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Introduction: Ploughshares into Swords


You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbours and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.


Jesus Christ, the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:43–44)


 


The history of the crusades starts in many places. The decision to launch a holy war in the name of a faith that blesses peacemakers and guides its adherents to love their enemies is a necessarily complex process – an ugly knot splicing together many different threads. Some of these threads trace back to developments taking place within Western Christendom (Western Europe); others soar far away beyond its borders. One thread extends back to events that occurred fifty-five years before the crusades and thousands of miles to the east, at a place called Dandanqan, on the desert margins near Merv (modern-day Turkmenistan).


 


It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Under Sultan Mahmud the armies of the great Ghaznavid Empire had established a vast dominion spanning from the shores of the Caspian Sea all the way across Persia to the borders of India. In those days, the mighty Ghaznavid armies achieved a string of military victories in both Persia and northern India, with their well-equipped horsemen and armoured elephants sweeping opponents from the battlefield. Enriched with vast hauls of plunder looted from conquered cities and Hindu temples, the Ghaznavids gilded their empire’s capital at Ghazna with lavish building projects, including mosques, palaces, and gardens. That was before.1


The current ruler, Sultan Mas‘ud, was not his father’s son. He was an able warrior and a determined leader, but he lacked his father’s instinct for handling people. Casting off senior advisers, alienating the important governor of Khwarazm, and falling out with neighbouring powers, he drove away those who might otherwise have assisted him. And he did need their assistance.2


The Ghaznavid Empire sat precariously on the southern margins of the Central Asian Steppe, and for many years now large groups of Turkmen nomads had been crossing into its borderlands, moving south. Their motives weren’t clear. Historically, nomadic Turkish warriors frequently travelled into the Muslim world, most famously as warrior bands seeking paid employment with the most powerful Islamic rulers. The Ghaznavids themselves were of Turkish heritage, only a few generations removed from their ancestors on the Central Asian Steppe, although in the intervening period they had thoroughly immersed themselves in the Persian–Islamic culture of the lands they now ruled.3


Yet this time was different. This was not a handful of Turkmen warriors seeking employment; their numbers were much greater. Already, a group numbering several thousand had passed through the Ghaznavid Empire during his father’s rule, moving west into Iraq. Possibly, some set out for the Ghaznavid Empire to take advantage of the many wars boiling along the frontier; possibly, some sought out warmer climes as their traditional pasture lands became inhospitable because of a cooling climate; possibly, the various rivalries and alliances of Central Asia drove them south. Whatever their reasons, by 1040 these Turkmen posed a threat serious enough to imperil the mere existence of Sultan Mas‘ud’s great empire.4


Combating nomadic groups was exceptionally difficult. If Sultan Mas‘ud attacked them in one area, they simply moved to another.5 Mobility, archery, and self-sufficiency were their greatest strengths. Raised in nomadic communities to ride and shoot from early childhood, the Turkmen were all effective warriors. Equipped with leather armour and riding steppe ponies, they lacked the Ghaznavids’ powerful mounts, metal armour, and terrifying elephants, but their capacity to conduct sudden raids – hit and run, attacking where least expected – more than compensated for these deficiencies. Raised in the hardy steppe landscape, they could survive in terrain where the slow-moving Ghaznavid armies could not follow. Already, much of the empire’s northern and western districts lay under their control.


It also didn’t help that many local communities within the empire, having suffered under Ghaznavid rule, showed either indifference or hostility to their masters’ plight. Indeed, in May 1040, as Sultan Mas‘ud led his army out from Nishapur towards the great city of Merv, seeking to bring the Turkmen to battle, his town of Sarakhs defied him, closing its gates and withholding taxes.6 The townsfolk could see the way the wind was blowing.


This northward journey towards Merv involved traversing a difficult road passing along the desert margins. The Turkmen army shimmered on the road ahead, always present but just out of reach, drawing them north into the desert. Sultan Mas‘ud’s army became tired and disorderly as the long dispiriting march took its toll. Their camp on 22 May 1040, near the town of Dandanqan, was entirely inadequate. The army lacked sufficient water, and the desert heat was oppressive. These were dangerous circumstances, and Turkmen forces now circled the Ghaznavid camp, cutting off its line of retreat and killing any stragglers. As was often the case, the Turkmen weren’t especially numerous, but given the Ghaznavids’ straitened circumstances, they clearly held the upper hand.7


Then, on 23 May, the two armies prepared for battle. The Ghaznavids established a formal and disciplined battle line – as was customary – but the Turkmen gathered in irregular clusters across their front. Then the combat started, with Turkmen companies attacking percussively, riding to within bowshot of the Ghaznavid lines, loosing a few arrows and wheeling away. The Ghaznavids advanced, and the fighting began in earnest. As the combat mounted to a crescendo, Sultan Mas‘ud steadily gained the initiative; for a moment, it seemed that he might carry the encounter. Then a large contingent within his army switched sides, thereby exchanging victory for defeat. Sultan Mas‘ud fought on, personally engaging the enemy ferociously with a sword in one hand and a mace in the other, killing any who approached him. He ordered his remaining commanders to remain in the fight, but they could see that the day was lost.8


Eventually, the Ghaznavid army broke, and Sultan Mas‘ud went with them. He managed to escape the battle in large part because the pursuing Turkmen did not wish to meet him again, so they let him pass. Mas‘ud’s reign reached a brutal end soon afterwards when his own followers executed him. The Ghaznavid Empire survived the Turkmen onslaught but lost most of its western territories. As for the Turkmen, their victory at Dandanqan effectively opened the road to the west. Sweeping through Persia, they crossed into Iraq, and many moved south of the Caspian Sea, heading towards Anatolia, the Jazira, and the Caucasus. The Turkmen themselves were a disparate set of groups, but they did have a commander who led them to victory against Sultan Mas‘ud. His name was Chaghri, and in the years before Dandanqan, he and his brother Tughril had risen to prominence. In time, they founded a major empire across the Middle East. That empire is known to history by their grandfather’s name. His name was Seljuk; these were the origins of the Seljuk Turkish Empire.9


Much changed in later years; the Seljuk Empire’s sweeping conquests utterly reshaped the Middle East: empires fell, communities came under subjugation, and displaced people fled to distant lands. This book tells the tale of two invasions, exploring the tectonic changes sweeping the Middle East in the wake of the major conquests initiated by the Seljuks and then those of the First Crusade. It reveals the intertwined histories of these two peoples who came from very different parts of the world, peoples who initially knew so little about each other but through hardship, war, diplomacy, friendship, hatred, and respect came to learn a great deal more. A first stage in understanding the epic history of this encounter is to follow the Seljuk invasions as they advanced into the Middle East, tracing the path of their initial conquests and, in the process, meeting the region’s many existing societies on their route.


Fifteen years after Dandanqan, in 1055, Seljuk armies reached and occupied the great city of Baghdad in Iraq, capital of the Abbasid caliphate. In the intervening period they seized the greater part of Persia with virtually no one offering any sustained resistance. Meanwhile, the Seljuk leaders slowly changed posture, shifting from invader to established ruler and adopting many of the institutions and governmental structures familiar to the regions now under their control.10


Thirty-one years after Dandanqan, in 1071, Chaghri’s son Sultan Alp Arslan led his army westwards against the Syrian capital of Aleppo, initiating the first of many sieges against the city’s ruling Arab dynasty. Meanwhile, other Seljuk armies, as well as numerous unaligned Turkmen groups, raided and besieged many Arab, Kurdish, or Armenian-ruled towns and cities across Iraq, the Caucasus, and the Jazira (the area of land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers). The first Turkmen attack against the great city of Mosul took place as early as 1043, temporarily displacing the governing Arab Banu Uqayl dynasty. In 1064 Seljuk armies sacked the great city of Ani in Greater Armenia.


The Turks’ sustained advances depended in part on their own momentum and remarkable aptitude for war, but they also benefited from the fragmented nature of Middle Eastern politics. Many decades previously, the Abbasid caliphs had ruled a vast span of territory from North Africa all the way across to the borders of India. Nevertheless, the empire’s ruling dynasty fell prey to prolonged infighting at its centre, causing many provinces in northern Syria and the Jazira to drift into neglect and ultimately into quasi-independence. Local dynasties acquired power over individual cities and small territories, but these statelets proved no match for the Seljuks, who conquered them one after the other. The Abbasid caliphate survived the Seljuk invasions, although many restrictions remained on the caliph’s authority and power.


