told, Bishop Adhemar continued to believe the object to be a fake and Bartholomew to be a fraud, but Raymond de Toulouse and the others present took this as a divine sign that the Crusaders had God on their side. It is impossible to verify now what really happened. The trusted historian on the dig, Raymond d’Aguilers, reported that he had seen the iron in the ground before Peter Bartholomew exposed it, contesting that Peter had put it there as several sceptics believed. Whatever the object was or how it was found, the excitement in the city was intense as word of the discovery spread. Peter then reported another vision in which St Andrew instructed the Crusader army to fast for five days (although they were already starving), after which they would be victorious. There was great rejoicing among the Crusaders and they duly fasted. On 28 June, they broke out of Antioch led by their best soldier, the Norman warrior Bohemond, Prince of Taranto, with the Holy Lance carried by Raymond d’Aguilers at the front. Although desperately weak from hunger, they were in an exalted mood and some cried out that they could see celestial cavalrymen on white horses riding to help them, bearing white banners and led by St George. They should have been no match for the far larger and better-equipped Turkish and Arab force, but a great deal of in-fighting had occurred with the Turks and Arabs, leaving their morale as low as the Christians’ was high, and they broke quickly under the unexpected Crusader attack. Antioch was once more in Christian hands; but rather than return it to the Byzantines who had deserted them, Bohemond remained there as Prince of Antioch, while the rest of the Crusaders marched on to Jerusalem.


Raymond de Toulouse kept the lance for a time, but rumours of it being a hoax grew as people realized that other Holy Lances were in existence. In the sixth century, a pilgrim, Antoninus of Piacenza had related that in the Basilica of Mount Zion he saw ‘the crown of thorns with which Our Lord was crowned and the lance with which He was struck in the side’. After Jerusalem was captured by Persian forces during the following century, according to contemporary writings, a piece of the Holy Lance was taken to Constantinople and placed in the church of Hagia Sophia, and later moved to the Church of the Virgin of the Pharos. Much later, it was sold to Louis IX of France who enshrined it with the Crown of Thorns, but the relics both disappeared during the 18th-century French Revolution. The larger portion of the lance was mentioned as being in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem around 670, but there is no further mention of it being there. This could be the portion of the lance that was sometimes attributed to being in the Templars’ keeping, but there is no clear explanation of how they found it when so many others had not in the centuries between its disappearance and their arrival in Jerusalem.
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After Bohemond’s success at Antioch, he was celebrated as a hero and was given the hand of Constance, daughter of King Philip I of France and ex-wife of Hugh of Champagne. This is a 15th-century Flemish illumination of their wedding in 1105.





Still, with these objects and about three others that were claimed to be the Holy Lance, several people grew sceptical and Peter Bartholomew became the butt of various accusations. So, in April 1099, he requested an ordeal by fire in an attempt to prove his credibility. On Good Friday 1099, he walked through a narrow passage between two huge piles of blazing wood, wearing only a tunic and carrying the Holy Lance. Although horrendously burned, he claimed to be uninjured because Christ had appeared to him in the fire. Twelve days later, he died in agony and this particular Holy Lance lost its allure. For a while, it was kept in Constantinople and at St Peter’s in Rome. Later, it was linked with the Templars, but by then there were at least four other objects scattered throughout Christendom being labelled ‘the Holy Lance’ and, as it was never seen in the Templars’ possession nor found after their end, the idea was soon forgotten.


The Kingdom of Jerusalem


It is believed that 30,000 Crusaders had started out from Europe in August 1096, but fewer than 12,000 were left in June 1099 when they arrived within sight of the Holy City. As they approached, the Muslim governor of Jerusalem closed all exits and entries to the city and poisoned all the wells outside the city walls. A network of underground fresh water systems would keep the inhabitants inside alive, and the city was well stocked with provisions. The outside walls and defences were virtually impregnable. Coupled with their severely reduced troops and limited provisions, it seemed unlikely that the Crusaders would be successful in their ultimate goal of recapturing Jerusalem. An initial attempt at attack failed, but within a week fresh supplies arrived by sea to the port of Jaffa that had been abandoned by the Muslims. In the following days, the Crusaders built two large siege towers, erecting them after dark and moving them close to the city walls. A desperate and prolonged attack was launched from both sides and, on the morning of 15 July, a large faction of the Crusader army commanded by Godfrey de Bouillon captured an inner rampart of the northern wall. The Crusaders poured into Jerusalem and, in a frenzied and unplanned wave of violence and brutality, slaughtered everyone in sight.


