



[image: Cover]






PRAISE FOR THE MONGOL STORM


“When Mongol armies arrived in the Near East in the later Middle Ages, they transformed the region utterly and irreversibly. Nicholas Morton’s new history of their extraordinary deeds and conquests is deeply researched and elegantly written—essential reading for anyone interested in the descendants of Genghis Khan in the age of the Crusades.”


—Dan Jones, New York Times–bestselling author of The Templars


“This is the most exciting study of the Mongols and their encounters with the peoples of the Near East I have ever read. It is a story of epic proportions demanding much from an historian. Morton rises to the challenge. His scholarship is impeccable, and his judgments are judicious and compelling. He has an exceptional facility for finding the apt quotation to underscore his points, and his prose is precise, clear, and elegant. I found it extremely difficult to put this marvelous book down.”


—William Chester Jordan, Princeton University


“Morton’s The Mongol Storm is a well-researched and lucidly written book that will transform thinking about the great transitions of the Middle Ages. The phenomenon of Mongol expansion in the thirteenth century is usually told from the perspective of its Central Asian origins. Here, readers find the story of how the largest land empire in human history pushed westward into the Middle East, almost reaching Egypt itself. As medieval studies expands its focus onto more global connections, Morton’s book enables readers to see how war and trade, fear of violence, and desire for material goods tied this vast expanse together. This is a history we’ve been needing for some time.”


—Monica Green, fellow, the Medieval Academy of America, and independent scholar


“This outstanding book takes a deep look at Mongol history and the Islamic world over two centuries. Rulers of the largest land empire in history, extending from Korea to Poland, the Mongols are today often associated with conquest and destruction. In The Mongol Storm, Morton complicates these misconceptions, unearthing a wealth of references to their religious tolerance and their dissemination of revolutionary Asian technologies and cultures to the Middle East. He brilliantly examines the conflicts and alliances between the Mongols, Crusaders, Byzantines, and innumerable Muslim powers. Morton’s invaluable book shows how the Muslim world was profoundly reconfigured, and the broader history of our planet influenced for centuries to come, by the mandate from heaven.”


—Taef El-Azhari, University of Helwan, Egypt
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INTRODUCTION


NORMALLY, THERE WOULD be nothing remarkable about the arrival of a merchant caravan in the border town of Utrar in Central Asia. Located on the banks of the Syr Darya River (in present-day southern Kazakhstan), Utrar was an important waypoint on the transcontinental silk routes, and traders were a common sight. Even so, this was a contentious moment. Utrar lay on the northern borders of the Khwarazmian Empire, whose massed territories encompassed much of Persia and extended as far north as the Aral Sea and as far west as Iraq and the frontier with the Abbasid Caliphate. In November 1218—boasting huge armies, colossal fortress cities, and immeasurable wealth—the Khwarazmians had little need to fear any aggressor, certainly not a small company of merchants.


Nonetheless, this caravan was significant because it came from the leader of Central Asia’s fastest-rising power: the Mongol ruler Chinggis Khan (more commonly known today in the West as Genghis Khan). He was a major contender in the embattled world of Central Asian politics. First, he united the Mongol tribes and their neighbours and then conquered much of northern China, sacking the great city of Zhongdu (modern-day Beijing) in 1215. More importantly, the Mongols had overthrown the Khwarazmians’ powerful neighbour—the empire of Qara Khitai—earlier in 1218, their forces crushing all resistance within a matter of weeks.


These were worrying reports, and tensions were running high. The Khwarazmians were not yet at war with the Mongols, but armed clashes had taken place only a few years earlier. Significantly, Sultan Muhammed, the Khwarazmian ruler, had just cut short a major invasion staged in the Southwest against the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad—­­­a decision that some speculated was driven by the rising Mongol presence in the Northeast.1


Yet the approach of this merchant caravan raised the prospect of more peaceful relations. Chinggis Khan seemed keen to establish trading relations with Sultan Muhammed, and now he sent a further message with the caravan expressing the hope that “the abscess of evil thoughts may be lanced by the improvement of relations and agreement between us, and the pus of sedition and rebellion removed.”2 The traders brought with them gold and beaver fur to trade, hoping in return to acquire fabric to be made into clothing. The Mongol Khan had apparently acquired a taste for Khwarazmian textiles a few years before, when their merchants arrived at his encampment.3
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Utrar, the Khwarazmian Empire, and the Near East in 1218.





Even so, trouble began almost immediately. Utrar’s governor, Inalchuq, placed the Mongol merchants under arrest. His motives are ­unclear. One account claims that an Indian trader attached to the Mongol convoy insulted him. Other commentators suggest that he may have coveted their trade goods. It is also quite possible that he suspected the Mongols of spying.4 Whatever the truth, Inalchuq sent messengers back to the Khwarazmian sultan, reporting his actions and seeking urgent guidance on how to proceed. The reply could not have been clearer: he was to kill the Mongol merchants . . . all of them. Inalchuq duly carried out his orders, but crucially a single survivor evaded the massacre, slipping away and returning to Chinggis Khan. Upon learning of this stupendous insult, Chinggis Khan sent an envoy to the Khwarazmian sultan demanding an explanation. Again, Sultan Muhammed’s response was unambiguous: he executed the envoy and shaved his followers’ beards.5


Mongol retribution was swift and decisive. Three months later, a vast Mongol army reached Utrar, where, following a lengthy siege, Chinggis Khan’s forces sacked the city. He executed Inalchuq in a particularly brutal manner, pouring molten metal into his mouth, eyes, and ears.6 The following year, city by city, much of the empire’s northern frontier facing the Central Asian steppe collapsed in the face of a relentless Mongol onslaught.


Sultan Muhammed’s defensive strategy only accelerated the Khwarazmian Empire’s fall. Rather than confronting the Mongols in open battle, he adopted a passive stance, dividing his army among his frontier cities and then moving his own household south, well away from the fighting.7 The Mongols could therefore roam freely across the empire’s northern territories, besieging its cities one by one without facing coordinated resistance. By 1223, the empire’s entire northern and eastern sectors were on their knees. No barrier now prevented the fast-moving Mongol armies from reaching Sultan Muhammed’s western lands.


The collapse of the vast Khwarazmian Empire in the 1220s underscored the plain fact that the Mongols were taking the Eurasian continent by storm. China had already suffered substantial losses and soon would suffer far more. Northern India came under attack when Sultan Muhammed’s son took refuge in its borderlands. The Central Asian steppe country (to the west of the Mongols’ existing territories) was wide open, as were the Rus principalities further west, and beyond them the borders of Western Christendom (Europe). All these areas were now ripe for conquest, and the Mongols’ relentless victories encouraged them in their belief that they had a mandate from the Divine Heaven to rule the entire planet. Soon civilisations as distant from one another as Vietnam in Southeast Asia and the German Empire in Christendom would find themselves living in fear of Mongol assault.
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The Near East was also extremely exposed. The sudden Mongol invasions into the Khwarazmian Empire rendered this area vulnerable along its eastern borders. Now, from the Nile Delta to the Black Sea coast, a storm was on its way that would change the region forever. In this complex and vibrant world, people at every level of society would soon find it necessary to navigate their way to safety amidst repeated Mongol assaults.


This book offers a century-long reconstruction of the vast upheavals reshaping the Near East covering the period from 1218 to the mid-­fourteenth century. It explores how the advent of Mongol rule intertwined with local agendas, setting forces in motion that would fundamentally reconfigure both the Near East itself and, in time, the broader history of our planet for centuries to come. The dramatic events of this era will be re-created from multiple perspectives, splicing the Mongols’ actions and aspirations with the experiences of many other civilisations from across the area.


