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            The struggle for the Holy Land
      

         

         The timing was perfect. When the first Crusaders, with the Pope’s blessing, set out for the Holy Land in 1096, the Muslim world was riven by internal strife and the European knights could march east unhindered. Victory followed victory, and in 1099 the Christians took Jerusalem. In a bloodlust, they went house-to-house slaughtering Muslim men, women and children. The Muslim world was stunned, and the caliphs nurtured a smouldering desire for revenge. But the Crusaders took a firm grip on power in the Holy Land, fortifying it with a network of impregnable fortresses. Only 100 years later were the caliphs united under a single, strong commander. Saladin demonstrated superiority in desert warfare at the Battle of the Horns of Hattin and captured Jerusalem in 1187. For the next century, the fighting ebbed and flowed, but when Ottoman forces captured Constantinople in 1453, the Byzantine Empire and Christian ascendancy in the east were over.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. A growing divide, 622-1095
      

         

         For four hundred years, Muslims and Christians co-existed relatively peacefully. There were regional disputes and territorial conflicts, but no more than among the Christian kingdoms themselves, and religion played no meaningful role. All this changed in the eleventh century, however. Amid political and religious chaos, opposition to Islam grew, and soon a religious iron curtain dropped across Europe.

          
      

         One August day in 1099, a large crowd of refugees snaked through the streets of Baghdad and into the palace of Caliph Al-Mustazhir Billah. With trembling voices, they recounted the terrifying experiences they’d been subject to during the Christian conquest of the Holy Land. Some had witnessed the massacre of Jerusalem’s inhabitants when the Christians razed the city a month earlier. They described how their family and friends had been hunted down and eventually slaughtered by the Europeans. Together they urged the caliph to drive out the invaders, and swore revenge on the infidels who had taken their land, desecrated their shrines and killed their loved ones.

          
      

         Muslims invaded Europe

         The Crusade and the attack on Jerusalem were the culmination of tensions that had grown over four to five centuries between Christian Europe and the Muslim world to its south and east. In the centuries leading up to the turn of the millennium, Christian European politics had become increasingly chaotic. As religious strife within Christianity deepened, its leaders began to rail against Islam, highlighting the conflict between the religions. Within a few decades, inter-faith relations deteriorated, and a religious iron curtain slowly but surely descended between the two civilisations.

         On the one side was Christian Europe, led by the Pope. He was supported by a large number of kingdoms, of which the Holy Roman Empire was by far the strongest. On the other side was the Muslim Caliphate, made up of Asian, Arab and African dynasties. Although they fought among themselves for power, Islam was their common bond.

         From a religious point of view, the growing conflict between Muslims and Christians was not inevitable. On the contrary, the two religions shared many core beliefs. Both Christians and Muslims regarded the Bible as holy scripture. Both Christianity and Islam preached tolerance, and both religions stressed the need to fight evil in oneself rather than in others.

         The political and military reality, however, was quite different. According to the Quran, Islam was founded when the merchant Muhammad of Mecca received a series of revelations from God between 610 and 632. He was taught the nature of God and given a set of rules. Most important was the command to worship only one god, Allah.

         With a band of faithful followers, Muhammad made his way to the desert city of Medina, where he founded the first community based on Islam. To safeguard his fledgling faith, Muhammad subdued the entire Arabian Peninsula militarily, uniting its small, scattered communities into one state. There is no indication that he intended to extend his political influence further – Islam was to be the religion of the Arabs, Muhammad believed.

         But his immediate successors, the caliphs, saw things differently, and over the next century led an impressive series of conquests. Like a sandstorm, Muslim forces swept across the cities of Syria and the Holy Land. In 635, just three years after Muhammad’s death, Damascus fell, and in 636 the Muslims conquered the first Christian city, Antioch. In 638, after a fierce siege lasting a year, Jerusalem itself, the Holy City of the Jews and Christians, had to surrender to the Muslim invasion force. Soon the caliph’s power extended from the Chinese border in the east across central Asia, the Middle East and North Africa to Sicily and the Iberian Peninsula in the west.

         But the expansion drive didn’t stop there. In 711, Muslim forces pushed right into the heart of Europe to central France. Only when they were almost at the gates of the church of Saint-Martins Basilica in the city of Tours in 732 were they halted by French and Burgundian forces.

         The caliphate was huge by then, covering more than 13 million square kilometres. However, after the defeat at Tours, the Muslims abandoned their hold on their French possessions and the border between Christian Europe and the Muslim Caliphate came to lie in northern Spain.

