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1


‘God Wills It’


The headstones in the old Jewish cemetery of Worms – the Rhineland town between Mannheim and Mainz – have weathered well. You can still make out the Hebrew names incised in the stone, and layers of candle grease at the foot of the graves show that the memory of these medieval Jews lives on in the mind of the present generation. Some of the graves, in a glade of beeches and oaks just inside the main gates, date back to the eleventh century and are a tangible reminder of three days in May 1096 when 800 Jews were massacred by crusaders setting out for the Holy Land.


You can look up from these graves and catch sight of the towers and domes of the Cathedral of St Peter and St Paul – one of the finest surviving examples of Romanesque architecture – and it is easy to imagine the Jews, in the panic and confusion of persecution, trying to find sanctuary within its walled precincts. To their credit, many of the Christian community rallied round, doing what they could for their neighbours; the bishop, whose castle adjoined the church, certainly took them in as the crusaders approached, while many other Jews either sought shelter from their Christian friends or asked them to hide their valuables and money until the trouble blew over. But the crusaders, under the command of Count Emich of Flonheim, a noble from near Mainz, pulled the Jews out of their houses, dragged them through the streets and gave them the option of conversion or death. Count Emich’s fervour as a crusader was in no doubt but it was hysterical and ignorant; he claimed to have a cross miraculously branded on his flesh, and some of his followers later marched behind a remarkable goose that was supposed to have been imbued with the Holy Spirit. The cemetery at Worms, the oldest Jewish burial ground in Western Europe, survives as evidence of a ferocious prelude to the crusaders’ long march to the East.


Emich actually started attacking Jews on home territory near Speyer two or three weeks before he arrived in Worms; all but twelve were saved by the intervention of the local bishop but at the end of May, 1,000 Jews fell victim to his campaign in the important trading town of Mainz. It was not just a spontaneous outburst of greed and hooliganism by a leaderless collection of peasants; that comforting thought is now dismissed by historians who believe that those involved included many nobles and experienced captains from Swabia, the Low Countries, France and England – the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that a large English army crossed the Channel and joined Emich’s Crusade.


As the race responsible for Christ’s crucifixion, the Jews deserved nothing better, they argued, and in this they showed how the clergy’s call to free ‘Christ’s inheritance’ became distorted in the minds of many listeners who, born in an age of family feuds and vendettas, could not distinguish between ‘slights to the honour of Christ’. For example, a count called Dithmar was reported to have said that he would not leave Germany until he had killed a Jew. The road to the Holy Land ran through what Jews later came to describe as the first Holocaust.


There had, of course, been sporadic persecutions of Jews earlier in the Middle Ages, but nothing like Emich’s rampage along the banks of the Rhine. The trigger was an event some months earlier that took place in Clermont – the modern French industrial city of Clermont-Ferrand that shelters among the volcanic peaks of the Massif Central. It seems an unlikely place for the start of a movement that was to shake the medieval world to its core. In a field, just beyond the city walls, Pope Urban II launched the First Crusade on 27 November 1095. He had spent the previous week or so presiding over a Church council attended by bishops and abbots from France, Italy, Spain and Germany – one of a series of important reforming councils which the Pope held during his reign – but the choice of Clermont as a venue for the crusade announcement was probably no more than geographical expediency. Philip of France had put aside his wife and had married the Count of Anjou’s wife – an act of adultery and bigamy – and as excommunication for the king was on the Council’s agenda, the Pope felt it prudent to keep out of range of the king’s domains.


Another item that eclipsed even the king’s marital affairs was the appeal from the Eastern Roman Empire for military help against the Turks. The Church’s policy on that subject must have been debated endlessly and, on the last day of the Council, Urban let it be known that he had an important public announcement to make; the papal throne was set up in a field outside the town where an audience of several hundred had assembled. By an accident of town planning there is still an open space at the very spot; eight roads converge on the Place Delille, and in the eye of this maelstrom of traffic, there is a fountain and a kiosk selling flowers. The rue du Port, a street lined with sixteenth- and seventeenth-century houses, leads up the hill towards the Romanesque church of Notre-Dame-du-Port; its solid grey-coloured masonry was certainly a feature of the landscape in 1095, even if it was not completely finished, but there is very little else nearby that would have been familiar to the clerics attending Pope Urban’s gathering. ‘A grave report has come from the lands around Jerusalem and from the city of Constantinople,’ the Pope is reported to have told his audience – a reference to pleas for help he had received from Emperor Alexius. The Pope went on ‘…a people from the kingdom of the Persians, a foreign race, a race absolutely alien to God… has invaded the land of those Christians, has reduced the people with sword, rapine and flame and has carried off some as captives to its own land, has cut down others by pitiable murder and has either completely razed churches of God to the ground or enslaved them to the practice of its own rites’.