The Mongol conquests and the other wars of this era certainly left an indelible mark on the region. Many societies fell either during the Mongol advance or in the wars that followed. The Ayyubid Empire, the Khwarazmian Empire, the Crusader States, and the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate were all gone within a century. The huge crusading campaigns failed. Ambitious new powers—such as the Mamluks and the Ottomans—emerged from the tumult. Nomadic and agricultural societies encountered one another, sometimes working together, sometimes clashing. The Byzantine Empire and the kingdom of Cilician Armenia struggled for survival. New technologies arrived or emerged, including gunpowder weapons, advances in maritime navigation, and naval architecture. Travellers such as Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta set out on epic journeys across the fast-changing Eurasian world, and new intellectual and scientific ideas arrived from distant lands. Great trading arteries, such as the silk and spice routes, shifted and expanded, leading to a burgeoning in transcontinental commerce. New artistic ideas, textiles, jewellery, and fashions swept the region and beyond. Religious groups rose and fell, and the schism broadened between Orthodox Christianity and Catholic Christianity. And then, amidst the movement and forced migration of millions of families and peoples, the Black Death exploded across the entire region. The Mongol wars in the Near East would affect many sectors of human experience, leading to developments that would profoundly change the course of global history.


This book begins at the point when the first garbled whispers of great wars being fought “out there” to the east began to influence the outcome of local wars and alliances in the Near East. Then, chapter by chapter, it charts the rising impact of the Mongol advances, marked by the arrival of displaced communities fleeing in migratory numbers, rapid shifts in trade routes, and finally the advent of the Mongol armies themselves. Some societies fell almost immediately. Others marched out to defend their lands, but their defiance rarely endured for long. A few realised that they could not hold out against the new world order, so they opted to submit even before the Mongols crossed the horizon. For a time, the Mongols looked all but indestructible, and their asserted right to rule the entire world didn’t seem so very far-fetched.


Nevertheless, invasions have their end, and conquests do not last forever. In time, resistance hardens. Unconquered regions attract dispossessed people, becoming centres for opposition. The invader’s position weakens, and those who collaborated with yesterday’s conquerors find themselves facing the wrath of those who would replace them. This book follows the region’s development from the earliest reports of Mongol activity in the early thirteenth century all the way through the great invasions of the midcentury and beyond, to the fragmentation of the Mongol Empire and the formation of a very new environment in the fourteenth. More than anything else, it offers a history of a time of sudden and dramatic change, change so overpowering that it touched almost every sphere of historic existence. As such, it sheds light on timeless questions of historic importance—why do societies rise and fall?—and perhaps more pertinently, in times of chaos and upheaval, when the norms of existence collapse, who survives? Who does not?


In and amongst the wars, the marching armies, the troubled rulers, and triumphant conquerors, there was . . . everyone else—the millions of people caught up in the conflict. The Near East was (and is) an extraordinarily complex area populated by a variety of different communities all tangled together in a veritable haystack of friendships, alliances, grudges, hostilities, and suspicions. Each needed to find a way to weather the wars and invasions of this era—to plot a path to safety. Some took extraordinary measures to protect themselves, whereas others manipulated circumstances to their own advantage. Their efforts then intermingled with the blunt fact that the Near East was also extremely wealthy. For centuries it operated as a crossroads for African and Eurasian trade, and its markets included gold and ivory brought north across the trans-Saharan gold routes, spices and pearls carried west by sea from India and Southeast Asia, textiles shipped from Western Christendom, and silk and carpets brought along the silk routes from Persia and China, to name but a few. There were also the many goods produced locally: grain from Egypt, metal from Cilician Armenia, glass and sugar from the Crusader States, metalwork and fruit from Damascus—the list could go on. As this book progresses, it will reveal this wealth’s magnetic effect on the course of the evolving conflict, affecting the region’s development at every level, from humble farmers seeking somewhere to grow their crops in peace to military commanders contesting control over mercantile metropolises. The commercial networks themselves responded to the fortunes of war. Some routes fell into disuse, whereas others expanded rapidly. Many centralised themselves around the Mongol Empire’s vast waggon cities, serving the aspirations and tastes of an emerging cadre of Mongol super-elites—newly minted, ultra-rich, and looking to spend the accumulated plunder of fallen civilisations. For a time at least, the rise of the vast Mongol imperium and the great sinews of commerce it encompassed allowed traders and merchants to access regions that previously had lain far beyond their societies’ horizons.


Then there is the question of religion. In today’s world, in many countries across the globe, the medieval Near East is perhaps best known for its religious wars, most famously the Crusades. On so many occasions—and through so many media channels—we are steered into imagining the Near East as an area defined principally by a near-permanent Christian versus Muslim conflict. This kind of representation is so common that in most forums it requires neither explanation nor justification; it is taken as self-evidently true. Yet verdicts of this kind actually fail badly to encompass the complexity of the medieval Near East. The thirteenth century did include many moments of interfaith conflict, yet there were also plenty of occasions when people of different faiths worked side by side, prayed side by side, and fought side by side. Even before the Mongol invasions, the simplistic reduction of the region’s politics into a straightforward “Clash of Civilisations” between two pugilistic faiths simply does not reflect the fullness of the surviving evidence. This kind of explanation becomes even more problematic for this period because at the time of their invasions into the Near East, the Mongols were mainly shamanistic.8 The sudden advent of their belief systems into an area home to many religious communities raises many questions, and here too new agendas emerged. Some religious communities lost their privileged position, others achieved a form of protected status, and others tried to win favour with their new masters even to the point of trying to convert them to their own beliefs.


Exploring any one of these strands—whether religion, commerce, politics, war, or the evolution of cultural practices—is fascinating in its own right, yet when they are meshed together and their interconnections are understood, then it is possible to go so much further in understanding the drivers that bring about rapid change to human civilisations on a region-wide basis.
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To begin this history, it is necessary first to explore the Near East as it stood on the eve of the Mongol conquests, around the year 1218. A good word to begin with here is diversity. Within its towns, cities, villages, and fortifications lived an astonishing array of peoples. The dominant religions were Christianity and Islam, probably each representing about 40–45 percent of the total population, albeit with considerable local variations, but there were also communities of Jews, Zoroastrians, and adherents to other faiths. Then within each of these broader religious groupings were many denominations, sects, and subgroups, some aligned with one another and others deemed heretical. Among Christian communities, there were Orthodox Christians present in most areas, but they also made up much of the population of Anatolia (modern-­day Turkey) and Cyprus; Catholic Christians in the Crusader States and its major ports; Coptic Christians concentrated largely in Egypt; and Armenian, Georgian, and Syriac Christians in Anatolia, Syria, the Caucasus, and further afield. Likewise, among Islamic communities, there were Sunni and Shia Muslims, including various different groups and communities, ranging from the Nizaris (a Shia Muslim group often referred to today as the “Assassins”) to the Druze in Lebanon. Among the adherents to these various faiths, there were many ethnic groups, including Arabs, Turks, Franks (Western Europeans), Greeks (Byzantines), Kurds, Persians, Armenians, and Georgians. The resulting patchwork quilt of peoples became only more complex with the arrival of other ideas, beliefs, and families from more distant lands, brought into the region often along the many commercial arteries and pilgrim routes that crisscrossed the area.


Despite the Near East’s immense diversity and its many different states, rulers tended to play the geopolitical “game” according to similar rules. Essentially this meant that in times of prosperity they typically occupied themselves expanding their territories by armed force and hunting down their rivals, whereas in periods of adversity they endeavoured simply to remain in power. Such priorities often intersected with such rulers’ desire to advance their people’s or their religion’s interests. This was the status quo, and in this period at least, there was only occasional divergence from this basic pattern. There were, of course, many alliances between societies that then persisted for many years. For example, for long periods in the thirteenth century, the Crusader States and their Muslim neighbours coexisted in peace, sometimes even cooperating in war and diplomacy. Nevertheless, such reciprocal arrangements were nearly always grounded on mutual self-interest and tended to evaporate as soon as they lost their utility. The pursuit of peace as a good thing in its own right rarely appears as a serious political objective; to varying degrees these were all military states focused on either survival or expansion.