Later that year (1071), Sultan Alp Arslan led his army into southern Anatolia (modern-day Türkiye). This territory belonged to the Eastern Roman Empire or ‘Byzantine’ Empire, which had ruled the area for centuries. At this time the Byzantine Empire remained a dominant force in Middle Eastern politics; its territories spanned from Greece in the west to the eastern borders of Anatolia in the east, and from the Danube in the north all the way down to the great city of Antioch in the south. Sultan Alp Arslan’s invasion was not the first Turkish attack against the empire; already, many Turkmen raiders had regularly infiltrated its borderlands, with some incursions penetrating deeply into central Anatolia. The current emperor, Romanus IV Diogenes, responded by assembling a huge army and marching to meet the sultan. The two armies encountered each other at the battle of Manzikert, where Alp Arslan scored a notable victory, resulting in the capture of the Byzantine emperor. This was another great Seljuk victory, and although Alp Arslan himself withdrew from the empire soon afterwards, Turkmen groups pressed on, seizing the greater part of Anatolia. The Byzantines only exacerbated the process by conducting a ruinous civil war, during which the combatant factions enrolled Turkmen warriors to support their various claims to the imperial throne, causing yet more territory to pass under Turkish control. In time, several Turkish dynasties established states for themselves in Anatolia. The most powerful of these were the Danishmendids and the Anatolian Seljuks (a rival branch of the Seljuk family descended from Tughril and Chaghri’s cousin).


Thirty-three years after Dandanqan, in 1073, Turkmen forces seized Jerusalem. Their conquest of the holy city formed part of a wider series of offensives into Syria, culminating in the conquest of Damascus in 1076. These advances took place at the expense of the area’s overlord, the Fatimid Empire (ruler of Egypt and Syria). A Shia Muslim caliphate, the Fatimid Empire was both a major power and the historical opponent of the Sunni Abbasid caliphate based in Baghdad. In 1077 the Turkmen invaded Egypt, and the Fatimids repelled their attack only with the greatest of difficulty. In later years the Fatimids and Turkmen (later Seljuks) became locked in a protracted conflict, with the area around Jerusalem deteriorating into a border zone between their respective empires.


In and amongst these events, a pilgrim from Western Christendom reached Seljuk-ruled Jerusalem. His name was Peter the Hermit. Like other pilgrims to the area, he witnessed the war-torn condition of the holy city, and the local Christian community gave him an impassioned account of their plight. The Seljuks themselves were not customarily oppressive rulers, but when Jerusalem rose in rebellion following the Turks’ failed invasion into Egypt in 1077, they subdued the uprising with stunning force, killing thousands.11 Seljuk authorities also extracted a much-resented toll from visiting pilgrims, and one Syriac Christian writer reports frequent attacks on Western pilgrims trying to reach the holy city. The city’s location on a major frontier of war, coupled with years of drought, enhanced its fragility, and the surrounding region became a haunt for raiders and bandits. Peter then travelled back to Western Christendom carrying a letter from the Orthodox patriarch of Jerusalem explaining the sufferings of the local Christians in that area. Following his return, Peter took decisive action, visiting the pope and calling for a massive military expedition to reconquer Jerusalem.12
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    A map showing the political geography of the Middle East before the First Crusade. It includes the Byzantine Empire in the west, the Seljuk Empire in the east and the Fatimid Empire in the south. Major cities such as Constantinople, Jerusalem, Antioch, Damascus and Baghdad are labelled, along with key rivers and seas.


  

  

 


Pope Urban II already knew from many sources about the developments shaping the Middle East. He learned from returning pilgrims about the situation in the Jerusalem area. He knew from the Byzantines about the advancing Seljuk Turks, who by the 1090s were dangerously close to their capital of Constantinople. He also knew that any gesture of support to the Byzantine Empire might help to ease the long-standing tensions straining relations between the Byzantine Church and the papacy.


Urban was equally aware of Christendom’s internal problems. As the son of a southern French noble family, he knew first-hand about the endemic infighting consuming rival knightly families across that area. He also knew that the sustained efforts made by local churchmen and leaders to curb this violence had not achieved their desired outcomes – a predicament urgently requiring a new solution. He was also very well aware that an anti-pope backed by the German emperor threatened his own position.


Perhaps what happened next was an effort to take charge of Peter the Hermit’s call for a holy war before it got out of hand, perhaps Urban wished to support the Byzantines against the Turkmen, or perhaps he saw an opportunity to channel the southern French nobility’s violent energies away from their internal quarrels. Whatever his precise motives, at the council of Clermont in November 1095 he authorised an expedition to conquer Jerusalem. We now call this venture the First Crusade.13


This book explores the history of the crusades from the First Crusade to Saladin’s reconquest of Jerusalem in 1187. Beginning amidst the tumult of the First Crusade, it traces the crusaders’ advance into Syria and ultimately their siege of Jerusalem in 1099. In the later stages of this campaign, the survivors established a series of territories, mostly strung out along the Levantine coastline, commonly known today as the ‘Crusader States’.


Subsequent chapters then trace the expansion and consolidation of these states across the twelfth century as their leaders waged war, formed alliances, or conducted trade and diplomacy with many neighbouring powers. Finally, we explore the rise of Saladin and his ultimate victory over the most powerful of the Crusader States, the kingdom of Jerusalem, in 1187.


The history of the crusades and the Crusader States forms the central spine of this book, yet – as shown already – there were plenty of other important developments shaping the Middle East at this time. Chief among these was the Seljuk invasions, but many other societies also played their part in shaping the unfolding events. Arab, Jewish, Kurdish, Armenian, and Syriac Christian communities, among others, became caught up in these events, with their leaders often trying to plot a safe path between their Turkish and Frankish conquerors. There were also the major empires of Byzantium and Fatimid Egypt, both of which needed to frame their stance towards these two invaders while attempting to advance their own interests.


All these various cultures and societies possessed their own hopes, fears, rivalries, and ambitions that in turn collided and intertwined with those of their neighbours. The result was a messy cacophony of competing agendas, with each society trying to thrive, or at least survive, amidst the relentless churn of invasion and war. Their goals were various. The Byzantines sought repeatedly to address their enormous losses to the Turkmen in Anatolia. Sunni authorities attempted to persuade their Turkish rulers to suppress the Ismaili Nizaris (Shia), more commonly known today as the ‘Assassins’, across their territories. Italian merchants spied opportunities to boost their commercial interests. Bedouin nomads worked with various factions to ensure their survival. Incoming Turkmen nomads clashed with Kurdish communities while seeking to claim the area’s best grazing land. Seljuk governors asserted their independence against the Seljuk sultan. The Cilician Armenians tried to rid themselves of their many invaders, and amongst these overlapping agendas, both the Franks and the Turks sought to consolidate their conquests.


This book proceeds on the conviction that the crusades are best understood within a broader landscape shaped by the many other evolutions taking place across the region. After all, these wars were only one development among many shaping the Middle East – and by no means the most important. This becomes quickly apparent when comparing the crusaders’ military exploits to those of the Seljuks. The Seljuks successfully established a vast empire stretching from the borders of the Central Asian Steppe to the Mediterranean coast, while the Crusaders/Franks managed to seize little more than a thin strip of Levantine coastland along with a few inland regions on the eastern side of the Jordan and in southern Anatolia. The stark contrast in scale between these conquerors’ military exploits cuts the crusades down to size; there were other things going on in the Middle East with much wider repercussions – put crudely, the crusades weren’t the biggest show in town.


The following chapters work through the unfolding events of this era phase by phase, chapter by chapter, as experienced by many different individuals, each of whom offers a distinctive perspective. These include a Fatimid vizier, a Turkmen ruler, the empress of Byzantium, the Seljuk sultan, the Frankish princess of Antioch, a Byzantine renegade, the ruler of Damascus’s mother, the Syriac Christian patriarch, an Arab nobleman, the Nizaris (Assassins), the Turkish emir of Damascus, the queen of Jerusalem, and Saladin’s nephew. When put together, the intention is to describe a wider world in which the history of the crusades crosses paths and intersects with many other agendas, creating a lurid environment that included moments of cruelty, friendship, fanaticism, co-operation between faiths, creativity, lust, ambition, love, hatred, inspiration, and unmixed avarice. Overall, it seeks to evoke a network of human relations that – like our species across the entirety of its history – was incredibly complex and chaotic.