We do not know the exact words that Urban used because his text has not survived. Accounts of the sermon that were taken down by eyewitnesses all vary considerably and, having been compiled many years after the event, were inevitably coloured by the crusaders’ successful capture of Jerusalem. But there can be no doubt that the Clermont audience was treated to a compelling piece of ecclesiastical theatre. One version claims that the Pope reminded his audience of the greatness of Charlemagne who had destroyed the kingdoms of the pagans and, according to one account, he chastised the knights present for their behaviour: ‘You oppressors of orphans, you robbers of widows, you homicides, you blasphemers, you plunderers of others’ rights… if you want to take counsel for your souls you must either cast off as quickly as possible the belt of this sort of knighthood or go forward boldly as knights of Christ, hurrying swiftly to defend the Eastern church’.


New research by Professor Jonathan Riley-Smith into monastic archives has revealed more about the content of that sermon at Clermont. Echoes of what he must have said come through in the medieval charters that were drawn up between the Church authorities and the crusaders – agreements that cover the pledging of property to the Church to finance individual crusaders.


In many cases these charters have remained unread by scholars and today they are part of Church archives, national libraries and private collections. The wording in these documents contains a lasting record of Urban’s call to arms as he barnstormed his way across France. In contrast to what the Pope is supposed to have said at Clermont, it is perhaps significant that the Byzantine emperor hardly gets a mention. Robert of Flanders in his charter, for example, declares that he is ‘going to Jerusalem to liberate the Church of God which has been trodden under foot by barbaric nations for a long time’.


A charter written for Nivelo of Freteval in Touraine follows the same theme: ‘Jerusalem which has been hitherto enslaved with her children’; the Burgundian castellan, Achard of Montmerle, also believed he was going to fight for God, and crusaders in their letters about their experiences refer to themselves as ‘fighting for Christ’. In his examination of hundreds of charters, Jonathan Riley-Smith found that: ‘Their language sometimes differs from that found in the Pope’s letters or in the eyewitness reports of his sermons. For example, Urban assured his audiences that the enterprise would be a demonstration of Christian charity, because the crusaders were going to risk their lives out of love of God and their neighbour… but I have found no direct reference in the charters to the Crusade as an exercise in fraternal love. This idea, so important to the theoreticians, cannot have had any appeal for the armsbearers, whose interest was in the seizure of the place, the Tomb of Christ.’


This call to arms caught the imagination of people at a time when political power was fragmented and armed bands roamed the countryside; petty nobles often became local tyrants, oppressing the peasants and savagely raiding each other’s castles. The period from 1020 to 1030 was probably the most unpleasant decade in French history. The Church was responding to the violence of the period with a campaign against knighthood in all its forms and a movement ‘for the Peace of God’ aimed at compelling all knights to swear oaths to respect the peace provisions drawn up by assemblies of free men and clerics. The bishops and the monasteries, with their own contingents of knights, were prepared to act as vigilantes to ensure that the peace was kept; and against this volatile background some churchmen realized that knightly aggression could perhaps be canalized to be of service to the church.


There was soon a papal army in the field to pursue the Church’s interests, and a papal indulgence to encourage the knights to fight. The first indulgences for war were thought to have been given by Pope Alexander II, to knights who fought Muslims in Spain, but scholars have now pinpointed Pope Gregory VII as the pontiff who first defined war as an act of charity and penitence. In 1074 Gregory had planned to raise an army of about 50,000 to help the Byzantine emperor push back the Turks. Furthermore he envisaged that the army, having dealt with the Turks, would march on to Jerusalem and put an end to Muslim control of the holy city.


The campaign did not materialize, and although Gregory wrote that the knights bound for Jerusalem ‘were engaged in defending righteousness for the name of Christ and in order to win eternal recompense in a holy war so pleasing to God’, he was not yet in the state of mind to propose penitential war. This came a decade later when he wrote to one of his military supporters fighting for his cause in Italy and promised him ‘remission of sins’.


There can be little doubt that Urban had been mulling over the idea of a crusade to the East for many years. Since his reign as pontiff began, there had been several appeals from the beleaguered Byzantine empire for military help. Most of Asia Minor had been lost since the imperial army’s disastrous defeat in 1071 at Manzikert in eastern Asia Minor; and in March 1095, only ten months before Clermont, Emperor Alexius had sent more envoys, seeking help, to the Pope’s Council of Piacenza. But in putting over his message to Western Christendom, Urban deliberately made Jerusalem the focus of his appeal.