The unrestrained and vicious massacre by the Crusaders was not what Urban II had asked them to do in November 1095, and it went against all the values of Christianity. The Pope had wanted them to liberate the Holy Land from the Muslims, not to massacre the inhabitants of Jerusalem. His original call for a return to chivalry had largely been ignored, but it was unlikely that he ever knew of the atrocities, as he died two weeks after the fall of Jerusalem before the news reached Rome.


Despite churchmen in pulpits across Europe condemning the news when they heard it, the Crusaders in the Holy Land believed they had achieved victory. In actual fact, the religious and political conflicts between the Sunnis and the Shi’ites had given the Crusaders greater opportunities for success than they would otherwise have had. Two days after their capture of Jerusalem, the Crusader leaders met to choose someone to take command of the Holy City. Although not everyone agreed, it was decided to turn it into a kingdom with a monarch chosen from among them to remain there and rule. The ideal choice would have been Bishop Adhemar, but he had died the year before at Antioch. So the new crown was offered to Raymond de Toulouse, the eldest, wealthiest and probably the most chivalrous of the Crusaders. But Raymond did not want to rule in the city where Jesus had suffered. So the crown was offered to Godfrey de Bouillon who had been another powerful leader and was somewhat jealous of Raymond. Godfrey accepted the position, but declared he would not wear a royal crown in the city where Jesus had worn a crown of thorns. Rather than the title of King of Jerusalem, he accepted the name Defender of the Holy Sepulchre (Advocatus Sancti Sepulchri) and he used the Al-Aqsa mosque as his palace, believing that it stood on the site of the illustrious scriptural Temple of Solomon (the Templum Salomonis). The Muslim shrine, the Dome of the Rock, adjacent to the Al-Aqsa mosque, which probably is on the site of Solomon’s original temple, was given iron railings and a cross and identified as the Templum Domini, or the Lord’s Temple. The Crusaders also installed an archbishop from Pisa named Daimbert as a Catholic Patriarch, to oversee the Latin Christians who would live in Jerusalem or travel to the Holy Land on pilgrimages. Various other prelates also moved in. Their main goal achieved, most of the Crusaders returned to Europe, taking with them tales of horror, danger, adventure, hardship and ultimate victory.




[image: ]


An image of the Holy Sepulchre from a 15th-century Greek manuscript known as The Oracle of Leo the Wise. The Holy Sepulchre is venerated as Golgotha, the site of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection, as well as where a part of the Holy Lance was believed to be at one time.






Outremer



During the first few years of the 12th century, four different states were established in the territories now controlled by Christians: the County of Edessa, the Principality of Antioch, the County of Tripoli and the Kingdom of Jerusalem. In Europe, these states became known collectively as ‘Outremer’ which was French for overseas (‘outre-mer’). In 1100, Godfrey de Bouillon died and his brother, Baldwin de Boulogne, succeeded as King Baldwin I of Jerusalem, being less reluctant than his brother to take a royal title.


Nevertheless, the name he adopted mattered far less than the overriding problem that had rapidly become apparent in Outremer, which was that there was insufficient protection for the thousands of Christian pilgrims travelling there. The towns were made fairly secure, but travellers beyond the walls were vulnerable to bandits and other assailants. As soon as Jerusalem was in Christian hands once more, an upsurge of pilgrims travelled there from Europe and, with no one to defend them as they journeyed to and from the holy sites, many were attacked and murdered outside the city walls. In 1102, a pilgrim known as Saewulf of Canterbury recorded how pilgrims were often set upon as they travelled on the road from Jaffa to Jerusalem. Specifically targeted by Bedouin nomads, Turks and Egyptians, such small groups of pilgrims were often killed for the money they sewed into their clothing, and their bodies were left to rot where they were killed. This would have incensed the Christian world, not just because pilgrims were being callously robbed and murdered, but because they were also being denied Christian burials.


Hugh de Champagne


One traveller to the Holy Land at that time was Hugh, the Count of Champagne (c.1074–1125), the third and youngest son of Theobald de Blois. Wealthy, powerful and pious, Hugh was known for most of his life as Hugh de Troyes, after the land he inherited from an elder brother who died at an early age. Although interested in the First Crusade, he had not joined it, possibly as he had recently married Constance, the daughter of Philip I of France, so remained at home with his new wife and took care of his considerable lands and property. With his wife’s dowry and an inheritance from his mother and deceased brother, Hugh seemed to have everything going for him. But his marriage broke down and in 1103, after an attempted assassination from which he narrowly escaped, he spent months being nursed to health by the nuns at the Convent of Avenay. Once recovered, he made a pilgrimage to the Holy Land to give thanks for his life, and while he was gone, his marriage to Constance was annulled on the grounds of consanguinity and failure to produce an heir. In 1107, he returned to Champagne and married another noblewoman, Elizabeth de Varais.