Geopolitically, within this arena of empires, the lynchpins of power took five main forms: commercial cities, trade routes, farmland and grazing, strategic fortresses, and religious sites. Possession of these locations represented a major source of rivalry and conflict, so in some respects this region was not dissimilar to many others across the planet at this time. Nevertheless, the Near East warrants particular attention for several reasons. The religious significance of cities such as Jerusalem, Mecca, and Medina requires no introduction beyond the observation that control over these locations was a matter of the very first importance. The area also contains many mountain ranges, areas of high ground, and major rivers that form natural barriers and inhibit communications. Strategic fortresses controlling key mountain passes or river crossings conferred a disproportionate amount of power on their possessors. Likewise, the quality of farmland and pasture across the region was—and is—very variable. There are many areas of desert, highland, or zones with low rainfall not conducive to agriculture or animal husbandry. By contrast, there are other areas such as the Nile Delta, the Levantine coastlands, and the Hawran region to the south of Damascus that are enormously fertile, so control over productive land could have considerable political significance precisely because it was in short supply. Likewise, although the notion that major cities and trade routes were important to the region’s geopolitics will not come as a surprise, the sheer scale of the wealth passing through these emporiums made cities such as Damascus, Aleppo, Acre, and Tabriz crucial geopolitical centres.


The authorities governing the Near East’s various societies before the Mongol invasions took several forms, but perhaps the most important were the leading Turkish dynasties. By about 1218, these ruling families controlled much of the Near East. They were themselves the product of an invasion that began two centuries before. Around the year 1000, a cluster of Turkic tribal confederations began a series of major incursions out of Central Asia and into the Near East. These tribes were predominantly nomadic in culture, and in many respects their invasions were not dissimilar to those of the Mongols in the thirteenth century. Over time a single family called the Seljuks managed to assert its authority over at least most of these advancing groups, spearheading the conquest of Persia and later Iraq, Syria, and much of Anatolia. By the mid-eleventh century, this family had established an empire that became known as the Seljuk sultanate: a vast conglomeration of territories spanning from the borders of the Central Asian steppe in the Northeast to the border with Egypt in the Southwest. Nevertheless, the Seljuk sultanate did not endure for long. Soon it became riven by infighting as different family members and claimants tried to seize power. These internal wars persisted for decades, causing the empire ultimately to fragment. The main winners in this process were the leading Seljuk warlords or regional governors, who by offering their support to one faction and then another expanded their power base until they were essentially independent rulers in their own right. These powers rose to prominence amidst the decay of the Seljuk sultanate, and they were the authorities who still controlled much of the Near East on the eve of the Mongol invasions.




[image: ]


The Near East on the eve of the first Mongol invasions.





This arrangement was especially true of the Khwarazmian Empire, whose sultans had originally achieved prominence as regional governors serving as deputies to the Seljuk sultan. Likewise, other Turkic dynasties ruled the regions of Azerbaijan and northern Iraq. These included the Zangid dynasty of Mosul. Like the Khwarazmians, they formerly served the Seljuk sultan, later expanding their territory and influence as Seljuk authority declined. At their height in the mid-twelfth century, the Zangids ruled the entirety of northern Syria, but by 1218, their authority encompassed only the major city of Mosul on the banks of the Tigris River and its hinterland.


Perhaps the most powerful and long-standing Turkic dynasty at this time was the Anatolian Seljuks. They ruled much of Anatolia (modern-day Turkey), having broken away from the main Seljuk dynasty and asserted themselves as an independent power in the eleventh century. Enriched by trade and ruling over a large and diverse population, by the early thirteenth century the Anatolian Seljuks were increasingly becoming a major power in the region.


Another major “successor” to the Seljuks was the Ayyubid Empire. Unlike their peers, the Ayyubids were a Kurdish, rather than a Turkish, dynasty that rose to power initially as warriors serving the Zangid dynasty. For many years they fought at their master’s bidding, until their fortunes changed in the 1160s. At this time, the Zangid dynasty (then in control of much of Syria and the Jazira) sought to conquer Egypt and sent several armies into the Nile Delta to pursue that ambition. The Zangids appointed a commander for this venture named Shirkuh, who was supported in turn by his nephew Saladin. These campaigns ultimately proved successful, and Shirkuh and Saladin conquered Egypt in the name of their Zangid masters. Nevertheless, this conquest provided an opportunity for Saladin (following his uncle’s death) to take power himself as the independent ruler of Egypt. This marks the beginning of the Ayyubid dynasty (the name deriving from Saladin’s father, Ayyub). In the 1170s and 1180s, Saladin dramatically expanded his lands, advancing into Syria and conquering much of the Zangid Empire, including its major cities of Aleppo and Damascus. These lands then formed the basis for the Ayyubid sultanate, which Saladin enlarged soon afterwards by taking a great deal of territory from the Crusader States.


By the time of his death in 1193, Saladin had constructed a vast empire for his successors, yet within weeks of his passing the empire confronted substantial problems. The Ayyubids’ inheritance customs, like those of their Turkic soldiers and neighbours, anticipated that a dying ruler would divide his lands between his leading sons and other family members. However, this practice raised the danger of civil war, with sons and brothers all vying with one another to enlarge their territorial stake. Saladin’s family was no different, so in the years that followed, the Ayyubid Empire suffered wave after wave of internal conflict as rivalries sprang up between different factions. In this way, by 1218, the Ayyubid Empire was huge and wealthy, but it was also riven by infighting.


Although Turkic and Kurdish dynasties controlled the Near East’s central provinces, there were many other important powers. In the Caucasus the historic lands of Greater Armenia and the kingdom of Georgia remained major local protagonists, despite having suffered Turkish attacks for almost two centuries. The Georgians were famous warriors, and they controlled the routes through the “Iron Gates” of the Caucasus Mountains, which led north towards the lands of the Qipchaq Turks and the Rus.


At the western end of Anatolia lay the borders of the Byzantine Empire (the direct-line continuator of the ancient Eastern Roman Empire). There had been a time when the Byzantines ruled the entirety of Anatolia, as well as possessing lands in the Balkans, southeastern Europe, and many Aegean islands. Nevertheless, the Byzantines lost much of their Anatolian territory to the Turks during the eleventh century. More recently, in 1204, they suffered another major shock when the armies of the Fourth Crusade conquered and sacked the empire’s capital city, Constantinople. For the Byzantines this was a catastrophe. In the years following the crusade, the Byzantine Empire fragmented, surviving only as a collection of much smaller states that dreamed of the day when the empire’s capital might be restored. The most powerful of these was the Empire of Nicaea, located at the western tip of Anatolia. There was also the empire of Trebizond, in northern Anatolia, and Byzantine Epirus, far to the west on the Adriatic coast. As for the city of Constantinople itself—now under crusader rule—it became the capital of a new state under its own emperor, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, while other parts of the Byzantine Empire were also carved up by crusader commanders into territories.


In southern Anatolia lay the kingdom of Cilician Armenia. Armenian populations could be found across much of Anatolia and the Caucasus, with the majority living under Turkish rule. Nevertheless, in the Cilician plains, sheltered from attack by the Taurus and Amanus mountain ranges, there was a small but heavily fortified Armenian kingdom. During the twelfth century it grew slowly in power, asserting its independence and authority, a status ultimately recognised through the bestowal of a royal crown from the emperor of Germany in 1198.


Just below Cilician Armenia lay what remained of the Crusader States. The earliest of these states dated back to the First Crusade (1095–1099)—the holy war initiated by Pope Urban II to conquer Jerusalem. From north to south, they consisted of the principality of Antioch, the county of Tripoli, and the kingdom of Jerusalem. For much of the twelfth century the Crusader States played a major role in Syrian and Levantine geopolitics, often gaining the upper hand over their Turkish rivals. Nevertheless, in 1187 Saladin decisively crushed the kingdom of Jerusalem’s army, leading to the Crusader States’ near-total collapse. Subsequently, a major crusade (now known as the Third Crusade) led by rulers such as Richard I of England and Philip II of France prevented the complete eradication of these territories, although by 1218 they consisted of little more than a slender strip of coastal farmland clustered around the major ports on the Levantine shoreline. Moreover, the city of Jerusalem remained under Ayyubid rule since its conquest by Saladin in 1187—this despite several major crusading campaigns that tried and failed to take it back.