         Here in Al-Andalus, as the Arabs named the region, Muslim rule was strong. The ruling dynasty showed great tolerance towards the area’s Christians and Jews. Art and culture flourished in what later became known as the Muslim Golden Age.

          
      

         Europe was in chaos

         The situation was different in Christian Europe. To the north, Christianity and the Church were under pressure – not from Islam, but from within. The two centuries leading up to the turn of the millennium had been marked by chaos. The Frankish Empire, once Europe’s dominant power, had enjoyed a revival under Charlemagne around 800, but had subsequently been split by a succession dispute. At the same time, Viking invasions along the rivers left deep fissures, and by 1000 France had been divided into principalities. Only by the skin of their teeth did successive kings manage to hold together the territory surrounding Paris. The rest of France was lawless. Conflict, pillage and violence were the order of the day.

         Decline and division took a heavy toll on the Church and the Pope, whose authority had been increasingly undermined by power-hungry kings and princes over the previous centuries. In principle, ecclesiastical and secular government were separate. The Pope was the supreme authority over ecclesiastical matters, while the king was responsible for earthly affairs.

         In reality, things were quite different. Local priests formed unholy alliances with cruel and brutal princes to grab land, offices and riches. Gradually, it became common for churchmen to buy themselves high offices from the ruling prince. The priests did what suited them – including getting married – while the Pope was reduced from being God’s representative on earth to a figurehead with no real power or influence.

          
      

         King was excommunicated

         This could not continue, Pope Gregory VII thought, and decided to correct both the impiety of the priests and his own wavering authority. In 1056, the Pope convened an ecclesiastical council, where it was decided that secular leaders should henceforth have no say in his election. Instead, the Pope would be chosen by a college of cardinals – an arrangement that remains in place to this day. Later, Gregory went a step further.

         “The Roman church was founded by God alone,” he and his followers boldly declared in the decree Dictatus Papae (The Dictate of the Pope) in 1075. It also stated that “the Roman church has never erred; nor will it err to all eternity, the Scripture bearing witness”. The dispute between the Church and the secular princes flared up in earnest when Henry IV, King of Germany and thus head of Europe’s superpower, the Holy Roman Empire, retaliated sharply against the Pope’s decree.

         In a letter, he addressed Gregory using the name he’d had before becoming Pope: “Hildebrand, at present not pope but false monk”, wrote Henry, thus defying the head of the Church. Gregory retaliated by excommunicating Henry. For Henry, this was a serious situation. As a Christian king, he could not stand outside the Church, and besides, he needed the Pope’s backing.

         Threatened by disgruntled subjects, Henry admitted defeat in 1077, realising there was no way out but to repent. Like another pilgrim, he walked with his retinue across the Alps in the biting January cold to meet the Pope. Gregory feared Henry was launching an attack and took refuge in a castle near Canossa in northern Italy.

         But the Pope’s concerns were unfounded, as Henry was in no way a vengeful warrior. Barefoot and wearing only a robe, the king stood in the cold snow, knocking despairingly at the castle gate. Only after three days was it opened. The once haughty king fell to his knees and begged forgiveness. Gregory was convinced that Henry was sincerely repentant and absolved him. That same evening, they went to the altar together as a symbol that the German king was once again a member of the Church.

         The dispute between king and the Pope was far from over, however. Shortly after Henry IV’s penance, he and the Pope went at each other again, and the rivalry between religious and secular powers continued unabated. But the battle also had a positive effect, as people talked more than ever before about faith and religion, and what God and the Church really meant to them. This increased interest in Christianity led more and more people to worry about the fate of Jerusalem.

          
      

         Jerusalem: the world’s centre

         The city had an almost magical attraction for Christians. Here Christ had died and risen to eternal life, and many returned from pilgrimages to Jerusalem with stones or sand from the Holy Land to keep a little of the divine with them. In the early 11th century, Christians feared the city would be closed to pilgrims and the holy sites lost.

         Their fear was not without cause. Under Caliph Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah – later known as the “Mad Caliph” – pilgrims were harassed in the most brutal way, and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, located on the spot where Christians believed Christ had been executed, was destroyed. A few years later, Hakim disappeared without a trace on one of his evening walks. Only his donkey and bloody clothes were found. The new caliph admitted that the exclusion of pilgrims had been a mistake, since they provided a large part of Jerusalem’s income. The gates were reopened, and in return for a hefty payment to the Arabs, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was rebuilt.