It was a shrewd shift of emphasis, because Europeans in the Middle Ages were acutely aware of Jerusalem; it was an age in which the remains of holy people, or things touched by saints, were believed to be imbued with supernatural power. Jerusalem’s streets had been walked, not merely by a saint, but by Christ the incarnate God himself, who had died on the cross at Calvary and had risen from the tomb nearby. For men and women who took such trouble to collect splinters of bone reputed to be from the bodies of the saints, Jerusalem had an unparalleled potency. Collectors of relics for parish and monastic churches in Europe found the Holy Land a most rewarding venue because, unlike anywhere else in the Christian world, the ground continually brought forth new finds: the Holy Lance; the True Cross; the burnt remains of John the Baptist; the body of St George; stone from the Holy Sepulchre and water from the Jordan river.


On one of his pilgrimages, Fulk III of Anjou brought back a ‘large piece’ of the Holy Sepulchre and something from the manger at Bethlehem. On another visit he collected what he was told was a piece of the True Cross, and, in the later 1020s, Bishop Ulric of Orleans gave his church one of the Holy Sepulchre’s lamps that had been lit by the Holy Fire. Abbeys and churches built up impressive collections. By 1100, the abbey of Moissac in Languedoc claimed to have pieces of the True Cross, and parts of the manger at Bethlehem. The monks could also show visitors the crown of thorns, Christ’s clothes and bits of the Column of the Flagellation. Many pilgrims, who kept an eye trained for relics like these, regularly made the five- to six-month journey to the East; some people went three times during their lifetime.


Pilgrimage to the Holy Land had been going on for centuries, but there were periods of stress when the flow of pilgrims from Europe was interrupted, in 1009. The Fatimid caliph al-Hakim, who ruled from Cairo, ordered his men in Jerusalem to destroy the shrine that covered Christ’s tomb. The persecution was short-lived and, by the mid-1020s, pilgrims were on the move again. In 1026, for example, the Duke of Normandy put up enough money to send about 700 people to Palestine. 1033, believed to have been the one-thousandth anniversary of Christ’s crucifixion, brought thousands of pilgrims from all over Europe to the Holy Land. Again, in the 1050s, there was another surge. By then the Byzantine emperor had paid to restore the wrecked holy places and in 1064 we know that a huge pilgrimage from Germany had attracted no less than 7,000 people. The pilgrim traffic ebbed and flowed and there is no evidence, apart from the usual brigandry, to suggest that pilgrims could not get through to Jerusalem as Europe was preparing for a holy war. Indeed the first crusaders met large numbers of pilgrims coming the other way as they marched to the East.


The Pope at Clermont, however, appealed to the people’s deep reverence for the holy places. The idea that Christians had lost their rightful inheritance, and that they did not have control of these shrines, struck a strong chord. ‘To what use now is put the Church of Blessed Mary, where her own body was buried in the valley of Josaphat? What of the Temple of Solomon, not to mention the fact that it is the Lord’s, in which the barbaric races worship their idols, which they have there against the law and against religion… Gird yourselves, I say, and act like mighty sons because it is better for you to die in battle than to tolerate the abuse of your race and your holy places.’


This was not only a war of liberation in the name of God; those taking part were to be pilgrims in every sense of the word. They would be subject to ecclesiastical courts, their property would be protected by the Church while they were away, vows would have to be taken and the whole venture would be treated as an act of penance. In the case of this crusade to the East, the Pope made full use of the privilege of the indulgence, which at this time was a declaration that the crusade was going to be so severe an experience that those who went would atone for past sins in accordance with the indulgence formula set out by Pope Gregory, twenty-one years earlier.


The Pope tried to limit those who could go: monks should not; nor the elderly and infirm. Urban wanted fit young men who could fight. They had, however, to ask permission of their wives, who could, if they wished, go as well. Tough young knights certainly came forward but, unexpectedly perhaps, so did many others. Part of this popular response must be attributed to a preacher called Peter the Hermit who, according to one source, had been on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and had suffered at the hands of the Turks. He travelled around France, whipping up support wherever he went. ‘[H]e was surrounded by great throngs, received enormous gifts and was lauded with such fame for holiness that I do not remember anyone to have been held in like honour’ – Abbot Guibert of Nogent’s description makes Peter sound like a remarkable religious phenomenon – ‘…whatever he did or said was regarded as little short of Divine, to such an extent that hairs were snatched from his mule as relics’.


By April 1096, Peter’s ‘Peasant Crusade’, as it came to be called by later historians, had attracted several thousand adherents. He claimed to have been commissioned by Christ himself for this venture and is described by Guibert of Nogent as eating and drinking only fish and wine. Somewhat unkindly, one chronicler noted that Peter, with his long face framed in a dirty old hood, looked remarkably like the donkey he always rode! The knights followed on horseback and the rest, the great bulk of the ‘army’, seemed content to walk more than 2,000 miles to Jerusalem: ‘All the common people, the chaste as well as the sinful, adulterers, homicides, thieves, perjurers and robbers… all joyfully entered upon the expedition.’ But we would add to that rogues’ gallery, compiled by Albert of Aix, clerics, knights, petty nobles, ordinary devout townspeople and significant numbers of women and children, complete with all their worldly goods loaded on to carts and pack animals.