Moving further to the east, in Iraq lay the Abbasid Caliphate, centred on the great city of Baghdad. There had been a time when the caliph’s power spanned from the Central Asian steppe across the Near East and into North Africa. By 1218, however, although the caliph remained a figure of tremendous spiritual significance for all Sunni Muslims, he no longer wielded the same territorial and political-military power. Still, in recent decades, and amidst the collapse of the Seljuk sultanate, the caliph proved able to regain at least a little of his former strength and independence.


These were the main states that governed the Near East in 1218, and they were exceptionally diverse in both their culture and their historical background. They each possessed their own identity and objectives, and in their diplomatic dealings it could never be taken for granted that they would align themselves along ethnic or religious lines. There was plenty of infighting among societies with similar backgrounds and plenty of conflict among rulers practicing the same faith.


Many regions also contained nomadic groups, including the Turkmen and Bedouin tribes. The Turkmen were Turkic communities who maintained their traditional pastoral way of life and who had migrated into the Near East over the preceding couple of centuries. They were numerous, and their forces represented a mainstay for many Turkish armies. Many Turkmen nomads could be found in the grazing grounds of southern Anatolia and the northern Jazira—a landscape and climate suitable for their many herds of sheep, goats, and horses. For their part, the Arab Bedouin could be found in large numbers across Syria, Transjordan, and Egypt, as well as along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. These nomadic groups were large and powerful, and as such, they played an important role in shaping the history of the Near East. Particular attention will be given here to the relationship between these nomadic groups and their agricultural neighbours. It is well-known that the historical relationship between these two very different types of society represents a long-standing fault line in human history, and this was already much in evidence in the Near East even before the advent of the Mongols (themselves a nomadic people).


This was the world that the Mongols conquered. Within the space of a single generation, this astonishingly successful people swept across large areas of Eurasia, with their immediate successors building out upon their achievements. For them, their stellar expansion provided unassailable evidence for their right to rule the entire world, a fact that they fully expected every other human civilisation to acknowledge without reservation.


Many books have been written about the Mongols, their empire, and their enigmatic leader Chinggis Khan. Many scholars have likewise considered the Mongols’ impact on the individual kingdoms, empires, or faith communities that they overthrew. This book builds on this scholarship, but it also offers something rather different—a multi-perspective history of the Mongol invasions constructed from many different viewpoints and offering a panoramic reconstruction of the epoch-changing events of this era. The Mongols’ own actions and experiences will be understood here both on their own terms and from the perspective of other major regional powers. Structurally, each chapter commences with a discussion of recent developments within the Mongol Empire before turning to the implications of these—and wider—actions on other individual Near Eastern communities and societies. In this way, the book shows how the Mongol Storm had very different implications for different groups and peoples, including crusading armies, the Ayyubid Empire, the Anatolian Seljuks and the Khwarazmians, the Crusader States, the Cilician Armenians, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, the Byzantines, and the Mamluk and Ottoman empires.


This panorama will encompass the magnificent peacock-stalked courts of sultans and emperors, the lush farmlands of the Nile Delta, the nomadic tribes of mountainous southern Anatolia, and the lives of communities weathering the storm. It pools an enormous range of sources from this period, including works written originally in Arabic, Hebrew, Persian, Greek, Armenian, Syriac, Latin, Old French, and Mongolian. The broad endeavour is to explore the vast changes set in motion across the Near East by the sudden advent of the Mongols’ armies—a political ecosystem in the midst of a tornado.




1


RUMOURS


The same year, for our sins, unknown tribes came. No one exactly knows who they are, nor from whence they came, nor what their language is, nor of what race they are, nor what their faith is; but they call them the Tartars.1


—The Chronicle of Novgorod on the arrival of the Mongols


IN MARCH 1220, Chinggis Khan was besieging the major Khwarazmian city of Samarqand (in modern-day Uzbekistan). This was a large and heavily fortified metropolis defended by a large garrison, including a contingent of elephants.2 In the midst of the struggle, Chinggis Khan learned that Sultan Muhammed, the Khwarazmian ruler, was seeking to evade the advancing Mongols by moving west, south of the Caspian Sea, in search of a safe haven.


At this time, the Mongols were largely unknown to many Eurasian societies, and this was certainly true across much of the Near East. The threat they posed was poorly understood, not least because it was still a long way off and it was by no means clear that it would ever affect far-off areas such as the Jazira (the region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers), Syria, or the lands of the Levantine coast. Still, despite the great distances involved, rumours circulated of great wars being fought out to the east. Information was patchy about who was fighting whom (and why), but these anxious reports alone were sufficient to make a significant impact on the region’s politics. This chapter follows the Mongols’ early advance into the Near East before exploring how distant rumours of Mongol attack shaped the outcome of one of the region’s most famous wars: the Fifth Crusade.


The Mongols’ first Near Eastern foray took place as part of their efforts to hunt down Sultan Muhammed. It was a feature of their policy that they often went to great lengths to capture enemy leaders, and the Khwarazmian Empire’s ruler was no exception. Chinggis Khan detached a force of around thirty thousand troops, commanded by Jebe and Subedei (two seasoned leaders), and sent them in pursuit of Sultan Muhammed, heading west into Persia and the Near East.3


This army duly set off in the spring of 1220, heading west on the trail of its prey. En route it either sacked or received the submission of many Khwarazmian cities in northern Persia. The two Mongol leaders then divided their forces in the early summer to broaden their field of operations. In Mazandaran (the region just to the south of the Caspian Sea), Jebe captured Sultan Muhammed’s family, and he then sent the sultan’s mother, Terken Khatun, back to Chinggis Khan outside Samarqand. There she became a trophy of war, and the Mongols compelled her to sing to their troops about the downfall of her people. They killed her grandsons while her granddaughters were granted as wives to Chinggis Khan’s relatives. It isn’t stated whether Chinggis Khan married Terken Khatun, but if he did, then she would have joined many of his other wives who, like her, came from the ruling families of societies overthrown by Chinggis Khan—living monuments to their people’s subjugation.4


Jebe and Subedei combined forces once again at the city of Rayy (near modern-day Tehran), but neither managed to pick up the sultan’s trail. Muhammed himself seems to have died in October 1220 on an island in the Caspian Sea, but the Mongols never found him. Having lost their quarry, Jebe and Subedei decided not to retrace their steps but instead to continue their advance, travelling the full circuit around the Caspian Sea and ultimately returning to Mongol territory through the northern steppe country. En route they crossed out of the Khwarazmian Empire and into Azerbaijan, seizing several cities and compelling local rulers to submit to Mongol authority. Then they moved on towards the town of Irbil in northern Iraq, and from there into Greater Armenia and the Christian kingdom of Georgia (both located to the south of the Caucasus Mountains), where they wintered their forces from late 1220 to early 1221, causing widespread devastation.5 Jebe and Subedei subsequently advanced across the Caucasus Mountains into the steppe country, defeating every society they met on their way: the Alans, the Qipchaq Turks, and the Rus. Jebe died fighting the Qipchaq Turks, and Subedei led the Mongol army back into friendly territory.


Viewed from a Near Eastern perspective, the passage of Jebe and Subedei’s army was profoundly shocking. This was the first Mongol invasion into the region. Not only did Jebe and Subedei enjoy an unbroken run of success on the battlefield—achieved against some very experienced armies fighting on familiar territory—but the sheer speed and ferocity of their onslaught were astonishing. Many regional powers now realised their peril, and in 1221–1222 the Abbasid caliph sent for aid from the Anatolian Seljuks, requesting reinforcements against a future invasion.6 The caliph’s fears were entirely justified; Chinggis Khan was already discussing his downfall.7 The Mongol invasion of the Near East had just begun.