Within this tangled web, plenty of advocates from many different religious communities sought to bolster their faiths’ interests. As with so many other aspects of Middle Eastern history during this era, the religious landscape was extremely diverse, including many different expressions of Christianity (such as Orthodox, Catholic, Maronite, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Georgian) and branches of Islam, whether Shia (such as the Nizaris, Ismailis, and Twelvers) or Sunni. There were also many Jewish communities as well as other groups, such as the Druze. Likewise, many Turks still adhered to the shamanistic culture of their forefathers from the Central Asian Steppe; their convictions often mixed to varying degrees with Islamic practices and beliefs. The interactions between these groups were extremely complex, and the religious politics of the era cannot be distilled into anything as simplistic as a straightforward ‘Christian versus Muslim’ struggle, as is often claimed. There were plenty of occasions when the dictates of religious conflict shaped the agenda, and this could result in war, massacre, and moments of unbridled hatred and slaughter, but there were also many occasions when people of different faiths worked together, fought side by side, or even prayed together. This was a complex world: a place where Frankish rulers deliberately minted coins displaying the name of the Fatimid caliph, where warriors of different faiths could fight each other on one day and then enjoy each other’s hospitality on the next, where merchants from different cultures haggled and bargained in many markets and thoroughfares, and where an Arab nobleman could sit and watch while two elderly Frankish women raced against each other in the hope of winning a pig.14


Whether on the field of battle, in the pavilions of the mighty, in the market square, or in the marriage bed, many interactions took place in these years between people of different cultures. These, in turn, could spark moments of astonishing dynamism as ideas or technologies changed hands or new challenges provoked fresh innovations. Different artistic styles and architectural techniques spread across the region, new methods for industrialised production emerged, and different cultures encountered unfamiliar recipes and foodstuffs. Maritime architecture took a leap forward, and trade grew substantially. The many hunting-obsessed elites of this era – whether Byzantine, Frankish, Turkish, or Arab – found plenty of time to indulge and share their passions, while chess (an Indian invention) continued to attract players from many different cultures. This was an era of tremendous change and exchange.


The sources underpinning this complex history are as various as its many different protagonists. This history draws upon materials written originally in Hebrew, Latin, Arabic, Greek, Old French, Syriac, Armenian, and Persian, as well as many archaeological and architectural studies.


Taken overall, this book provides a panoramic account of a region undergoing a rapid time of evolution. The Middle East is a fascinating area in its own right, but it also has the geographical distinction of being the fulcrum connecting Eurasia to Africa. What happens there affects many other parts of the world, and what changes there has the potential to change the course of global history. Whether in the conspiracy-stalked courts of Fatimid Egypt, or the creaking hulls of crusader transports, or the tight-knit encampments of Turkmen nomads, or the remote fortresses of the Nizaris, or within the debates of Islamic intellectuals, developments emerged here that would profoundly influence the course of human history.


We start at the height of the First Crusade, just as their armies crossed out of Anatolia’s mountainous southern margins and into Syria, heading towards the ancient fortress city of Antioch en route to distant Jerusalem.










1


The First Crusade Arrives (1097–1099)


Confronting the First Crusade: The Seljuks


Before his father’s death, there was a time when Ridwan, ruler of Aleppo, entertained the liveliest hopes of becoming heir to an empire spanning from Central Asia to the Mediterranean coast. After the previous sultan’s assassination, in 1092, this seemed entirely plausible – even likely. Ridwan’s father, Tutush, was the late sultan’s brother, and after the murder, Tutush pushed aggressively to advance his claim to the entire Seljuk Empire. Ridwan supported him wholeheartedly in this goal.


That hope died two years back; matters looked very different now (1097). Ridwan had received news of his father’s death in 1095 while he was leading reinforcements towards Iraq. Messengers informed him that only a few weeks before, in February 1095, Tutush had led his armies into battle against a rival contender near Rayy (in modern-day Iran), but the resulting encounter was a disaster. Tutush lost the battle and his life, the victor taking his head to Baghdad for display as a trophy.1


Ridwan had reacted immediately to this devastating report, returning to his father’s territories in northern Syria by the fastest route. This was no time for mourning. He knew very well that any hope of acquiring the Seljuk sultanate had died with his father. He also knew that the contest for control over his late father’s territories in Syria would begin the moment that news arrived announcing his death.


In the event, Ridwan achieved an early success. Within a few days, he reached the great fortress city of Aleppo – the strategic and commercial centre point of northern Syria – where he set about imprisoning and later killing two of his brothers, thereby reducing the pool of rival claimants.2 His father’s vizier (chief minister) yielded control of the city, enabling Ridwan to become the new ruler.3


Meanwhile, further south, Ridwan’s brother and main rival, Duqaq, responded with equal speed, fleeing from Aleppo – pursued by Ridwan’s troops – and entrenching himself in the great city of Damascus.4 Elsewhere, his father’s former lieutenants seized the opportunity to grab as many towns as they could. This rapid partitioning of Tutush’s lands soon deteriorated into a bitter war between the two brothers, with the smaller factions aligning themselves with one side or the other. Neither prospered in the ensuing conflict. First, Ridwan attacked Damascus in the summer of 1096, but his attack failed, and Duqaq drove him back. Then Duqaq counter-attacked, advancing on Ridwan’s territory while supported by the governor of Antioch, but suffering a battlefield defeat soon afterwards.5 This, in turn, was merely one regional conflict within a broader panorama of civil war tearing up the Seljuk sultanate following the late sultan’s murder as different parties struggled to put their own candidate in power. In the midst of this internecine contest, news arrived of a most unexpected sort. Messengers and travellers reported the approach of a strange army from the north that was crossing out of the Byzantine borderlands and into Seljuk territory. Rumours abounded, and fears spread; early reports confirmed that the incoming army was colossal, simply enormous.6 The scale of this unexpected threat only increased when Ridwan learned that this new army had recently defeated his distant relatives, the Anatolian Seljuks (a breakaway faction of the Seljuk Empire ruling much of central and western Anatolia); apparently they suffered a major defeat near the town of Dorylaeum, far to the north. No army now stood between this incoming force and Ridwan’s own lands in Syria.


This was troubling news; Ridwan needed to ready his defences for invasion, but many other threats hedged his position. In addition to his persistent rivalries with his brother and other Turkish peers, Ridwan also faced the danger of rebellion. The Seljuk Turks had conquered northern Syria only a couple of decades previously, and they were not gentle, seizing the region from its former Arab and Kurdish rulers and imposing their own authority. They achieved control over Aleppo only after a complex series of blockades and sieges beginning in 1071 and concluding in 1086 – only nine years before.7 Damascus had fallen to Turkmen forces a decade earlier, in 1076, but only after years of raids and sieges.8 Plenty of communities would rebel if the Seljuks weakened their grip.
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Consequently, this unexpected invasion from the north threatened to unravel the basic fabric of Seljuk authority. The situation did not improve with time. Ridwan’s position, like that of his Turkish peers, began to totter as in northern Syria, Cilicia, and the Taurus mountain region, Armenian communities cast out their Turkish garrisons, some asserting their independence and some seeking support from these strange invaders.9 Urban unrest in Aleppo exacerbated matters when the city’s rais (city governor) rebelled against Ridwan, briefly besieging him in his own citadel.10


Worse still, this inbound army of crusaders (‘Franks’, as they were known), whose lands lay in the distant north-west, soon came to recognise the vulnerability of Turkish authority. Worrying stories circulated. According to one crusader’s report, a group of Arab warriors travelled to join the Turkish armies mustering to repel the crusaders’ advance across Anatolia, but they arrived too late and instead encountered survivors from the Anatolian Seljuk army defeated at Dorylaeum. As soon as these Arab forces learned this news, they scattered and returned to their homes carrying tidings of Turkish defeat with them. This then prompted other Turkish rulers to spread false rumours of victory among neighbouring towns, ostensibly to seize and remove anything of value from nearby towns before the crusaders’ arrival, but likely also in the hope of preventing uprisings.11


As the weeks went by, the crusaders drew closer to Ridwan’s territories. In October 1097 they encamped outside the great city of Antioch, only two days’ march from Aleppo itself.12 Antioch’s Turkish governor – one of Ridwan’s allies – soon found himself fighting for his life, so he sent out emissaries, including his own son, riding hard to neighbouring Turkish rulers and requesting their assistance.13 The first to respond was Ridwan’s brother and opponent, Duqaq of Damascus. He marshalled his troops and advanced on the crusaders outside Antioch. That campaign ended swiftly. Duqaq’s army didn’t get near Antioch or even engage with the crusaders’ main army; rather, it fell back after a rather inconclusive encounter with a large Frankish raiding party.14


In the wake of Duqaq’s defeat, Ridwan set out to succeed where his brother had failed. He intended to lift the siege with his own army. There was every reason to anticipate an overwhelming victory. It was the winter season, and the crusaders were starving. They had exhausted their supplies a long time ago, and their raiding parties couldn’t even begin to meet the basic needs of their vast horde. Disease and death withered their ranks, and many fled from their encampment outside Antioch, some seeking refuge as far afield as the island of Cyprus (part of the Byzantine Empire).15 Just as importantly, the crusaders’ few remaining warhorses were dropping like flies, further diminishing their capacity to resist Ridwan’s army.