Many must have thought that they were being led into the Promised Land and away from several dry seasons and bad harvests. Any alternative to hunger and hardship at home must have seemed preferable; famine had also been accompanied by a particularly unpleasant disease called ‘holy fire’ which was caused by using mouldy rye in bread, and which could in extreme cases lead to madness. Outbreaks of the disease in previous years had resulted in mass pilgrimages. Money at this stage seemed to be no problem. Great chests, full of coins, rumbled along on a wagon, no doubt much of it ‘donated’ by the Jewish communities through which Peter passed. There is no certain record of Peter persecuting Jews, though it is probable that it was his army that oppressed the Jewish community at Regensburg, and there is more than a hint that he was not averse to ‘leaning’ on them for practical help.


By April 1096, Peter the Hermit had arrived in Cologne where more people from Germany were waiting to join his crusade. Peter had apparently wanted to wait and take stock before moving off into Hungary and the Balkans, but the French contingent was impatient; with Walter Sans-Avoir at their head, several thousand broke away from the main body and immediately after Easter set off toward Hungary. They followed the Rhine and the Neckar, then the Danube, and made their way to the Hungarian frontier. They crossed the kingdom of Hungary without any serious incidents and arrived in Byzantine territory some weeks later, to the surprise of local and provincial officials. Messengers were immediately despatched to Constantinople – the modern Istanbul – for instructions. But while they waited for the emperor’s reply, Walter and his men began to raid the countryside in search of food; there was a skirmish with Byzantine troops in the area of Belgrade and several of the French were killed; others, according to Albert of Aix, were burnt alive in a church. Byzantine authorities then moved the crusaders on to wait near a garrison town called Nish and provided them with food.


The emperor had not expected any volunteers from the West so early in the year, but the local Byzantine authorities were told to send the crusaders on under escort. The crusaders were on the move again, with provisions arranged along the way by the watchful troops who kept the Westerners from straying too far off the road. During this time several groups, including the main army of Peter the Hermit, were moving towards King Coloman’s domain of Hungary. About 10,000 people, under a leader called Folkmar – whose name is just about the sum total of our knowledge of him – had reached Prague at the end of May. Folkmar apparently followed Emich’s example and fell upon the city’s Jewish community, but the Hungarians reacted to the indiscipline of this man by stopping him at Nitra, where the crusaders were scattered, slain or captured. Folkmar is never heard of again.


Emich’s army, having run riot amongst the Rhineland Jewish communities, took the road to the East in the summer of 1096, and attempted to take the fortress town of Wieselberg on the Hungarian frontier. But, after taking six weeks to build a bridge in front of the town, a rumour that King Coloman of Hungary was on his way at the head of a great Hungarian army unnerved the attackers, and gave the garrison an opportunity to sally forth and break the siege. Emich fell back in confusion and the will to continue the crusade petered out. Another group of Germans, led by a preacher called Gottschalk, was also annihilated by Hungarian troops.


Peter the Hermit, however, with about 20,000 followers, got most of the way across Hungary without any serious incidents, until he reached the Sava River which marked the border with the Byzantine province of Bulgaria. At this point Peter began to lose control of his knights. On the Hungarian side of the river at Semlin, the modern town of Zemun, King Coloman’s police began to tighten up in the way they controlled this huge influx of foreigners, and tempers in the crusader camp must have frayed. It is not clear exactly what happened, but a riot in Semlin sparked off over a dispute in a market, which ended in Peter’s men attacking the town. There were hundreds of casualties on the Hungarian side and, fearful of King Coloman’s wrath, the crusaders tried to cross the frontier as quickly as possible with large quantities of loot. The Byzantine military commander in Belgrade attempted to restrict the crossing to one place where there was a ford but Peter’s army made rafts and floated across. A short engagement with Byzantine troops followed, but most of the crusaders, having made it to the shore, marched on Belgrade, and, in belligerent mood, sacked the town.


The next disaster was at Nish, the garrison town on the road to Sofia, where Walter Sans-Avoir’s group had halted in the spring. Peter’s army had been provisioned and welcomed by the locals – some even wanted to join the pilgrimage – but, as the army left, some Germans who had quarrelled with the townspeople the night before set fire to some mills. Byzantine troops arrived to deal with the disturbance and took hostages; Peter apparently tried to take the heat out of the situation but undisciplined elements in his army attempted to attack the town. The provincial governor then turned his troops loose, and the result was carnage among the ranks of the crusaders. Many were also taken prisoner and it is said that considerable numbers of men, women and children ended their days in captivity nearby, but when he came to tot up his losses, Peter was surprised to find that as many as three-quarters of his ranks had in fact regrouped and were once again on the road to the East. The great chests of money, however, had been lost.