Perhaps the most astonishing feature of the Mongols’ onslaught was the near-invincibility of their armies, their commanders achieving victories against a wide range of experienced opponents. Mongol armies did meet with some setbacks in these early years, but such reverses were rare, and any leader bold enough to defeat them in battle would then almost always be crushed by an overwhelming counterattack staged immediately afterwards.


The Mongols possessed considerable strengths in war, and many of these derived from their nomadic way of life.8 They raised their children from an early age to ride, shoot, endure long marches, and corral livestock—all skills with military applications. They grew up conducting large-scale hunts involving many participants, and they fought their military campaigns in much the same way, riding herd on their adversaries, encircling them, and shooting them down. Curved Mongol sabres proved effective in combat, so much so that many Near Eastern societies (which previously had tended to use straight-bladed swords) later began to adopt them for their own forces.9


Mongol horsemen were also dangerously self-sufficient. The armies deployed by agricultural societies (such as Western Christendom or Byzantium) relied on the continued arrival of convoys carrying food and munitions. These supply lines were often long and vulnerable, and if they were interrupted, the outcome could be disastrous. Agricultural societies also tended to rely on large formations of infantry, travelling slowly on foot. Mongol armies were different. Everyone was mounted, and each Mongol warrior kept a string of steppe ponies to provide remounts; hence, Mongol armies could travel quickly without the encumbrance of warriors marching on foot. Mongol ponies were not large (roughly fourteen hands in height), but they were exceptionally hardy, capable either of digging through snow to find grass to eat or of eating weeds and roots.10 The Mongols brought their herds and flocks with them on campaign, thereby supplying themselves with a ready source of food. Thus, they did not typically need supply lines, and their fast-moving cavalry proved exceptionally well-suited to harassing those of their opponents.


Historically, these skills had underpinned the centuries-long prowess of nomadic armies from the Central Asian steppe, and two centuries earlier the Seljuk Turks had conquered Persia and the Near East using similar techniques. However, the Mongols’ strengths far exceeded those of their steppe forebears. They recognised at an early stage that they were deficient in some key areas—particularly in siege warfare, a field of warcraft that was typically a strength for agricultural societies such as China, Christendom, Armenia, and the Muslim world. Consequently, the Mongols went to great lengths to acquire military experts from the peoples they conquered, specialists who could construct siege weapons and thereby compensate for the Mongols’ inexperience.


Mongol commanders often proved to be adept in the use of military stratagems to defeat their foes. When Jebe and Subedei invaded Christian Georgia in 1221, reports claim that they staged their advance holding aloft crosses like banners. The Georgians then assumed these to be Christian crosses and consequently the Mongols to be their allies—a conviction that lasted right up to the moment when the Mongols opened their assault.11 Sometime later, while Jebe and Subedei were besieging the town of Shamakhi in the Caucasus, they recognised that they lacked the means to cross the settlement’s ramparts, so they herded together every local animal they could find, killed them, then piled their corpses against the walls to create a grisly ramp by which their soldiers could scale the wall.12


The Mongol people were not especially numerous, but with almost every able-bodied male trained to fight (and in a society that did not customarily pay its soldiers), commanders could deploy very large armies.13 Conversely, more populous agricultural societies—­including many of their opponents—could support only small armies because their military cadre represented a small, highly paid group of elites dependent on a far larger population that comprised noncombatant artisans and agricultural labourers.


The Mongols also supplemented their armies from conquered societies. Their commanders frequently required subjugated peoples to supply them with large groups of auxiliary troops; in time, societies such as the Georgians and the Cilician Armenians, as well as several tribes from the Central Asian steppe, won fame for their military prowess in Mongol service.14 Some groups—particularly those from a nomadic-Turkic background—joined the Mongols voluntarily, and as Jebe and Subedei crossed Azerbaijan, several of the local Turkmen communities took their side.15


The Mongols broke up other conquered peoples, incorporating them directly into their army.16 They structured their armies following the “decimal” system, whereby units of ten thousand were subdivided into contingents of one thousand, which were subdivided into companies of one hundred, which were subdivided into squads of ten. The Mongols inducted conquered peoples into this structure, thereby transforming them into Mongols. They required “recruits” to act, live, and even cut their hair in Mongol fashion.17 If any of these “recruits” might choose not to fight for their new masters and flee from the battlefield, they would do so knowing that the remaining members of their squad of ten would be executed for their desertion. If a whole squad deserted, then the Mongols would execute the entire company of one hundred.18 The principle underpinning this tough code was clear: once you’ve been enrolled into the Mongol army, you must fight whether you want to or not. In this way, the Mongols managed to create a system that enabled them to increase the size of their forces as their conquests mounted.


The Mongols herded together other defeated peoples and drove them against enemy fortresses in the first wave of attackers. These captive groups then absorbed and exhausted the defenders’ missile barrage—suffering enormous casualties—paving the way for the Mongols’ main assault. This ploy enabled the Mongols to make many of their initial conquests against the Khwarazmian Empire’s frontier cities. It was also how the Mongols conquered the city of Maragha in Azerbaijan, where they sent local Muslims to attack the walls in advance of their own troops, informing them that they would kill anyone who turned back.19


In this way, the Mongol war machine was fast and effective, yet perhaps its greatest military strength was the sheer terror it provoked. By the mid-1220s, the Mongols had already crushed several major empires, and many more had submitted. This terrifying scenario gave future opponents a very strong incentive to abandon any aspirations of resistance and instead to submit immediately. Even those rulers who might personally want to defy Mongol demands for submission now faced the danger that their own troops might start backing away from any future conflict even before their foe crossed the horizon.


The Mongol military was an extremely powerful force, and in the years 1218–1221 the Khwarazmians learned exactly how effective it could be. Chinggis Khan’s assault upon the Khwarazmian Empire reverberated across the Muslim world, yet it was not the only major invasion faced by Islamic rulers at this time. A second, very different war began almost simultaneously on the northern shores of the Nile Delta. This one involved the huge new crusading army sent from Western Christendom to conquer Egypt—the Fifth Crusade. Caught between these two perils, it seemed to some observers that hostile armies were pincering the Islamic world from both the east and the west.20 The Mongol invasions caught the crusaders’ attention too, and rumours of their distant wars were to have a profound effect on the campaign’s outcome.
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A new wind was blowing through the Lord’s vineyard. Western Christendom’s rulers were advancing on every frontier. As they saw it, they were engaged in the pious quest to drive back the “wild beasts” who assailed its sacred vines (the Catholic people). In the cold Baltic region to the north, zealous missionaries and warriors tasked with spreading the gospel were establishing new plantations of the faithful. In the Spanish kingdoms in 1212, a crusading army defeated the Muslim Almohads in battle at a place called Las Navas de Tolosa. Even within Christendom’s borders, the papacy continued to pursue the suppression of the Cathar heretics in southern France, depicting them as foxes snapping at the Lord’s vines. This was an age of expansion; the tide was rising, and all things seemed possible.


The spirit of this movement was the urgent need for reform—to reshape the world into a living embodiment of the Lord’s kingdom in preparation for the impending apocalypse. By 1218, reform was the church’s enduring watchword. It was the church’s ambition to see that every single human being—both those within Christendom and as many as possible outside its borders—should end their lives with every hope of salvation. Corruption, greed, selfishness, arrogance, and doctrinal deviance—all were deemed entirely unacceptable, and like weeds they were to be rooted out so that they could not choke Christendom’s healthy vines. Piety, charity, hard work, love, self-denial, and peacemaking (at least among co-religionists)—these were seeds from which the church sought to cultivate new vines and build a new world. Such was Christendom’s mission, and for more than two centuries this dynamo of reform kept Christendom evolving and developing at a furious rate, while crusaders as well as other armies of conquest waged war beyond its frontiers to turn this vision into a reality. This had never been more true than under Pope Innocent III (pope: 1198–1216), whose commitment to this goal had been unstinting: a world united and reformed.