So here was Ridwan’s chance – drive away the crusaders from Antioch and then use his victory to secure leadership over his father’s fragmented territories. Ridwan raised a strong army of around 12,000 Turkish warriors, in co-operation with his neighbour Sokman ibn Artuq, a major Turkmen leader from the Artuqid dynasty, and together in early February 1098 they set out to confront the crusaders outside beleaguered Antioch.16 The core section in Ridwan’s army – like that of all Turkish armies of this era – comprised a large force of mounted archers. Some of these were his own personal troops, but the majority were companies of Turkmen warriors, nomadic horsemen who maintained the old pastoral way of life practised by their forefathers on the Central Asian Steppe. They were formidable archers whose preferred tactic was to wither their opponents with persistent barrages of arrows while using their nimble steppe ponies to avoid any pursuit. These were their strengths, but they had weaknesses too. If they should become trapped in hand-to-hand combat, then they could swiftly fall prey to more heavily armoured opponents.


Having set out, Ridwan’s army took the ancient Roman road westwards towards Antioch (an 85 km journey), making camp for the night at the hilltop fortress of Harim.17 The following day his army resumed its march, readying itself for the coming battle. It was a grim day, raining and cold, but this did not deter Ridwan from advancing south of Lake Amuq; this was the next leg of a journey that would soon lead across the Orontes River at Iron Bridge and from there on towards Antioch itself.18


Ridwan was an experienced commander, a veteran of many wars, and he wasn’t taking any risks. He sent out two companies of soldiers in advance of the main army to clear the road. As this vanguard approached Iron Bridge, they noticed a handful of Frankish soldiers on a hill – ahead and to the north of the road – but they seemed too small a force to pose a theat.19 Even so, this was a narrow space, with the lake to the north and the river to the south, and Ridwan’s army was strung out along the road for many miles.20


Suddenly, battle was upon them. Companies of crusader knights appeared on the crest of the hillock. They mustered rapidly on its slopes into five formations, then charged downhill directly towards Ridwan’s advance squadrons, war horns blaring. There was no chance to evade the onrush; the crusader knights simply crashed into the leading Turkish formations.21


Long after the event, those present at the battle remembered the bludgeoning impact of the knights as they struck Ridwan’s squadrons, forcing them into a bloody melee before they could scatter. Some Turkish warriors tried to raise their bows to shoot down the Frankish knights’ unarmoured horses, but the day’s steady rain had weakened their bowstrings, and few managed to loose their arrows.22 Sandwiched between the lake, the river, and nearby marshes, they had nowhere to run.


Still, help was at hand. Ridwan’s main army caught up with the advance guard, joining the fray. Soon, the reassuring weight of their overwhelming numbers began to tilt the fortunes of battle in their favour. The crusaders’ charge initially carried all before it, but they lacked the troops to meet Ridwan’s army on equal terms. The Frankish battle plan centred on speed and aggression, but the crusader force consisted of only a few hundred cavalry. Victory was at hand, and now Ridwan’s trumpets sounded loudly, summoning his warriors to finish the encounter. This was the critical moment, the hinge on which his campaign depended.23


Then it all went horribly wrong. The crusade commander – Bohemond of Taranto – had remained behind on the hillock with a reserve force. His plan was simple. He waited for the main Turkish army to fully engage his first waves of knights in the maelstrom of combat. This was crucial. It gave him a solid and stationary target for his remaining cavalry to hit, denying the Turkish warriors any opportunity to evade his onrush. His second charge with the reserve force carried all before it. Ridwan’s army broke and ran, hurtling back down the road towards their encampment at Harim. Crusader knights tracked them along the entire length of the journey. Ridwan’s encampment at Harim offered no sanctuary. Its few remaining guards fired the camp and fled. Ridwan survived the battle, but his losses were substantial. In less than an hour, his fortunes shifted decisively: now he was no longer engaged in a battle for northern Syria; he was engaged in a battle for survival.24


In the wake of his defeat on 9 February 1098, Ridwan’s position became even more precarious. Witnessing their overlord’s defeat, the Armenian community in the fortress of Harim joined the swelling number of communities breaking into active rebellion against Seljuk authority.25 Other uprisings erupted in the coming months, and Sokman ibn Artuq departed from Ridwan to address other concerns further east.


If local insurrection and crusader attack were pressing matters for Ridwan, then overthrow by one of his many Seljuk rivals also remained a troubling possibility. He was perilously weak now – vulnerable to attacks from crusaders, rebels, or rivals alike. This thought was clearly hovering in his mind when, a few months later, in the spring of 1098, a massive Seljuk army approached Aleppo from the east. Its commander was Karbugha, governor of Mosul, and his declared intention was to drive the crusaders from Antioch. In a sense this was welcome news for Ridwan. Seljuk authority across northern Syria now hung by a thread, so a timely injection of reinforcements raised the prospect of strengthening their cause. Even so, for Ridwan this was also deeply worrying.


Karbugha was a long-standing adversary. He was a partisan of Barkyaruq – a rival claimant to the Seljuk sultanate – and the ruler who in 1095 had dashed the aspiration of Ridwan’s father, Tutush, to become Seljuk sultan. Barkyaruq was the reason that Tutush’s head stood on public display in Baghdad. Admittedly, Karbugha had personally played no role in Tutush’s defeat. At the time of the battle, Karbugha was in an Aleppan prison under Ridwan’s jurisdiction, but after Barkyaruq’s victory, Ridwan felt compelled to release him as part of a peace deal.26 He knew very well that his former captive had little reason to love him.


Karbugha was powerful now. Back in 1096 he had conquered the great city of Mosul on the banks of the Tigris River, unseating the ruling Arab Banu Uqayl dynasty and taking power in Barkyaruq’s name.27 Possession of Mosul gave him substantial resources; it also made him a rallying point for other regional Turkish warlords. So by the spring of 1098, with Karbugha en route to Aleppo leading an enormous army including tens of thousands of troops, Ridwan had every reason to be concerned.


In reality – and presumably to Ridwan’s lasting relief – Karbugha proved far more intent on confronting the advancing crusade than settling old grudges. Clearly he recognised just how much the crusaders threatened Seljuk authority, and he made no attempt to pursue any grievance against Ridwan. The crusader threat was substantial by this stage, their raiding forces ranging widely across northern Syria. Town after town fell to their forces. This was no mere incursion or raid; it was a war of conquest. Determined to roll back their advances, in mid-April 1098 Karbugha directed his forces against the city of Edessa. A few months before, the local people had invited the Franks into the city, requesting their assistance against the Turks. Soon afterwards the Franks took control for themselves in the city, thereby founding the first of the Crusader States. It soon became known as the county of Edessa. It made sense for Karbugha to attack here first, at least while Antioch’s defences were holding.28


Nevertheless, Karbugha’s assault on Edessa achieved nothing. The days went by, but Edessa’s defenders doggedly held out against his army. Eventually, on 25 May, circumstances forced his hand; the Turkish garrison in Antioch needed urgent assistance. Abandoning his siege of Edessa, Karbugha moved his army south-west towards Aleppo. This was a difficult journey requiring him to transport his forces across the great Euphrates River. The Franks from Edessa pursued his retreating troops enthusiastically, hoping to take advantage of his temporary weakness, yet he managed to get his army across the river without further adventure.29


This was the moment of greatest peril for Ridwan because Karbugha’s route to Antioch passed very close to Aleppo. What would Karbugha do next? Would he threaten Ridwan in Aleppo? In the event, Karbugha did not go to Aleppo, but instead gathered Turkish forces from across Syria on the plain of Dabiq, to the north of the city.30 Many regional leaders, including Duqaq of Damascus and Sokman ibn Artuq, joined him there, having received a summons to support Antioch in its plight. As for Ridwan, he refused to work with his former rival and remained behind Aleppo’s walls.31