Peter would have seen the walls of Constantinople from miles away as he approached the imperial capital on 1 August 1096. He was leading his pilgrim army towards the most splendid city of the medieval world; an ancient capital founded in AD 324 by the first Christian Roman emperor, Constantine the Great. The massive land walls built by Emperor Theodosius have survived to the present day as a remarkable monument to the Roman world and in 1096 it must have been a breathtaking sight; not just one wall with towers every 60 yards, but also a second outer wall, which has sadly disappeared. Within their confines, the crusaders would have found a great metropolis, spreading over an area of many square miles, with the waters of the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara giving added protection on two sides.


Like the first capital on the Tiber, this ‘new Rome’ on the edge of Asia was built across seven hills; the splendour of its great domed churches packed with Christian relics from the Holy Land and its luxurious palaces, public buildings and fabulously rich markets greatly impressed the Western pilgrims. Just like today’s travellers to Istanbul, those eleventh-century pilgrims would have gazed up at the Egyptian obelisk in Constantine’s fourth-century Hippodrome; they would have wondered at the Basilica Cistern – a vast cathedral-like underground reservoir built by Roman water engineers – so big that visitors until recently used rowing boats to navigate between the 336 columns supporting the vaulted roof.


Crusaders, like any modern tourists, would have flocked to the Basilica of St Sophia – that wonderful architectural survival from the ancient world, built by Emperor Justinian in the sixth century. Today’s travellers pause and gasp at the sight that greets them beyond the tall bronze doors that lead into the nave: the vast expanse of marble floor ending in the apse where the altar would have been; marble columns brought from all over the Roman empire, and, 180ft above, the gently curved dome that measures an incredible 107ft in diameter. What today’s visitors to St Sophia do not see, however, are the frescoes and mosaics that once covered almost every inch of the walls, vaulted corridors and domes throughout the building – they were either destroyed or plastered over when the church became a mosque after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, but discoveries under the plaster are revealing fascinating glimpses of the lavish and colourful Byzantine décor.


According to Emperor Alexius’s daughter, Anna Comnena, the arrival of the crusaders made a considerable impact on the royal court: ‘Full of enthusiasm and ardour they thronged every highway, and with these warriors came a host of civilians… carrying palms and bearing crosses on their shoulders. There were women and children too, who had left their own countries. Like tributaries joining a river from all directions they streamed towards us in full force.’ Unfortunately there is very little left of the Blachernae Palace where the crusaders were received by Emperor Alexius; all that remains is a massive retaining wall on the slopes of the sixth hill overlooking the northern reaches of the Golden Horn. It certainly impressed Odo of Deuil, who saw it only about fifty years after the First Crusade: ‘On its three sides the Palace offers to its inhabitants the triple pleasure of gazing alternately on the sea, the countryside, and the town. The exterior of the palace is of almost incomparable loveliness and its interior surpasses anything that I can say about it. It is decorated throughout with gold and various colours and the floor is paved with cleverly arranged marble.’


The emperor gave Peter an audience at the Blachernae Palace which must have gone well. Alexius gave him presents and money, but advised him to wait for the second wave of crusaders that had assembled in Western Europe. Peter’s army camped outside the city and although only small groups at a time were officially let through the gates on sightseeing visits, thousands of tired and hungry people were bound to be difficult to control. ‘Those Christians behaved abominably, sacking and burning the palaces of the city, and stealing lead from the roofs of churches and selling it to the Greeks, so that the emperor was angry and ordered them to cross the Hellespont.’ The anonymous author of the Gesta francorum, who is usually critical of Byzantine policy, suggests Alexius had shipped the army across to Asia Minor after only six days in Constantinople with some justification. Anna Comnena says that Peter was impatient to go.


From the narrow strip of territory under Byzantine control, Peter’s men could look back across the water and see the great domes and cupolas of the city shimmering in the distance. But when they turned and looked at the vast expanse of Asia Minor, perhaps they did not fully realize how vulnerable they were. Crossing the Bosphorus apparently made little or no difference to the behaviour of the army, which had by then been joined by parties of Italians. Historians have estimated that the army was by this time about 25,000 strong, with a very high proportion of non-combatants, but also with a strong contingent of German nobles. Hugging the coast, it made its way along the eastern shore of the Sea of Marmara towards a deserted Byzantine fortress at Civetot which the emperor had earmarked for the crusaders’ use. On the way they foraged for food and, according to contemporary reports, laid waste to houses and churches belonging to the indigenous Greek-speaking Christians who had managed to survive Turkish harassment.