A key component within Innocent III’s broader policies was to despatch a massive crusading campaign into the Near East—a venture known to historians as the Fifth Crusade. Innocent III launched the crusade in 1213, and four years later his successor, Honorius III, oversaw the early phases of the resulting military campaign as the crusade’s contingents gathered in the Crusader States. These forces staged initial attacks out of Christian territory into the Jordan valley, all the while growing in numbers as new groups of crusaders arrived from lands as widespread as Hungary, England, France, Italy, and the German Empire. This crusade was no mere invasion or expeditionary force; its goal was the restoration of Christian control to the place of Christ’s crucifixion, the place of Christ’s resurrection, the city of the Israelites, and the planet’s spiritual and geographical centre: Jerusalem. To this end, the papacy sought to channel the energies of every man, woman, and child across Christendom into this single purpose. Soldiers fought on the front line. The wealthy donated resources for its success. Loved ones and families prayed, conducted processions, and interceded with God for His blessing on the venture.


The crusade itself took place against a backdrop of recent victories in Spain, the Baltic, and southern France, yet it was also the product of a catastrophic defeat. Three decades before, the Crusader States ranked among the leading powers in the Near East. At its peak in the mid-1180s, the kingdom of Jerusalem’s army—twenty thousand strong—was one of the largest forces deployed by any Christian ruler anywhere in Christendom. Massive strongholds guarded its frontiers, and major commercial ports provided the revenues to make this military infrastructure possible. At that time the Crusader States’ continued existence—and therefore the retention of the holy city of Jerusalem—seemed guaranteed. Yet this sense of permanence proved illusory. In July 1187, Saladin, sultan of Egypt, inflicted a defeat so severe on the kingdom’s army that there were insufficient troops to provide a second line of defence. In the months that followed, the kingdom collapsed almost in its entirety. Jerusalem fell to Saladin’s armies, and soon afterwards the territories controlled by the northern states of Antioch and Tripoli also shrank dramatically. By 1189, only three major cities remained under Frankish control (Franks meaning Christians from western Europe): Tyre in the kingdom of Jerusalem and the cities of Antioch and Tripoli, the capitals of their respective states.


Saladin’s victories over the Crusader States initiated a period of soul-searching across Western Christendom as people at all levels of society sought to understand God’s reasons for allowing Saladin to take Jerusalem. The answers to this question were various, but the most common verdict was that these defeats were the result of sin. To a contemporary eye, these events proved both that the Franks had become unworthy guardians of the holy city and that they now needed to amend their behaviour if they were ever to get it back—another reason why reform was deemed necessary. It was commonly believed that God awarded military victory only to virtuous people who truly warranted the blessing of success. Sinful armies, however well-armed, could only expect to fail. This view was deeply ingrained. In 1099, when the armies of the First Crusade had first conquered Jerusalem, it was a near-­unanimous conviction among the Christian faithful at that time that victory was possible only because the crusaders had purged themselves of their sins. Following the loss of Jerusalem in 1187, wave after wave of crusaders had set out for the East, hoping that God would find them worthy enough to restore Jerusalem. But none of these campaigns won any far-reaching victories, even if they did manage to initiate a slow recovery. Many of the major coastal towns such as Beirut and Sidon were now back in Frankish hands, yet Jerusalem remained outside their grasp.


The massed armies of the Fifth Crusade represented Christendom’s next attempt to restore Jerusalem. So, with this objective in mind, the crusade’s great fleet set sail from the Crusader States for the coastal city of Damietta, located on the eastern end of Egypt’s Nile Delta. The city was a long way from Jerusalem, separated by hundreds of miles of territory, including the Sinai Desert, but there was a clear strategic logic in this choice of target.


By the early thirteenth century, crusade strategists understood that although a major crusading army could probably conquer Jerusalem, it could not hold the city in the long term. They feared that it would slip out of Christian hands within a few months of the crusaders’ departure back to their homelands in Western Christendom. The Crusader States’ remaining defenders were too few to guarantee Jerusalem’s long-term defence.


Egypt was the solution. The Nile Delta’s agricultural wealth, coupled with the commercial income generated by its major ports of Alexandria and Damietta (and the trade routes from sub-Saharan Africa and India, which passed through the Nile Delta), endowed Egypt’s ruler with enormous wealth. If the crusaders could secure those resources for themselves, then they could afford to raise armies on such a scale that no one would be able to prevent them from restoring Jerusalem permanently to Christianity.


This was why on 27 May 1218 the horizon off Damietta suddenly filled with sails. The crusaders planned to seize Damietta, use it as a supply base, and then advance south up the Nile to Cairo to complete the conquest of Egypt. It wasn’t a new plan. Frankish forces had tried to conquer Egypt this way during the 1160s, and crusading strategists mooted similar plans in later decades. But now the crusaders sought to renew the attempt.


The crusader army was formidable, but so too were Damietta’s defences. Saladin’s heirs ruled in Egypt, and the current Ayyubid sultan was his brother al-Adil. He ruled the empire as a whole, with his son al-Kamil acting as the governor of Egypt. Damietta itself was heavily fortified with three lines of ramparts and a moat between its first and second walls. Saladin himself had overseen the reconstruction of the city’s defences in the early 1180s, with later building work in 1196. In that year the current sultan may have even ordered the demolition of several of Egypt’s pyramids (apparently including one built from quartz) to provide sufficient building material.21


Because the city was too heavily defended for a frontal assault, the crusaders chose to make their initial landing near the sand dunes to the west of the city (on the opposing side of the Nile branch). The first wave of crusaders staged a beach assault and swept away the forces assembled to bar their landfall. They then set up camp while more ­ambitious warriors immediately cast predatory eyes on the surrounding territory. With the momentum going their way, this was the moment for the crusaders to press home their advantage.
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Damietta and the Fifth Crusade.





Instead, more cautious council prevailed. If the crusaders were to stage any assault on the city, then they needed to bring ships up the Nile itself. This was essential to their plans, yet it was also hazardous because a large stone tower, located midstream, barred the route to shipping. A chain supported by a wooden boom ran between this tower and Damietta’s ramparts, blocking off the main channel and inhibiting any unauthorised vessels from sailing up the Nile.


Consequently, the crusaders focused their efforts on capturing this tower, and this proved to be a dangerous undertaking. Even entering the Nile from the Mediterranean was treacherous because of the burghaz (a troubled stretch of water and sandbars formed where the river meets the sea),22 whereas the tower itself was inaccessible from the land and contained a determined garrison of elite Ayyubid soldiers.


The crusaders set up catapults to bombard the tower, but they could not hope to destroy its solid masonry.23 They needed to find another approach. Fortunately for them, they had some ingenious engineers within their ranks capable of manufacturing floating assault platforms. They built these floating siege engines by lashing several ships together and then constructing on their decks wooden towers and ladders that were tall enough to reach the tower’s battlements.


It remained, however, a risky undertaking, and the first assault, staged by the duke of Austria and the Knights Hospitaller (a military religious order), failed when their platform collapsed under the weight of the armoured assault troops. This served only to cheer the tower’s garrison, who beat their drums and shouted insults in celebration.24


A second attempt took place a little more than a month later, but by then the naval conditions were more treacherous. The Nile was in flood, and getting an unwieldy ship alongside the tower was very difficult.25 Nevertheless, the crusaders were intent on their purpose and so constructed another massive fortified assault ship.