Then the fateful news arrived: Antioch had fallen to the Franks. Bohemond of Taranto – the same commander who defeated Ridwan’s forces near Lake Amuq – staged a night-time incursion across the city’s ramparts with assistance from an insider.32 Then, having gained a foothold, the Franks burst into the city, killing or enslaving the population. The city’s great citadel – constructed by the Byzantines around a century before – still held out, but the city itself was in Frankish hands.33 This was disastrous, another major blow to the basic principle of Seljuk authority over northern Syria. Seljuk garrisons in the nearby towns promptly fled, presumably fearing either local uprisings or crusader attack.34


When he heard of Antioch’s overthrow, Karbugha was already closing on the city, marching in full force.35 The crusaders knew he was coming; local informants kept them updated about his progress following his departure from Edessa.36 A major confrontation was brewing, and there was little reason to doubt its outcome. Karbugha’s army was huge, reasonably fresh, and filled with experienced war-riors. The crusaders, by contrast, were depleted, malnourished, and a very long way from help. Antioch was famous for its magnificent fig trees, but now the crusaders were so desperate for food that they gathered and ate the unripe figs, even fig leaves, in the hope of filling their stomachs.37 This situation was very favourable for Karbugha, and his scouting forces reached the city only a day after its fall. Count Stephen of Blois, one of the leading crusade commanders, apparently judged the crusaders’ predicament to be hopeless because he withdrew from Antioch immediately before Karbugha’s arrival, accompanied by his entourage and troops. Stephen excused himself, claiming to be seriously ill – so presumably it was entirely coincidental that his departure spared him the need to participate in the coming battle. Karbugha’s main army arrived immediately afterwards and arrayed itself outside the walls.38


The city of Antioch was an ancient metropolis, founded centuries earlier in the wake of Alexander the Great’s death by his general Seleucus, who then named it after his father, Antiochus. In later centuries the city grew and developed, shaped by many wars, earthquakes, plagues, and changes of regime. The Olympic Games took place there for a time, and the name ‘Christian’ first emerged in the city.39 Antioch lay in the Orontes valley, and that mighty river ran under the city’s north-western ramparts, while to the south and east a ridge of hills rose steeply up from the valley floor, surmounted by the city’s great citadel on Mount Silpius. The Orontes valley was a lush area suitable for the cultivation of many crops, and to the north-east the valley opened out into the Amuq plain, which contained a vast lake (renowned for its eels – a much-prized delicacy). The city was both a commercial centre, famous for its silks, timber, glassware, and ceramics, and also an intellectual hub, attracting travellers and thinkers from many lands.40 Although it lay inland from the sea, merchant vessels could unload their wares at the nearby port of St Symeon. A double wall, many miles in length, protected the city’s circumference, and these ramparts marched up the valley side to join with the citadel’s fortifications on the heights above. Buttressed by over a hundred towers, Antioch’s defences were formidable.


Karbugha’s coalition army made camp on the plains to the north of the city.41 He could destroy the Franks in any number of ways. The city contained virtually no food, so the crusaders were already starving; his own troops, by contrast, had brought large herds with them, which could graze on the lush Amuq plain. More importantly, Antioch’s citadel remained in Seljuk hands, and Karbugha could send troops both to reinforce its garrison and to stage incursions into the city. He could also apply pressure on the main walls, but in practice he didn’t need to rush the matter. The only serious source of concern was the danger that the Byzantines might intervene to save the beleaguered crusade, but in reality this wasn’t likely, and there were no rumours of any inbound relief army. Better still, many Franks didn’t want to fight. A column of smoke to the west marked the ships burned by Karbugha’s troops, many of them filled with deserters trying to get away. A short while later another pall of smoke rose above the city as Bohemond of Taranto used fire to try and rout out crusaders hoping to evade combat.42


After about three weeks of Karbugha’s loose siege, the crusade leadership finally acknowledged the futility of its position and sent an embassy, led by Peter the Hermit, seeking terms. The deal was simple: they would hand over Antioch in exchange for safe passage to friendly territory.43 For Karbugha, this was a meaningless proposal; the crusade was on the point of total collapse, so why should he negotiate? No deal.


A few days later, on 28 June 1098, the crusaders chanced one last roll of the dice and began to march out of Antioch’s Bridge Gate, crossing the Orontes River and then deploying on the far bank, batting aside a small blockading force. They were few in number, and scarcely any of them were mounted. Karbugha and the other Turkish leaders learned of this sally almost immediately from a warning signal raised on the citadel.44 Victory seemed certain, so most commanders felt little need to prevent the Franks from leaving the city – better to get them in the open and then destroy them in their entirety. This decision, however, was not unanimous; some felt that it involved too high a risk. Dissent was Karbugha’s greatest weakness. Many of his allies strongly distrusted one another, and rumours abounded that Ridwan of Aleppo was trying to stir up trouble. Tensions had already erupted between the Arab and Turkish contingents marching with the army.45


With much of the crusading army now deployed outside the city, Turkish forces began to engage the Franks in combat. The problem was that they did so contingent by contingent, rather than operating as a whole. Some of the Turkish commanders, led by Sokman ibn Artuq, made an attempt to stage a feigned-flight withdrawal, hoping to lure the Franks into an ambush, but the Franks didn’t take the bait.46 Then too many Turkish contingents let themselves get caught in hand-to-hand combat, and given that their traditional strengths lay in speed and archery, they suffered a mauling at the hands of the heavily armoured Frankish infantry.


And suddenly it was all over. Karbugha’s allies began to pull back, and soon their retreat became a general rout. A company of jihad volunteers, marching with the army, continued to fight, but they fought alone and were all killed.47 The crusaders then surged forwards, many now riding on captured steeds, pressing on towards Karbugha’s camp. The battle was over, and despite his vastly superior numbers, Karbugha’s huge coalition army suffered a serious and unexpected defeat. Karbugha fled with the rest.48 The crusaders then pillaged the Turkish encampment, and people from local communities joined the ransacking. Bohemond took Karbugha’s vast pavilion as a trophy, later sending it back to the southern Italian town of Bari, where it became a monument commemorating his victory at Antioch.49


From Ridwan of Aleppo’s perspective, the tables had turned. He could now afford to receive Karbugha graciously. A few months previously, backed by his major army, Karbugha was a dangerous rival; now he was a beaten man fleeing for his life. He no longer posed a threat. Providing him with tents and other necessities, Ridwan sent him back to Mosul along with the remainder of his once-mighty army.


In some ways, Karbugha’s defeat and departure represented a source of relief for Ridwan, but he now confronted a bleak aftermath. He possessed few allies, and Frankish raiding forces pressed on his borders; some of their leaders even began to discuss the prospect of a future attack on Aleppo.50 As the key to northern Syria and at only two days’ distance from Antioch, Aleppo was an obvious target. Moreover, with Antioch under their control, the Franks possessed the kernel on which to construct a second Crusader State. These events marked the origins of the principality of Antioch, and its first ruler was the same man who had defeated Ridwan a few months previously, Bohemond of Taranto.


In later months, Ridwan’s position became so fragile that even his own lieutenants began to yield to the Franks. In the summer of 1098, Ridwan’s governor in the town of Azaz turned against his master, seeking aid from the crusaders. Worse still, when Ridwan marched against Azaz planning to demand his governor’s obedience, he was driven away by a Frankish relief force. He did eventually manage to seize and execute his rebellious subordinate, but the damage was done.51 In the longer term, these relentless defeats encouraged local Arab leaders to rebel. The Banu Kilab – a large Bedouin community in northern Syria whose leading dynasty had ruled Aleppo before the Seljuk takeover – evidently recognised his weakness and soon began to attack Ridwan’s territories; further south, some Bedouin groups actively allied with the Franks.52


There was one source of comfort for Ridwan. Despite Aleppo’s acute vulnerability, the crusaders chose not to attack the city directly. Many zealous pilgrims within their ranks insisted urgently that the army should press on to Jerusalem, its main objective. So in November 1098 they resumed their march, heading south towards the Holy Land. A large force – including Bohemond of Taranto – remained to hold Antioch while another group of Frankish knights garrisoned Edessa, but even so the departure of the main crusading army gave Ridwan some breathing space. Ridwan came to terms with Bohemond around this time, agreeing to pay tribute in money and horses. In addition, Bohemond wanted Ridwan to mount a bell in Aleppo’s citadel and for it to be rung regularly every day; he also wanted a cross placed on the minaret of Aleppo’s grand mosque. Ridwan accepted these demands, but the city’s qadi (judge) objected, leading to the cross being placed on Aleppo’s cathedral instead.53 Both these actions carried strong symbolic importance, indicating both the crusaders’ religious goals alongside their desire to impose control across the region. Bohemond’s demands also responded to the restrictions imposed by some Muslim religious authorities banning the ringing of Christian bells or the displaying of crosses on prominent buildings – notably, bell ringing had been banned in Jerusalem in the years before the arrival of the crusade.54


Confronting the First Crusade: The Fatimids


The crusading army’s departure for the south was presumably a source of relief for Ridwan, but it created a new set of dilemmas for the Fatimid Empire, far to the south. Controlling Egypt, Jerusalem, and many of the cities strung out along the Levantine coast, the crusaders now approached the Fatimids’ frontiers, and for the Fatimid vizier al-Afdal, their arrival represented both an opportunity and a threat.