         In Spain, too, the conflict between Islam and Christianity smouldered. The Christian states north of Al-Andalus had gradually become larger and more self-assertive. The Catholic territories of Castile and León, in particular, had become powers whose military prowess and clout the Muslims had to take seriously.

         The Muslim emirs tried to ally themselves with the Christian princes, but instead the Catholics made forays into Muslim territory, which turned into full-scale invasions, and by 1086 the threat was so great that the emirs of southern Al-Andalus had to call for help.

         Unfortunately for all parties, assistance came from the fanatical North African Almoravid dynasty, which tolerated no deviation from the strictest interpretation of Islam. The new rulers imprisoned the emirs and burned books with non-Muslim content. The French king, horrified by the Almoravids aggressive attempts to spread Islam, asked his subjects to come to the aid of their Christian brothers to the south.

          
      

         Christianity under pressure

         A few companies, led by noblemen, left for the Pyrenees, but that was all. The Pope showed no interest in coming to the aid of his fellow believers in Spain. That would soon change, however, when the Byzantine Empire also reported trouble. It had established itself as Europe’s richest and strongest military power over recent centuries. But by the early 11th century, the Byzantine Empire was a victim of its own success. The imperial court and magnates spent lavishly on pomp and circumstance, while the army and navy were left to decay.

         In 1071, the empire paid a heavy price for its complacency, suffering a heavy defeat in a clash with the Turkic ruling dynasty, the Seljuks, at the Battle of Manzikert in Armenia. Turkic Seljuk nomads were then free to settle throughout Anatolia, placing huge pressure on the Byzantine Empire. Problems mounted and the once-powerful Emperor Alexios I Komnenos was forced to ask the Pope for help against the Islamic threat, which was edging ever-closer to the European continent’s eastern flanks.

         The letter with Alexios’ prayer landed on the table of the new Pope Urban II in March 1095. He had been a staunch supporter and ally of Gregory VII and was as keen to reform the Church and strengthen the papacy as his predecessor. When the cry of distress from Emperor Alexios came, however, Urban was fully occupied with a church meeting, and he replied somewhat tersely that he would urge “many to promise, by taking an oath, to aid the emperor most faithfully as far as they were able against the pagans”.

         Urban II did not seem very interested in responding to Alexios’ pleas at first. But over the summer, an idea took shape in the Pope’s head – a plan that would advance his position, strengthen the piety of his people and foster friendship with the Byzantine Empire.

         In a field near Clermont in France, the birthplace of the Pope, Urban II spoke to a large crowd on 27 November. He explained how Muslim forces had attacked the Christian city of Constantinople, and now urged the people to come to the emperor’s aid and then rid Jerusalem of the infidels.

         “They have either destroyed the churches of God or appropriated them for the rites of their own religion. They destroy the altars, after having defiled them with their uncleanness. They circumcise the Christians, and the blood of the circumcision they either spread upon the altars or pour into the vases of the baptismal font… On whom, therefore, does the task lie of avenging this, of redeeming this situation, if not on you… Enter upon the road to the Holy Sepulchre; wrest that land from the wicked race, and subject it to yourselves.”

         With the Pope’s words, the relationship between Christianity and Islam was changed forever.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. The First Crusade, 1096-1099
      

         

         Whether driven by their faith in God, hope for eternal life, a sense of adventure or simple boredom, Europeans flocked to the banner of the cross. Many would never return home, but die in battle or from disease, hunger or exhaustion. For those exposed to the Crusaders’ rampages, the outlook was even worse. The supposedly pious trek quickly descended into an orgy of murder, violence and cannibalism. Nothing was sacred to the Crusaders in their struggle to achieve their main aim: the capture of Jerusalem.

          
      

         When Pope Urban II addressed a crowd in the French city of Clermont on 27th November 1095, he painted a horrific picture of Muslim crimes against Christians: innocents had been tortured and their intestines pulled out while they still lived, women had been raped and babies hurled on to stone floors. The Pope’s words shocked the thousands in attendance, and his call to go to war against the Muslims was met with cheers. No sooner had Urban II finished speaking than the first Crusader came forward.

         “The bishop of Le Puy, a man of great repute and the highest nobility, went up to the lord pope with a smiling face and on bended knee begged and beseeched his permission and blessing to make the journey,” one eyewitness recounted.