On the day of the attack, the ship advanced towards the tower and suffered a barrage of incoming arrows and Greek fire hurled from catapults mounted both on the chain tower and on Damietta’s walls.26 Greek fire—a lethal mix of crude oil and wood resin, heated to around 60° C—was a serious danger for wooden ships, and the tower’s defenders presumably hoped they could persuade the Franks to call off their assault (later on in the campaign the Franks would begin to armour their ships with iron to thwart such attacks).27


Despite the hail of missiles, the vessel continued its advance, supported by the prayers of hundreds of crusaders lining the Nile’s western bank, interceding with God to give them victory. As the assault vessel closed on the tower, its defenders hurled down incendiaries, but the flames didn’t take hold, and the crusaders rushed into the tower. The garrison staged a final act of defiance by burning the tower’s upper storey in a last-ditch attempt to drive away the crusaders. Even so, the defenders had lost the struggle. Some of the survivors from this brave band swam back to the city, whereas others surrendered.28


With the chain tower a smoking ruin, the crusaders could bring their ships up the Nile, at least a little way, but now they faced another obstacle. It had taken them months to overcome this single fortification, and in the meantime al-Kamil had fortified his encampment on the Nile tributary’s eastern bank (facing the crusaders on the western side). He turned the river itself into a killing ground, with its waters covered by catapults and lines of archers, both protected by defensive earthworks. Worse still, al-Kamil barricaded the river’s channel only a little way upstream with a fortified bridge of boats, preventing the crusaders from pushing further south. The crusaders no longer held the initiative. Al-Kamil was ready for them.


The next move lay with the Ayyubids, who staged a series of assaults against the crusaders’ fortified encampment, which the crusaders repelled with the greatest of difficultly.29 The local Bedouin Arab tribes compounded the situation by supporting the Ayyubids, attacking the Franks by night and forcing them to maintain permanent vigilance.30 For their part, the crusaders needed to drive a path up the Nile, but the stretch of water where the river met the sea remained difficult to navigate, and much of it lay within range of siege weapons mounted on Damietta’s ramparts. The crusaders needed to access the river another way, so they began to dig a canal from the sea to the Nile above Damietta, thereby circumventing this troubled stretch of water. Once complete, this placed the crusaders in a slightly stronger position, but they still needed to cross the river to confront al-Kamil’s army.31


With winter closing in, the crusaders could take little comfort from their very limited achievements over the past six months of warfare. Matters deteriorated still further on 29 November when a storm at sea flooded their camp, causing sickness to break out in the army. If they were going to end the deadlock, then they needed to initiate a new offensive.


The crusaders’ next move was predictable: in January 1219 they tried to advance by ship up the Nile to destroy the Ayyubids’ boat bridge. This was a dangerous assignment, and their vessels came under heavy bombardment, particularly when some attempted to pass under Damietta’s ramparts. The river’s powerful stream drew a ship manned by the Knights Templar too close to Damietta’s ramparts, enabling the defenders to seize it with grappling hooks and storm aboard.32 A little later, another group of ships was more successful, assaulting the boat bridge, locking its defenders in bitter hand-to-hand combat, and destroying the structure.


With the Ayyubids’ boat bridge no longer an obstruction, the next step was to assault the eastern bank, but this would involve an attack across the river in the teeth of the most intense artillery barrage that the Ayyubids could muster. Al-Kamil also shut down any hope the crusaders might have of advancing further upstream—and thereby circling round his encampment—by arranging for ships to be sunk across the river, forming an impenetrable barrier.33 The Damietta branch of the Nile was also home to both crocodiles and hippopotamuses, which were known to attack small vessels, providing another disincentive.34


The task of overcoming their entrenched enemies was daunting in the extreme, yet the crusaders remained determined, so they amassed a flotilla of small ships that could act as invasion barges. Then on 5 February they received an unexpected opportunity. A lone figure appeared on the enemy bank and shouted to them that al-Kamil’s forces had abandoned their defences.35


The crusaders were understandably suspicious. Their informant turned out to be a renegade who had previously abandoned Christianity to fight for al-Kamil. This was not unusual for this period. Most Near Eastern states hired mercenaries, and Turks and Franks were highly regarded for their proficiency in combat. Warriors frequently switched from one side to another. Still, the informant wasn’t wrong. When the crusaders sent scouts to explore the eastern bank’s earthworks, they found them deserted. For the crusaders this was a sudden and very unexpected reprieve from the steady resistance offered by the Ayyubids thus far.


The reason for this unexpected withdrawal was a dangerous bout of infighting amongst the Ayyubid leadership. The Ayyubid sultan al-Adil had died in August 1218, making al-Kamil the sultan of Egypt. However, there were some emirs who wanted another of his brothers to become sultan, so they plotted his deposition. Unfortunately for the plotters, al-Kamil learned of their plans and fled before they could move against him. This caused the Ayyubid army—now finding itself leaderless—to fall back sharply, abandoning its defences.36


Now nothing prevented the crusaders from crossing the Nile and enforcing a full blockade on the city of Damietta itself. The crusaders seized the opportunity and crossed immediately, taking possession of al-Kamil’s former camp. The garrison in Damietta sallied out to drive them away, but the Templars charged their horses through the churned-up mud of the abandoned Ayyubid encampment to force them back.37


Sultan al-Kamil’s moment of weakness proved short-lived. He regrouped quickly and returned to the fray. He also received reinforcements from his brother al-Mu‘azzam, Ayyubid ruler of Damascus, who had hurried down from the Ayyubid Empire’s Syrian territories to help fend off the crusader threat. By this time, however, the crusaders were thoroughly entrenched outside Damietta and initiating their first assaults against the city’s walls.
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On 3 March 1219, al-Mu‘azzam began a series of attacks against the crusaders’ positions. Despite some early successes, al-Mu‘azzam was unable to remain for long in Egypt, but his assistance bought his brother al-Kamil sufficient time to prepare a frontal assault on the crusaders’ main lines outside Damietta, using the full weight of his field army. Between March and July 1219, al-Kamil despatched attack after attack on the crusaders’ camp, but he could not break their dogged defence. On 31 July he initiated the heaviest assault to date, and on this occasion he managed to penetrate the Christian camp. For a moment, the prospect of victory hovered in the air, but a determined counterattack led by the Templars drove his forces back.38


As these events indicate, the Templars were the crusaders’ most elite forces. The Templar order itself was founded a century before by a group of knights wishing to provide escorts for pilgrims visiting the Holy Land, then only recently conquered by the armies of the First Crusade. Soon afterwards, news began to circulate in Western Christendom about this new group of impoverished knights who—it so happened—lived in quarters on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (hence “Templars”). Between 1127 and 1129, the Templars’ leader—­­­a knight called Hugh of Payns—toured Christendom recruiting soldiers for a new crusade whilst drawing attention to his new institution. He hit a nerve. It was then only thirty years since the First Crusade, and many people seem to have believed that Hugh of Payns’s Templars encapsulated the qualities and objectives of their crusading forebears. Patrons were soon lining up to offer the Templars the money, land, and resources they needed to expand rapidly. The church was equally enthusiastic. Bernard of Clairvaux, head of the Cistercian monastic order and one of the most influential individuals of his age, extolled their virtues, celebrating their deeds in the East whilst holding them up to western knights as worthy role models. It wouldn’t be long before the church formally endorsed the Templars as an official religious order.


In pursuit of their vocation, the Templars spliced elements of a monk’s way of life with the skills of a professional soldier. Like monks, they lived their lives in strict obedience to their superiors and observed their order’s prescribed way of life, but unlike monks, they also engaged in rigorous military training. They also discouraged the intensely austere lifestyle practiced in other nonmilitary monastic orders because they needed to remain fit enough for combat.