The issue was how they should be managed.


The Fatimid Empire was among the Middle East’s most powerful states. The Fatimids’ origins traced back to an Ismaili Shia Islamic movement which gathered pace towards the end of the ninth century among a group of North African Berber communities. Then, after a series of conflicts, the Fatimids took power in parts of North Africa and later in Egypt, establishing a new capital for themselves at Cairo.55 The advent of this new and ambitious Shia power posed a major challenge to the Abbasid caliph (Sunni) in Baghdad, and these two powers had remained in a state of conflict ever since.


In their early years, the Fatimid caliphs managed to acquire control over a vast dominion encompassing Egypt, stretches of North Africa, and much of Syria. Beyond their borders, Fatimid representatives worked to spread their faith across both the Middle East and the wider world, meeting with considerable success. The Fatimids managed this growing international network of Ismaili agents and communities through an organisation known as Da’wa, based in Egypt; meanwhile, the Abbasid caliphs watched these developments with the greatest concern.


The Fatimids also benefited from Egypt’s extraordinary wealth. The fertile lands of the Nile Delta produced vast harvests which piled money and resources into the Fatimids’ coffers. Meanwhile, Egypt boasted many highly developed industries, especially in textiles (linen in particular), driving a powerful internal economy, again generating huge tax revenues for its rulers. This wealth also attracted droves of merchants from across the Mediterranean Sea, Central Asia, Africa, and the Indian Ocean – Fatimid coins have been identified as far south as Tanzania. Egyptian artisans produced astonishing works of art using East African rock crystal, while citizens in the major city of Fustat could purchase Chinese ceramics. Merchants bearing Egyptian linen and flax traded extensively along the North African coast and into the western Mediterranean, as far as distant al-Andalus (central and southern Spain/Portugal).56 Fatimid Egypt’s revenues overshadowed those of every other society in the Mediterranean region, a troubling reality not lost on their Abbasid rivals.57


At its height, the Fatimid Empire was truly formidable, but it also had troubles. In the mid-eleventh century there were many years when the Nile failed to rise, causing crops to wither and infighting to break out within the army.58 The Fatimid army was large and well-equipped, but it had a distinctive structure. It comprised a series of contingents drawn from different neighbouring societies, including Arab light cavalry, Nubian infantry, Armenian warriors, and Turkish mounted archers. Each of these formations fought in very different ways, so by combining their strengths, the Fatimids could deploy some very effective armies. In 982 a Fatimid expeditionary force sent to southern Italy even managed to defeat the German imperial army.59 The weakness of this structure, however, was that fighting could and did break out between the leading contingents; this is what happened only a few decades before the advance of the crusade, when Egypt descended into civil war.


Eventually, in the mid-1070s, following years of internal conflict, a general named Badr al-Jumali (al-Afdal’s father) bluntly hammered Egypt into submission, thereby ending the civil war.60 He then became Egypt’s effective ruler. He acknowledged the Fatimid caliph’s status as Egypt’s overall leader, but in reality he governed the empire as he wished.61


No sooner did Badr al-Jumali resolve one threat than another appeared. During the later stages of the Fatimid civil war, the Turks advanced into northern Syria, seizing many of the Fatimids’ major cities, including Jerusalem (1073) and Damascus (1076). Then, in 1077, the Turks launched a major invasion into the Nile Delta itself, which Badr al-Jumali repelled with considerable difficulty. From this point onwards, a new status quo emerged in the Levant. Fatimid governors held many of the coastal cities – such as Acre, Tyre, and Beirut – but the Seljuks dominated territories further inland, in particular Damascus and Aleppo. Jerusalem became a frontier town and withered amidst the escalating conflict. Its population suffered, especially in the aftermath of the failed Turkish invasion into Egypt (1077). The defeated Turkish forces discovered on their return that Jerusalem had rebelled against them, so they subdued the city with crushing force, followed by a brutal massacre.62 During the 1080s the Fatimid–Seljuk struggle continued, but the situation stabilised somewhat: the Turks could not shift the Fatimids from the coast, and the Fatimids – despite their best efforts – could not shift the Turks from Damascus.


This is why the current Fatimid vizier, al-Afdal, viewed the advancing crusaders as both a possible opportunity and also a potential threat. On one hand, the crusaders clearly posed a serious – even an existential – danger to the Fatimids’ Seljuk opponents. This was a desirable development. On the other hand, no sensible ruler could observe the approach of this powerful but almost entirely unknown force into the Middle East without feeling at least some sense of trepidation.


Al-Afdal’s opening move was to treat the crusaders as allies. The Franks themselves sent emissaries to Egypt at an early stage in their campaign, seeking co-operation against their mutual enemy – the Seljuk Turks.63 Al-Afdal responded positively to these overtures, sending his own deputation to the crusaders’ encampment outside Antioch. The crusaders received the Fatimid envoys warmly, and both sides worked hard to forge an alliance. In past decades the Fatimids had frequently conducted diplomacy with the Byzantine Empire, which was also generally opposed to the Seljuk Turks, so they likely saw their co-operation with the crusaders in a similar context.64


The Fatimid ambassadors’ stay at Antioch coincided with the crusaders’ victory over Ridwan of Aleppo near Lake Amuq (February 1098). They were present during the battle, and they returned to the crusader camp bearing many heads, cut from the fallen Seljuk troops, tied to their saddles.65 From the Fatimid perspective, this was all good news. Here was a chance to fundamentally disrupt the Seljuk sultanate.


The Fatimids also recognised that the Seljuks’ preoccupation with the crusaders drew their attention and troops away from their other frontiers, including the borderlands facing Egypt. This, in turn, created a precious window of opportunity. Seizing the moment, al-Afdal raised his main army and marched against Turkish-held Jerusalem, seeking to regain the town and restore Fatimid control. The siege began in the early summer of 1098, and in July – following a forty-day struggle – the Fatimids managed to seize control over the holy city, thereby achieving a long-standing goal for their empire. Jerusalem’s Seljuk governors were the Turkmen leader Sokman ibn Artuq (who had previously supported both Ridwan and Karbugha’s campaigns against the crusaders) and his brother Ilghazi, so the Fatimid conquest meant that Sokman had just suffered his third defeat in the space of a year. Even so, al-Afdal permitted Sokman and Ilghazi to depart safely and seek sanctuary in Damascus.66


The Fatimids’ conquest of Jerusalem in 1098 was a bold stroke, but it also placed them on a collision course with the crusaders, who made no attempt to conceal the fact that Jerusalem was their ultimate goal. The Fatimids knew this very well, and they even brought the crusaders’ ambassadors with them when they laid siege to the city.67 This all raised a crucial question: what would happen next?