         The bishop’s reaction was less spontaneous than it first appeared. Adhemar of Le Puy was one of Urban’s most loyal supporters, and together the two had planned both the Crusade and Adhemar’s appearance after the Pope’s speech. The next day, Adhemar was appointed spiritual leader of the Crusade, described by Urban as “our dearest son”, whose orders the Crusaders were to obey as “though they were our own”. At the same time, Raymond IV of Toulouse, Adhemar’s closest secular ally and one of Latin Christendom’s most powerful princes, enlisted as military leader of this, the First Crusade.

         With the appointment of these two heavyweights, the Pope’s campaign was off to a good start and was pursued with great energy. Urban embarked on a ten-month preaching tour of France, detailing Muslim abuses and promising absolution and remission of sins for any who fell in battle for the Holy City of Jerusalem. People from all walks of life flocked to his banner, all solemnly swearing to go on Crusade. The Church then issued cloth crosses, which the Crusaders dutifully sewed on their clothes to show that they had “taken up the cross” and were on their way to Jerusalem.

         In some areas, the influx was so great that the Pope feared the Crusade would threaten society and leave localities devoid of numbers. His admonitions that the parishioners should not leave until they had secured their wives’ agreement had little effect. Europe was burning with Crusade fever, and the Pope’s original appeal was answered to an extent that shocked him. A year after he called for battle against the Muslims, between 60,000 and 100,000 men-at-arms had signed up under the cross.

          
      

         Fear drove locals to enlist

         Nor could the Pope’s call for a Crusade have come at a better time. Generations of Europeans had lived through war, chaos and strife. In recent decades, France had even been plagued by drought and famine. Just as the Pope was beginning his sermon, an epidemic had broken out: ergotism – a disease caused by eating rye infected with a particular fungus. Toes, fingers, arms and legs turned black with gangrene and withered away. If left untreated, ergotism led to a painful death. In addition to the terrible symptoms, the “holy fire”, as it was popularly called, was considered to be God’s punishment for the sick person’s misdeeds, and the epidemic terrified the population, making them aware of their sins.

         The fear of sin and its consequences was therefore omnipresent for Europeans in the eleventh century. Images of black devils and the flames of Hell filled church walls and people’s imaginations. They therefore took great pains to avoid ending up where “the worms that eat them do not die, and the fire is not quenched”, as the Bible so vividly described it.

         Usually, those with the means tried to counter the horrors with generous donations to churches and monasteries or through pilgrimages. The First Crusade gave war-torn, starving and sin-conscious Europeans a new opportunity: by going on a Crusade to the Holy Land, supposedly flowing with milk and honey, they could atone for their sins and plunder both wealth and territory, all with the Pope’s blessing.

          
      

         A cold Constantinople welcome

         In August 1096, the Crusaders began to move slowly through Europe. As a precaution, Raymond of Toulouse donated a large sum of money to the cathedral at Le Puy “for the redemption of my crimes and those of my parents” before setting off. In return for the donation, the church was to ensure that a candle always burned in front of a statue of the Virgin Mary, so that she could watch over him during his journey.

         Raymond and the other Crusaders would need all the protection they could get. The first unpleasant surprise came in Constantinople. Emperor Alexios I Komnenos, who had so earnestly asked for help, did not appear grateful. On the contrary, he reacted with horror and distrust as the throng of European princes, knights, peasants and beggars poured into the city streets. Fearing that the knights would turn against him and destabilise his rule, Alexios demanded the Crusader leaders swear allegiance to him and hand over any land they conquered. In return, the emperor promised that he would later send a relief force to assist the Crusaders in their battles on the road to Jerusalem.

         After that, the Crusader army sailed to Anatolia. No sooner had they reached land than they were attacked by a force of mounted archers from the Muslim Seljuk dynasty. It was only through force of sheer numbers and good fortune that the Crusaders turned their first encounter with the Seljuks into a military victory.

         But their relief was short-lived, for during its retreat the Muslim army had adopted a scorched-earth policy, burning all the crops in its wake. By September 1097, when the Crusaders had finally fought their way through the snow-capped Taurus Mountains of modern-day southern Turkey to reach the Mediterranean coast, many had succumbed to hunger and exhaustion. At the same time, they faced the greatest challenge of their journey: the mighty walls of Antioch rose up before them.

          
      

         Antioch captured by cunning

         The city, sacred to Christians because it had been the first bishopric of St Peter, had been taken by the Muslims in 1085. Its location between the Orontes River to the north and Mount Silphius to the south, together with a 12-kilometre city wall, made Antioch virtually impregnable. Throughout its 1,300-year-plus history, the city had only fallen through trickery.