During this march, Peter’s leadership was once again challenged; the German and Italian contingents decided to break away and began to vie with the French in raiding the countryside. Both camps became more adventurous in their expeditions, and, by the middle of September 1096, a group of several thousand French decided not to wait for the second wave of crusaders to arrive from the West, and set off to deal with the Turks by themselves. They advanced to the gates of the Seljuk sultan’s capital of Nicaea, the modern city of Iznik, and sacked the suburbs; stories circulated that they had savagely tortured the local Christian inhabitants, and even roasted their babies on spits. Turkish troops sent out from the city were beaten off and the victorious French returned to Civetot loaded with looted valuables and food.


Jealous of the daring French success, the Germans and Italians sent an expedition of some 6,000 men even further into the interior, where they captured a castle called Xerigordon. The sultan moved up troops and laid siege to the castle, capturing the only water supply which came from a spring outside the walls. After several days, conditions for the crusaders inside the castle became intolerable: ‘they bled their horses and asses and drank the blood. Others let down belts and clothes into a sewer and squeezed out the liquid into their mouths.’ After eight days of agony the castle surrendered and the survivors, who agreed to renounce Christianity, were taken off as slaves. Everyone else was slaughtered.


When news of the disaster reached Civetot, Peter was away in Constantinople negotiating with the emperor over supplies, and opinion in the camp about what to do was divided. Some urged caution until Peter’s return, perhaps realizing, all too late, the predicament they were in, but when it was learned that the Turks were advancing on Civetot, the entire army sallied forth to engage them. The crusaders marched noisily and haphazardly into an ambush only a few miles from their camp. After the first hail of arrows from the Turks who had surrounded them, the crusaders fled back in confusion to their undefended base camp. Retreating knights and foot soldiers pursued by Turks burst into camp as those who had been left behind were starting the morning routine. Some were slaughtered in their beds; a priest saying mass at an altar was cut down, and the elderly, the women, children and fleeing soldiers were all put to the sword.


A few thousand escaped to an old castle by the sea and were later rescued by Byzantine forces, but the great bulk of Peter’s army perished. Anna Comnena recorded that the remains of the crusaders at Civetot made a mountain of bones: ‘Some men of the same race as the slaughtered barbarians, later, when they were building a wall like those of a city, used the bones of the dead as pebbles to fill up the cracks. In a way the city became their tomb. To this day it stands with its encircling wall built of mixed stones and bones.’
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Princes in Antioch


The tiny chapel of Saint-Michel is poised on a pinnacle of lava some 275ft above the valley floor at Le Puy in the Auvergne region of France. This delightful little Romanesque building that many of the first crusaders would have known is reached by an impossible-looking staircase that starts among a cluster of red-tiled medieval houses at the foot of the rock. In one of the houses the chronicler, Raymond of Aguilers, is believed to have lived when recruitment for the First Crusade was at its height. He travelled to the East with the crusaders who left from Southern France and his observations on all the major events of the First Crusade are one of the most important sources to survive.


Throughout the spring and summer of 1096, Le Puy was a hothouse of crusading enthusiasm. For a start, the town had long been a major place of pilgrimage in France; it was also the bishopric of Adhemar, the prelate who had been first in the queue at Clermont to kneel before the Pope with his crusading vows. The Pope appointed him spiritual leader of the crusading army on the move and, in the months leading up to 15 August 1096, the official starting date which the impetuous Peter the Hermit had ignored, people from 100 miles around were coming into Le Puy to join the crusade.


Pilgrims still come to Le Puy to see the place in the cathedral which once housed the shrine of the Black Madonna – a figure given to the church by the greatest of all French crusaders, King Louis IX. The original, destroyed in the French Revolution, has been replaced by a nineteenth-century copy. But the best view of the landscape that was inhabited by the eleventh-century crusaders can be had from a path that winds up behind the cathedral to an outcrop of rock crowned by a massive nineteenth-century cast-iron statue of the Virgin and Child. From there you can see the ruins of castles dotted about the landscape – the seats of the Auvergne’s feudal lords and knightly families. The recruiting centre at Le Puy, where crusaders came forward to take the Cross and make their vows before the bishop, was only one of the many throughout Western Europe. As far north as Scandinavia and Scotland, knights were making the same preparations as their fellow Christians in Central France, the Rhineland of Germany, the burgeoning cities of Northern Italy and the Norman-controlled lands in Southern Italy.


These gathering armies had many of the same sort of people as the first wave of crusaders that Peter the Hermit led into bloody ambush and destruction. There was, however, one essential difference. They were led by some of the premier princes of Christendom. Hugh, Count of Vermandois, the younger son of Henry I of France, left first and set out for Italy in August 1096 with a small army of knights and vassals, leaving his lands in the care of his Countess. Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lorraine, mortgaged his personal estates, and, with his younger brother Baldwin, raised a considerable army which was joined later by a third brother, Eustace III, Count of Boulogne, who travelled out to the East separately with a smaller number of men: Stephen of Blois, who was married to the formidable Adela, daughter of William the Conqueror, joined Duke Robert of Normandy – the eldest son of William the Conqueror – and Count Robert of Flanders. Between them they had considerable sums in cash and many of their chief vassals travelled with them. The Count of Toulouse, Raymond IV, was another rich man, an experienced warrior who may have fought against the Spanish Muslims, and the first great magnate to announce his support for the Pope’s crusade to the East. At that time he was over fifty and was the eldest of the leaders of the crusade.