Despite the fact that Egyptian troops now defended Jerusalem’s walls, the crusaders remained keen to maintain relations with the Fatimids. So, as the crusading army marched south along the Levantine coast en route for Jerusalem, envoys from both powers opened a new phase of talks near the stronghold of Arqa (an ancient settlement, now in modern-day northern Lebanon). The crusaders hoped to deepen their alliance with the Fatimids, and they offered substantial concessions to make this happen. Their proposal was to assist the Fatimids in the reconquest of every single city they had ever lost to the Seljuks if – in return – the crusaders could take control in Jerusalem.68


This must have been a fairly tempting offer for al-Afdal’s representatives, yet the crusade’s leadership now occupied a far weaker bargaining position than when they had last met outside Antioch. The crusading army suffered many casualties during the siege of Antioch, thinning their ranks. Moreover, Bohemond was no longer with the army, but remained with his troops in Antioch. Worse, rumours reported that the Byzantine emperor, Alexius I, had contacted the Fatimids, making it clear that he no longer supported the crusade.69


Byzantine goodwill towards the crusade declined following the siege of Antioch. Emperor Alexius argued that the Franks should have returned Antioch to imperial control after the city’s conquest, thus fulfilling a promise to return all formerly Byzantine territory made by the crusade’s leaders when they passed through Constantinople. This demand divided the crusading army, but many – especially Bohemond – riposted, claiming that the Byzantines themselves broke this agreement when they did not support the crusade at its time of greatest need.70


From the Fatimids’ perspective, the breach in crusader–Byzantine relations provided another reason to end their collaboration; the Franks were too few and too isolated to be useful. Consequently, the Fatimids turned down the crusaders’ offer and made their own counterproposal: the crusaders could visit Jerusalem in small groups, but then they must return to Western Christendom; the Fatimids would not permit them to hold the holy city in perpetuity.71


For the crusaders, this offer simply wasn’t good enough. There was no way, after years of war, starvation, death, and hardship, that they would surrender their goal and accept this kind of deal. In the event, the talks collapsed, and despite days spent trying to hammer out a deal, the Fatimids and crusaders found themselves heading for war. After the unsuccessful conclusion of the Arqa talks, the crusaders continued their advance south along the coast road and then turned inland to reach Ramla, heading thereafter towards Jerusalem itself.72


With the crusaders approaching Jerusalem, the Fatimids needed to prepare their defences. Jerusalem was heavily fortified with a ditch and a double line of ramparts, buttressed by a strong garrison and an experienced commander named Iftikhar al-Dawla. The Fatimids had completed these new defences only a few decades earlier in 1063 (before the city fell to the Seljuks in 1073), although they also needed to repair the damage inflicted by their own catapults during their attack the previous year.73


The imperative to strengthen Jerusalem’s defences raised the linked matter of Jerusalem’s native Christian population – how would they act in the coming conflict? Where would they place their loyalties? The Fatimids generally treated the large Christian communities under their control with a fair degree of tolerance, at least by contemporary standards. Christians received protection under Fatimid law, and some Christian officials came to occupy senior positions in the Fatimid bureaucracy; back in the late tenth century the Fatimid Empire even had a Christian vizier.74 Nevertheless the Fatimids required both their Jewish and Christian citizens to pay the jizya (a tax levied on non-Muslims from religious communities recognised within Islamic law), and there were occasional outbreaks of violence. The most severe of these took place under the Caliph al-Hakim, who in 1004 instigated repressive measures against Christians and Jews, followed in 1009 by a wave of violence against many Christian churches and communities across his empire.75 In Jerusalem itself, he ordered the destruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre along with many other Christian buildings.76 Even in smaller towns and cities the destruction was substantial; one Fatimid author noted that in 1012-13 seventy-two churches were destroyed and converted into mosques in the Egyptian coastal city of Tinnis (the centre of Egypt’s textiles industry).77 The destruction of the Holy Sepulchre in 1009 provoked an angry response from Western Christendom; for a time there was even talk of launching a holy war against the Fatimids.78


Viewed from the vantage point of 1099, however, these events lay a long way in the past, even if they were not entirely forgotten.79 Yet many churches demolished in the Jerusalem area in 1009 remained in ruins even as the crusaders advanced towards the holy city; the Holy Sepulchre was among the few to have been restored in the intervening years.80


Iftikhar al-Dawla (Jerusalem’s Fatimid governor) likely knew that the local Christians had many reasons to welcome the crusaders. In previous years, visiting pilgrims and travellers from Western Christendom, including Peter the Hermit, had learned about the suffering of their co-religionists while visiting the holy city. Admittedly, these reports tended to cite the Seljuks, rather than the Fatimids, as the main authors of their misfortunes. Prior to the Fatimid reconquest in 1098, Seljuk governors had ruled the city for twenty-five years, and allegations of mistreatment or exorbitant tolls exacted upon pilgrims tend to date from this era. Whether at the Fatimids’ hands or not, the Christian community had suffered acutely in recent decades, and several sources claim that their leader, the Orthodox patriarch of Jerusalem, specifically requested help from Peter the Hermit during his earlier pilgrimage to the east.81 Hardly surprising then that, facing an imminent crusader siege, Iftikhar al-Dawla decided the local Christian population posed too great a risk and, having extorted money from them, expelled many from the city. Some took refuge in the nearby town of Bethlehem (birthplace of Jesus), from where they sent a deputation to the advancing crusaders at Ramla requesting their protection.82


The Fatimids were well placed to defend the town. Jerusalem’s population was not large, having suffered years of decline, yet its ramparts were formidable, and the largely waterless region surrounding the city posed substantial logistical problems for any would-be attacker. Jerusalem’s citizens depended on rainwater gathered in cisterns during the winter, but now, in June, the surrounding land was dry, with few springs offering much relief, an inhospitable terrain for thirsty crusaders.83 Within a few days of their arrival outside Jerusalem, the crusaders began to experience acute dehydration. Some drank unclean water and consequently suffered from illness and intestinal worms; others risked attack and ambush by travelling for miles to find a clean water source.84


Other considerations also played into the Fatimids’ hands. The region lacked a plentiful supply of timber. There were trees in the surrounding hills, but few capable of furnishing the massive corner posts necessary to erect a siege tower, or the long throwing arms required by siege catapults. Without the materials to construct siege weapons, the crusaders would struggle to cross Jerusalem’s walls.


Consequently, having made camp on 7 June, the Franks initially made very little progress; their first opportunistic attack on the northern walls failed. This was all good news for the Fatimid defenders, and more importantly the vizier al-Afdal was not far away, advancing towards Jerusalem with a large relief army; there was every prospect that his forces would lift the siege. The Fatimid vizier kept his governor, Iftikhar al-Dawla, updated concerning his progress via agents who crept into Jerusalem during the hours of darkness.85


Unfortunately for the Fatimids, the crusaders fully recognised their own deficiencies. Put simply, they needed siege towers if they were going to seize the city. This was the clinching detail on which the siege’s outcome depended. This was also where the Fatimids made a serious unforced error. During their own siege of Jerusalem the previous year, the Fatimids had assembled a large store of timber with which to create siege weapons. Crucially, however, they omitted to destroy all the remaining timber stockpiles outside the city following the siege. This small oversight had big consequences. The crusaders located one of the Fatimids’ timber stockpiles and then used these materials to construct their own siege weapons.86 Meanwhile, a small squadron of galleys from the Italian city of Genoa reached the nearby haven of Jaffa on 17 June 1099. They didn’t carry sufficient troops to make much of an impact on the siege, and Fatimid warships blockaded this small force almost immediately after their arrival, but the Franks broke up the Genoese warships, bringing their timbers along the long roads to Jerusalem to help them construct their war machines. A local Christian also informed the crusade leaders of some more-or-less suitable trees nearby.87 The siege towers began to rise.


The struggle gathered pace. On 8 July the crusaders walked barefooted around the city, seeking God’s blessing.88 On 13–14 July their assault began in earnest, approaching the walls along two separate vectors: catapults flinging projectiles, labourers filling the moat, a ram assaulting and destroying sections of the fore-wall, and the completed towers standing ready to roll forward and engage with the main rampart.89 Iftikhar al-Dawla’s defenders responded with their own counterbarrage – catapults and archers – while his garrison threw burning sulphur onto the ram, slowing its progress. Others attached bags of straw and thick ropes to Jerusalem’s walls to provide some buffering against the incessant crashing impact of the incoming projectiles.90


The struggle hovered in the balance, but fortunately Iftikhar al-Dawla didn’t need to hold out for long. He knew from al-Afdal’s agents that the main Fatimid field army was not far away; he needed to keep the defence going only for a short while. Nevertheless, the Franks knew this too; they managed to intercept one of these agents, who then told them everything he knew. Most importantly, they learned that the relief army would arrive in fifteen days’ time.91 The race for Jerusalem was on.


On 15 July 1099, and against a background of desperation, fanaticism, heat, and prolonged hardship, the crusaders heaved forwards their siege towers. Iftikhar al-Dawla’s defenders threw everything they had against them – projectiles, incendiaries, even a burning tree trunk – inflicting enormous damage. Women from the city hurled down insults on the crusaders.92 The tower advancing against Jerusalem’s southern walls became badly damaged from the pummelling and ground to a halt.93 Nevertheless, at midday, the crusaders’ other siege tower crashed against Jerusalem’s north-eastern ramparts, disgorging a mass of knights, and soon afterwards warriors began scaling the southern ramparts.94 They were in.