Yet Hugh soon tried to have this second marriage annulled as well. In 1114, when he had returned once more to the Holy Land, Elizabeth went to the Bishop of Chartres and implored him to prevent her husband from rejecting her. As a result, Hugh received a letter from the bishop, remonstrating with him for leaving his wife in order to join ‘La Milice du Christ’ (the Knights of Christ). This was the original name given to the Knights Templar and the name that they were called by Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), but at the time of the bishop’s letter, as far as can be ascertained, the Order was not officially formed. This letter seems to have had little effect on Hugh, however. He didn’t return from the Holy Land until the end of 1115 and, about two years later, Elizabeth gave birth to a son, whom Hugh immediately denounced as illegitimate. His reasons for this are not confirmed, but they seem to have been valid as the illegitimacy was not disputed at the time (although the boy, Eudes, tried unsuccessfully to claim legitimacy later in life). The official reason that has been recorded, which Hugh insisted upon, was that he was sterile. Whatever it was, Elizabeth and the child were cast aside.


When he had returned to the Holy Land in 1114, Hugh had taken a retinue of knights with him. Before he left, he declared to all that he would be ‘taking up the gospel knighthood’ once there. It is not clear what he meant by this; he may have been implying that he intended to travel to the Holy Land as the Crusaders had done, or he may have planned to protect the sacred Christian sites once there. The conundrum deepens. Hugh stayed in the Holy Land for nearly two years and when he returned to France, he left one of his vassals, Hugh de Payns (c.1070–1136) behind. This was a most unusual course of action. While Hugh de Champagne was back in France, Hugh de Payns was helping to form an order of military monks in Jerusalem. It is possible that Hugh de Champagne returned to France specifically to organize funding for the order in Jerusalem and had left his vassal with instructions about organizing the group of men. With his multiple trips to the Holy Land and later events, it seems likely that Hugh de Champagne was involved in some way. Eventually in 1125, he handed over his land in Champagne to his nephew, Theobald, renounced his worldly wealth and returned to the Holy Land to join the Order of the Knights Templar soon after its official formation. He was probably the only member of the nobility to join at the start of the Order. Even more unusual: to become a Templar, Hugh, the Count of Champagne, had to swear allegiance to his former vassal Hugh de Payns.


Hugh de Payns


Also often called Hugues de Payens, despite his significance in the establishment of the Knights Templar, there is little substantiated about him, apart from his being Hugh de Champagne’s former vassal. As far as we know, there is no contemporary biography in existence and so information about him is extremely fragmented. The most detailed accounts come from Archbishop William of Tyre (c.1130–86), who recorded his information over 60 years after the First Crusade, but even these notes are not comprehensive. Born at the family chateau on the banks of the River Seine in the Champagne region, Hugh de Payns (c.1070–1136) is often documented by later chroniclers as being a cousin of Hugh de Champagne and Bernard of Clairvaux, two of the most powerful men in Europe at the time. He is also believed to be related to two other powerful men and leaders of the First Crusade: Raymond de Toulouse and Godfrey de Bouillon.


Several documents state that Hugh de Payns was married to Elizabeth de Chappes or, some later chroniclers assert, to a Catherine St Clair. There is little evidence about Catherine St Clair, however, and it seems far more likely that he was married to Elizabeth de Chappes between 1108 and 1111. He has also been attributed with having either one child or three, whose names have been recorded as Guibuin, Isabelle and Theobald. Theobald is known to have existed as he became abbot at the monastery of La Colombe in 1139, but nothing is recorded about the other two children. There is no written documentation of Hugh leaving his family, nor of what happened to them after he had left France for the Holy Land. In those days, it was not unusual for married people to take holy orders, but first they had to obtain permission from their spouses, and often the spouses would also enter a convent or a monastery at the same time. This might have happened with Hugh and his wife, but with so few records, it is equally probable that she died, that the child or children were taken in either by wealthy relatives or into the Church, and then Hugh was free to travel with a clear conscience.
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