The Norman prince of southern Italy, Bohemond, was about forty years old, and, with his nephew Tancred as second-in-command, raised a well-equipped but small army. Bohemond, realizing the potential for conquest in the rich lands of the tottering Byzantine empire, is said to have summoned his troops, and, in front of them, taken off his scarlet cloak, torn it into pieces and made crosses for his commanders: ‘So with such a great band proceeding from western parts, gradually from day to day on the way there grew armies of innumerable people coming together from everywhere.’ Fulcher of Chartres, a priest who became Baldwin of Boulogne’s official historian, made that observation and marvelled at the ‘countless multitudes speaking many languages’. He took a stab at the number and came up with a figure of 600,000. Albert of Aix, in his history, mentioned similar numbers but all the other sources make more modest estimates; Raymond of Aguilers thought there were 100,000, while Ekkehard, Abbot of Aura, put it at 300,000. The numbers were clearly very large indeed and historians now think that between 40,000 and 50,000 were led to the East by the princes in the second wave of the First Crusade; a few thousand stragglers from Peter the Hermit’s forces might have joined them, and some of Count Emich’s men after their debacle in Hungary, but there is now no way of knowing the precise numbers.


Fulcher, who was also chaplain to Baldwin of Boulogne, tells us that there was ‘much grief, many sighs and much weeping’ as the knights left for the East. He tells us of wives who fell senseless to the ground fearing that they would never see their husbands again. Some crusaders’ wives went with their husbands, as did those of Baldwin, Godfrey of Bouillon’s younger brother, and Raymond of Toulouse, together with some of their children. As well as the households of the princes, groups of people, usually neighbours or members of the same family, would set out together; a landowner and many of his tenants would travel as one, and in some cases a father and all his sons; there are many references to groups of relatives and friends taking the Cross. It is almost impossible to reach back into the motives and feelings of those people – only a few letters from crusaders about their experience have survived, but one previously neglected collection of source material, charters that have thrown more light on Urban’s call to arms, also reveals a human and social dimension to this extraordinary movement.


Where the medieval charters do not survive in their original parchment form, complete with lead seals, there are often later copies done by monks who bound them into big volumes in an attempt to tidy up the archives. The charters record gifts, mortgages and sales telling us how much the local bishop or abbot was prepared to put up in cash to get the crusader on his way; there are also hints as to his motives, details of how long he intended to be away, and what to do with his possessions should he not return.


It is interesting that the language of the charters is almost identical to those drawn up for journeys to Jerusalem that had been going on for centuries before Pope Urban’s appeal for a holy war in 1095; crusaders declared in their charters that they took the Cross to please God and purge their sins. To raise money they sold their fiefs and mortgaged land to the Church, but another novel way of raising money was to settle a dispute for cash. Godfrey of Bouillon sold or mortgaged all his freehold lands and other property to the bishops of Liège and Verdun and was given a cash bonus for resolving a long-running dispute with the Church over some land. Another lord called Nivelo did the same thing at the Abbey of Saint Père of Chartres, and he was not alone in having to humble himself, if not grovel, to get his money. ‘I had harshly worn down the land of St Peter, that is to say Emprainville, and the places around it… Whenever the onset of knightly ferocity stirred me up I used to descend on the aforesaid village, taking with me a troop of my knights and a crowd of my attendants, and against all nature I would make over the goods of the men of St Peter for food for my knights.’


For mending his ways, Nivelo received ten pounds in denarii, or pennies, towards his expenses and varying amounts for members of his family. ‘If in the course of time one of my descendants is tempted to break the strength of this concession and is convicted of such an act by the witnesses named below, may he, transfixed by a thunderbolt of anathema, be placed in the fires of hell… to be tormented endlessly.’ It should also be stressed that the disposal of all this property took place during an agricultural depression, when land prices were low, and no doubt this downward spiral was given another twist by the number of estates coming on to the market. Some knights may have taken the Cross as a way out of their misery; others may have wanted adventure, but for most crusaders, the sacrifices involved suggest that they had been aroused by the idealistic message of the preachers. Having sold up and taken the Cross, some may have regretted raising money too soon before the good rains in the spring of 1096 and the promise of a better harvest!