The crusaders put the city’s inhabitants to the sword – men, women, and children. Several massacres took place over the following days as they slaughtered much of the city’s Muslim and Jewish population. A small number of citizens managed to take refuge with Iftikhar al-Dawla in the Tower of David (Jerusalem’s ancient citadel, with foundations dating back to the time of King Herod in the first century BC). They later managed to negotiate safe conduct back to Fatimid territory.95 The crusaders took some of Jerusalem’s citizens prisoner and ransomed them, yet they also killed thousands in a brutal outpouring of violence.96 When Bohemond of Taranto and Baldwin of Boulogne (now rulers of Antioch and Edessa, respectively) travelled south to visit Jerusalem months later in December 1099, piles of corpses remained unburied and rotting.97


The fall of Jerusalem was a major loss for the Fatimids, dashing al-Afdal’s hope of reaching the city before the crusaders could break through its defences. There was, however, every prospect that the Franks’ tenure over the city would be very short. Al-Afdal’s advancing Fatimid army was large, experienced, well equipped, and – most importantly – nearby. In previous engagements, spanning from the wars of Badr al-Jumali (his father) to their recent conquest of Jerusalem in 1098, Fatimid forces had repeatedly proved themselves capable of fighting the Seljuks to a standstill, even at a time when no other power in the region proved capable of blocking their invasions. With such a track record, as their forces made camp outside the coastal city of Ascalon on 4 August 1099, the Fatimids could look with confidence towards the coming battle, having every reason to believe that they could dislodge the famished and shrunken crusader army.98


The crusaders moved first. Their main army departed from Jerusalem, leaving Peter the Hermit and the holy city’s Christian clergy to intercede with God, asking for His support.99 Their fighters then marched down through the hill country to the coastlands, where they advanced south towards the Fatimid encampment outside Ascalon.


The resulting battle took place on 12 August 1099. In the dim light of the early morning, the crusaders formed themselves into nine squadrons and – concealed by the darkness – advanced quickly towards the Fatimid encampment, driving huge herds of cattle ahead of their advance squadrons.100 The Fatimids responded slowly; their scouts and sentinels did not realise the danger until it was too late.


Then the crusader cavalry charged. They broke like a wave through the Fatimid camp, augmenting the assault’s impact with thousands of stampeding cattle.101 The Fatimids offered virtually no resistance; they didn’t have the time to form their battle lines.102 Instead, there was merely a scramble for safety as the Egyptian army broke. Some contingents tried to regroup, but the crusader knights rode them down.103 Those with horses galloped for safety; those without horses flocked in their thousands towards the sanctuary of Ascalon’s city gates. Al-Afdal managed to reach the walls, but many others were not so fortunate; the Fatimid garrison in Ascalon shut the gates on their own army, fearful that otherwise the Franks might use the confusion to break in.104 One crusader column swept along the coast, cutting off fleeing Fatimid soldiers trying to reach Fatimid vessels hovering just off the shore.105 The defeat was near total. Al-Afdal’s grand army lay in tatters, and the crusaders very nearly took Ascalon itself.


Viewed from a pragmatic perspective, this was a major defeat for the Fatimids, yet – even when added to the loss of Jerusalem – it did not pose an existential threat to their empire. The Franks may have defeated the Fatimids’ main field army, but there was no prospect of them now marching across the Sinai Desert and attacking Egypt. Crusader knights were clearly very effective, but they were not numerous. Taking Jerusalem was an entirely different undertaking to assaulting the massive cities of the Nile Delta. Egypt was safe – and Egypt was the beating heart of Fatimid authority.


Across the region, individuals, families, and communities reacted to the crusader conquest in different ways, adjusting themselves to this new reality, their experiences and reactions varying considerably. Muslim refugees from Syria reached Baghdad, bringing the terrible news of the Frankish conquest, which prompted the Abbasid caliph to send an embassy to the region.106 An Arab poet took service with the crusade commander Raymond of Toulouse, writing a poem celebrating his victory at Ascalon against al-Afdal.107 The intellectual Yahya al-Maqdisi resettled in Egypt after being driven from his home in Jerusalem.108 The weakened Seljuks in Syria confronted emboldened resistance from many rebellious Arab and Eastern Christian communities formerly under their control.109 The distant Christian kingdom of Georgia, far away in the Caucasus, likely prompted by news of Jerusalem’s conquest and sensing Seljuk weakness, ended its tribute payments to the Turks.110 Leaders from Ascalon’s Qaraite Jewish community wrote to their friends in Egypt seeking to raise funds to cover the debts and future costs involved in ransoming fellow Jews and Torah scrolls from the Franks.111 The Fatimids began to gather their forces for a renewed offensive. As for the Franks, these actions prompted the formation of a third Crusader State, the kingdom of Jerusalem, and the crusaders selected the nobleman Godfrey of Bouillon as its first ruler.112


Even if the Fatimids harboured any fears about a future attack, either against Egypt or more likely against their frontier stronghold at Ascalon (to the west of Jerusalem), these soon vanished. The armies of the First Crusade did not attempt any further ventures after the battle of Ascalon, and within a few months, the vast majority returned home to Western Christendom. Their quest was complete; Jerusalem was in Christian hands. They could return to the west to receive a hero’s welcome. Very few crusaders remained in Jerusalem itself, a mere handful of knights and infantry – surely no match for the Fatimid Empire’s army and certainly no threat to its borders.


As the dust settled from the battle of Ascalon, Middle Eastern geopolitics changed abruptly for the Fatimids. Before the crusade, the situation was fairly straightforward: the Jerusalem area was a border zone between the Fatimids (to the west) and the Seljuks (to the north-east). Now the situation was different. The Seljuks still held Damascus and Aleppo, but the crusaders now occupied the previous frontier zone, acting as a buffer between the two former antagonists. In addition, weakened by their defeats and by the destruction of their field armies, both the Fatimids and the local Seljuk governors were now vulnerable. As for the crusaders, they may have won all their battles, but they too were weakened by the return of their armies to Western Christendom. Those who remained stood little chance of rebuilding their numbers quickly.


The aftermath of the First Crusade was a complex environment filled with both perils and opportunities, but dominated by no single faction. Who could turn this situation to their own advantage? Who would move first?


At this point, the answers to these questions were unclear, but one thing was certain: the crusaders were no longer a strange and unknown force from the north. They were now important players fully integrated into the bitter game of Middle East politics.113 Operating out of Edessa, Antioch, and Jerusalem, and with a proven ability to win battles, these rising Frankish states required all the region’s surviving rulers to rethink their plans to reflect a new and unexpected reality.
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The Expansion of the Crusader States (1104–1108)


Establishing the Kingdom of Jerusalem and the Siege of Acre


It was 1104, almost five years after the conquest of Jerusalem, and King Baldwin I of Jerusalem could contemplate the Crusader States’ growing power with considerable satisfaction. In the north, the armies of Antioch and Edessa campaigned relentlessly on many different fronts. Edessa looked especially strong, and in 1103 the county’s forces attacked Ridwan’s lands around Aleppo, while their raiders ranged further afield, even striking as far south as Raqqa.1 The year before, the count of Edessa had felt so secure of his position that he led reinforcements to support Jerusalem against another Fatimid invasion, and it is a measure of his growing strength that no one dared take advantage of his absence.2


The Frankish position further south was equally bullish. In 1102 Count Raymond of Toulouse, veteran of the First Crusade, initiated a siege against the major city of Tripoli on the Levantine coast, seeking to establish his own Crusader State. In time this became known as the county of Tripoli, the fourth Crusader State.3 Raymond’s attempts to establish a new territory in the Middle East dated back to the First Crusade, when he tried repeatedly – if unsuccessfully – to carve out his own state in northern Syria. Recognising that he was getting nowhere, he travelled to Constantinople in early 1101 to join another large crusading army – now generally known as the 1101 Crusade – advancing towards Jerusalem. In the event, this crusade ended in disaster; despite setting out with the highest hopes, the 1101 Crusade was annihilated by the Anatolian Seljuks and their neighbours the Danishmendid Turks as it crossed Asia Minor.4 Only a small number of crusaders actually reached the Crusader States. Even so, these survivors provided sufficient troops for Raymond to lay siege to the important commercial city of Tripoli, thereby opening another front in the Franks’ multi-pronged invasions across the area. With these conquests gathering pace in so many regions, in 1104 King Baldwin I spied a new opportunity to improve his own position.
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