         “This city extends two miles in length and is so protected with walls, towers and defences that it may dread neither the attack of machine nor the assault of man even if all mankind gathered to besiege it,” wrote Raymond’s chaplain.

         The Christians abandoned a direct attack, and on 20th October 1097 the siege of Antioch began. It lasted throughout the winter, when torrential rains and extreme cold tested the Crusader army, and it was only in June 1098 that the city’s supplies started to run out. However, the Crusaders knew that they could not delay an attack much longer, as Antioch’s governor, Yaghi-Siyan, had sent for the powerful commander Kerbogha of Mosul, whose relief army could arrive at any moment.

          
      

         Guard helped the Crusaders

         Bohemond of Taranto – an ambitious Norman nobleman – had helped besiege the important Greek port city of Durazzo in 1081 on a military expedition with his father, Robert Guiscard. When, after seven months, the city still hadn’t surrendered, his father persuaded one of its inhabitants to betray it, and the city capitulated. Now Bohemond repeated his father’s success. He spied Firuz, the guard at the tower above the St George’s Gate on the south wall. According to the Byzantine Emperor’s daughter Anna Komnena, Firuz used to “lean over the walls” and chat with Bohemond. More likely, however, Armenian spies brought the messages from Bohemond into Antioch.

         Firuz had been caught selling Antioch’s scarce food on the black market. Yaghi-Siyan had punished him with a large fine, and now Firuz wanted revenge. At dawn on 3rd June, he stood ready to help a vanguard of some 60 crusaders over the wall. As soon as the small group got inside, they opened the gates and hundreds of Crusaders poured into the emaciated city.

         With their battle cry of “God’s will! God’s will!” the Crusaders went rampaging through the streets of Antioch. Eight months of waiting turned into a frenzy in which no one and nothing was spared.

         “The Crusaders killed all whom they met, and at daybreak they cried out in such terrifying screams that the whole city was thrown into confusion and women and children wept,” recounted Crusader Raymond of Aguilers.

         “All the streets of the city on every side were full of corpses, so that no one could endure to be there because of the stench, nor could anyone walk along the narrow paths of the city except over the corpses of the dead,” wrote twelfth-century historian Albert of Aachen.

         No sooner had the Crusaders rejoiced in their conquest than Kerbogha’s relief force arrived. The Christian besiegers now found themselves under siege, and they too had virtually no food. Supplies were largely exhausted, and when they captured Antioch they’d found little except pepper and other spices. Everything else had already been consumed by the inhabitants during the Crusaders’ siege. Fighting, hunger and disease had already reduced the Crusader army to around thirty thousand men, and every day its numbers dwindled further as more and more deserted the stricken city. Even Bohemond’s son-in-law, William of Grandmesnil, fled.

         The next day, 11th June, Bohemond and Bishop Adhemar ordered the city gates closed to prevent more people from leaving. Neither this nor the Muslim army’s slow-but-sure stranglehold on the city, however, could stop groups of Crusaders from fleeing the massacre everyone expected would follow.

          
      

         Holy Spear gave hope

         Despondency hung amid the oppressive heat and stench of corpses throughout the streets of the besieged city. The Crusaders could not believe that after all they’d endured that they would fall to the infidels’ sword just a month’s march from the Holy City of Jerusalem. One man was convinced it would not be so. French soldier and mystic Peter Bartholomew had received a vision, he confided to Bishop Adhemar. In fact, Bartholomew had seen the vision several times: two men, St Andrew and Christ himself, had taken him to St Peter’s, Antioch’s largest and most important church, and told him that a significant relic was buried there. The relic was the Holy Spear (also known as the Holy Lance) – the spear that, according to tradition, a Roman soldier had thrust into the side of Christ as he hung on the cross.

         Adhemar was sceptical. Not because he doubted either the vision or the idea of relics – he himself always carried a wooden splinter, supposedly from Christ’s cross, on his travels – but because he knew that the Holy Spear had already been found and was now in the Byzantine Emperor’s relic collection in Constantinople. Nevertheless, he reluctantly agreed to let Bartholomew start digging in the church in the place where St Andrew had shown him.

         Excavation work began on 14th June 1098. After a day’s worth of digging, two separate teams of workers had dropped their shovels through exhaustion without finding anything. It was then that Bartholomew, “seeing the exhaustion of our workers, stripped his outer garments and, clad only in a shirt and barefooted, dropped into the hole”. As the others prayed, Bartholomew dug furiously, and shortly afterwards uncovered a miracle.
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