The vows were taken very seriously and excommunication was common for those who faltered without good reason. Fifty years later, William the Fat of Albemarle, who could not go to Jerusalem as he promised – ‘owing to his age and weight of his body’ – was allowed, after lengthy consultations and final permission from the Pope, to found the Abbey of Meaux. The Church, of course, did very nicely out of its role as banker to the crusades, and it is not inconceivable that crusader clients were wooed with financial and spiritual ‘packages’. But the charters do reveal the very real piety of the crusaders. They also tell us something about men of modest means: the mayor of a French town at the time of the Second Crusade, for example, who mortgaged his job as Measurer and Mayor for five years, and was therefore able to go off to the crusade with twenty-seven pounds in his pocket; there is also a record of a carpenter at Chichester Cathedral who received financial help to go to the East on condition that he found the Dean and Chapter another man to do his job while he was away.


From these charters it is clear that the family of a crusader often carried a heavy financial burden in order to send someone to the East, not least by agreeing to the disposal of family lands. There are many instances of parents, uncles and cousins stumping up large amounts of cash which had to be raised by selling or mortgaging land; and the danger to a crusader’s dependants in violent times while he was away would have been a worry. Of course there were some on the make. Lords like Godfrey of Bouillon’s brother, Baldwin, probably had no intention of returning, but the fact is that most crusaders did return home and with very little wealth collected en route. A spiritual motive for most seems to have been present and modern historians are now moving away from the idea that most of those who went were land-hungry younger sons who saw no future at home.


The Western princes took a variety of routes to Constantinople. Godfrey of Bouillon decided not to go through Italy, but to follow Peter the Hermit’s route through Hungary, capitalizing, perhaps, on the popular belief that his illustrious ancestor Charlemagne went that way on his own legendary pilgrimage to Jerusalem. A cautious King Coloman took Baldwin and his family as hostages to ensure that this army passing through Hungary behaved itself. Their route took them through Semlin, and on to Belgrade, Nish, Plovdiv and Adrianople. They reached Byzantine territory in an orderly fashion, but discipline broke down as they approached Constantinople and for eight days the soldiers looted farms and villages along the way.


Count Raymond of Toulouse met up with the Bishop Adhemar of Le Puy’s crusaders and both armies travelled together over the Alps to the head of the Adriatic. They too had decided not to go by sea, but had chosen an arduous route along the rocky tracks of the eastern shore of the Adriatic, and Istria and Dalmatia, the land of the Slavs, gave them a hard time. Raymond of Aguilers thought it was a ‘forsaken land’ where, he said, ‘for three weeks we saw neither wild beasts nor birds’ in what he described as inaccessible and mountainous country. ‘The barbarous and ignorant natives would neither trade with us nor provide guides’ and stragglers of the army were slaughtered if the Slavs were given half a chance. The crusaders crossed the Byzantine frontier just north of Dyrrachium, the modern town of Durres in Albania, where an imperial escort waited to take them along the Via Egnatia – the old Roman road that ran from the Adriatic coast to Constantinople. When Count Raymond rode on ahead to meet Emperor Alexius in Constantinople, discipline weakened; once again crusaders began ransacking the countryside, and the imperial troops had to be used to restore order at great expense to the pilgrim army.


Robert of Normandy, Robert of Flanders and Stephen of Blois marched across France to southern Italy where they met Pope Urban II at Lucca, received his blessing, and called at Rome to visit the tomb of St Peter at a time when the Pope and the Western emperor were locked in a conflict known to historians as the Investiture Contest. The papacy was also claimed by Wibert, Archbishop of Ravenna – the imperial nominee. The crusaders, according to Fulcher of Chartres, found themselves caught in the crossfire: ‘We met before the altar, men of Wibert and pseudo Pope, who with swords in their hands, wrongly snatched offerings placed on the altar.’ Worse than that, the pilgrims saw that some of Wibert’s men were running up and down the roof: ‘…and from there threw stones at us as we were prostrate praying’. It so unnerved some of the eastbound army that ‘many who had come this far with us, now weak with cowardice, returned to their homes’. There were many more faint hearts when one of the army’s first transports to leave the port of Brindisi on its way across the Adriatic ran into trouble: ‘it suddenly cracked apart in the middle’. Four hundred of both sexes, Fulcher says, were drowned, but when the bodies were washed ashore, ‘they discovered crosses actually imprinted in the flesh on the shoulders of some of them’.


The Normans of southern Italy, under the leadership of Bohemond of Taranto and his nephew Tancred, took almost five months to reach Constantinople after crossing the Adriatic from the Italian port of Bari. They landed at various points along what is now the Albanian coast between Dyrrachium and Avlona and decided to take a road over the mountains through Castoria. At Vodena they joined the Via Egnatia and, like other armies from the West, the emperor had arranged supplies for them along the road and an escort of Petcheneg troops – tough, loyal mercenaries recruited from Turkish tribes in southern Russia. Bohemond went ahead and reached Constantinople on 10 April 1097.
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