Within a few decades the Templars had acquired hundreds of estates across Christendom and welded these assets into an administrative-­financial network capable of despatching colossal funds to the Crusader States on an annual basis. Bolstered by a steady flow of resources, the Templars’ establishment in the East expanded dramatically until they were able to field hundreds of knights and thousands of infantry whilst constructing and garrisoning tens of castles. Their sister order, the Knights Hospitaller, enjoyed a similarly stellar rise to prominence, although in their case they also provided medical care, and it was only in the late 1120s that they began to acquire a military arm.39
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On 31 July 1219, the Templars’ timely and determined intervention saved the crusade from disaster. They also raided the farmlands surrounding Damietta, gathering food and plunder for the crusading army. Yet despite these adventures, the crusaders still needed to break through Damietta’s ramparts. They also needed to drive away al-­Kamil’s army, but when they attempted to do so in August, the Ayyubids drove them back with heavy losses. Meanwhile, the population in Damietta remained defiant, but they were running short on supplies, sickness was spreading, food prices were spiralling, and the death toll was rising sharply.40


Determined to break into the city, the Franks proposed to construct a new waterborne siege weapon: a floating platform they could drive against Damietta’s ramparts to enable a swarming mass of crusaders to overthrow the city’s garrison. The main advocates for this approach were Italian troops from the maritime cities of Venice, Pisa, and Genoa. Their expertise as sailors enabled them to create a huge assault craft built upon the hulls of four crusader ships. However, the attempt failed when, once again, Damietta’s defenders used Greek fire to great effect.41


Meanwhile, the crusaders pummelled Damietta with their siege catapults, hurling rocks at the city’s defences. In this era, Frankish forces typically used two types of stone throwers. Counterweight trebuchets were the most powerful. Mechanically, these consisted of a lever mounted upon a fulcrum with a heavy counterweight at one end and a much lighter projectile poised at the other. By winching down the projectile arm and then releasing it, the counterweight dropped abruptly, hurling the projectile arm up and flinging a stone projectile at its target. They were long-range weapons, hence inaccessible to arrows fired by defenders. At Damietta the Franks deployed several counterweight trebuchets, including the Templars’ catapult, nicknamed “The Reverser” by the city’s defenders.42 These catapults could cause substantial damage to enemy fortifications, but counterweight trebuchets rarely breached enemy ramparts; their main purpose was to beat down opposing battlements and to cause destruction to buildings located behind an enemy’s walls. They were a relatively new innovation, emerging in the late twelfth century during the wars between Saladin and the kingdom of Jerusalem. It isn’t clear who started building them first, for the development was virtually simultaneous on both sides.43 The crusaders employed lighter catapults as well. These are known as traction trebuchets, and they were used by many armies in this period. They operated in a similar fashion to their larger counterweight cousins except that a team of labourers pulling down on ropes provided the downward thrust required to propel the projectile arm into the air. They were less powerful, but they had a faster rate of fire.44


Despite the sustained bombardment, it was starvation rather than catapults that ended the siege. Damietta’s population was suffering cruelly, and thousands were dying, to such an extent that the defenders’ guard eventually dropped. Resistance collapsed during the night of 4–5 November 1219. In the lashing rain, a group of crusader infantry noticed that one of Damietta’s perimeter towers was unguarded, so they set up a ladder to have a look. Their hunch proved correct, and soon they climbed up and secured both the tower and a nearby gate.45 The crusaders were in. The scene awaiting them within the city was appalling: one crusader’s letter reports three thousand unburied corpses lying in the streets. Disease and famine had taken their toll, and there were too few among the living to bury the dead.46 The crusaders spared the survivors, who surrendered without further resistance. The crusaders then took possession for themselves, and on 2 February 1220, they turned the city’s most important mosque into a cathedral while establishing other churches across the city and dividing other buildings among the crusading contingents.47 From a military perspective, the siege of Damietta was technically a success for the crusaders, but it took them more than a year to achieve this single goal and cost thousands of casualties.


Nonetheless, the crusade continued to gather strength with the arrival of new forces, even as many exhausted warriors returned to their homes. More importantly, Sultan al-Kamil’s position was now desperate. His forces had performed well during the crusade’s early stages, fighting tenaciously to block the crusaders’ every move, but by November 1219, the Ayyubid army was exhausted and Damietta was in Christian hands. To make matters worse, the local Arab Bedouin tribes clearly sensed a change in the fortunes of war and switched from attacking the crusaders to attacking the Ayyubids instead, raiding the villages and farmlands around Damietta.48


The notion of Bedouin supporting crusaders was not unusual. During the previous century they had worked together on countless occasions, with the earliest examples of cooperation possibly dating back to the First Crusade. Saladin and his heirs encountered many problems trying to suppress or appease Egypt’s large Arab Bedouin population, which demonstrated only a sporadic willingness to show loyalty either to his Kurdish (Ayyubid) dynasty or to his Turkish troops.


With the tides of war turning against him, Sultan al-Kamil retreated upstream. He made a new camp at a place called Mansurah, located on the banks of the Nile and between the crusaders at Damietta and their target: Cairo. This was a defensible location because the Franks would have to cross a spur of the Nile in order to attack him.49 He appealed to the people of Cairo to assist him in his hour of need.50 Seeking allies, al-Kamil also contacted his brother al-Ashraf, who ruled the Ayyubids’ lands in the Jazira (the region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers), but he was far too preoccupied with his own concerns to offer much help. A Frankish takeover in Egypt now seemed so likely that some of Cairo’s inhabitants talked about evacuating the country entirely. Meanwhile, only a few months before, al-Mu‘azzam (al-Kamil’s brother and ruler of Damascus) had ordered the demolition of Jerusalem’s walls so that the Franks could not take them intact.51


The crusaders had regained the initiative. They could now advance up the Nile and complete their victory. Their advances also served to inspire the Ayyubids’ enemies elsewhere. Soon after the capture of Damietta, emissaries arrived from the Christian kingdom of Georgia, far away in the Caucasus. The Georgians were impressed by the crusaders’ success, so they began to stage their own offensive, seeking to expand their own territories.


Now was the time for the crusaders to strike . . . but they didn’t.


For almost a year the crusaders did essentially nothing. They sent out raiders. Their forces sacked the nearby town of Tinnis. Their ships harried enemy positions along the coastline, but there was no clinching campaign up the Nile. For some observers within the crusader camp, this was immensely frustrating. The leadership refused to budge, so the crusaders could only sit and watch their enemies regroup and regain the offensive. By early 1220, news had arrived that al-Mu‘azzam, operating out of Damascus, was attacking frontier castles belonging to the kingdom of Jerusalem and the county of Tripoli, two of the Crusader States.52 These included the Templar fortress at Athlit, which the Fifth Crusaders constructed before they began their invasion of Egypt. These attacks on the Crusader States created a new pressure on the crusaders at Damietta to send away a portion of their strength to fend off this new threat. Also by August 1220, the Ayyubids were using their galley fleet, operating out of Alexandria, to block supply ships from reaching Damietta.


There were several reasons for the crusaders’ inertia. The emperor of Germany, Frederick II, had promised in 1215 that he would join the crusade, and now in 1220 the army at Damietta eagerly awaited news of his arrival, which would give them the numbers to advance directly upon Cairo. Unfortunately for them, the emperor was procrastinating, tied up with plans for an imperial coronation in Rome as well as ongoing concerns over his Sicilian and Italian lands.


There was another reason for the crusaders’ delay. News filtered into the crusader camp that great wars were taking place in the distant East. Reports arrived claiming that only a short time ago a great king had assaulted the Islamic world’s eastern frontiers and was, even now, advancing on Baghdad. The crusaders knew very little for certain about this new power, but they understood that some enormous conflict was taking place somewhere “out there,” one that dwarfed their own efforts at Damietta.


The crusaders could even put a name to the king waging this distant—­yet evidently very successful—war. It was Prester John, king of the Indies. Stories had circulated in Western Christendom for almost a century about a distant eastern Christian kingdom in the Indies. In 1122 an unexpected visitor had arrived in Rome naming himself as Patriarch John of the Indies and describing a distant Christian kingdom lying out to the east—a place of marvels where rivers disgorged jewels and whose capital city was so large that it took four days to cross.53 In later decades, stories about this magical land became a staple part of Christendom’s imaginings of the world that lay beyond its eastern horizon. In time, these tales consolidated into the belief that there was a magnificent kingdom in the Indies ruled by a priest king called Prester John, whose realm was both marvellously rich and populated by monsters. It was commonly anticipated that one day Prester John would march on Jerusalem and defeat Christianity’s enemies.54


Now the crusaders believed that Prester John (or his descendant “King David,” according to many reports) was on the march, seeking to fulfil this ambition.55 He had already defeated the Persians in battle and had imprisoned the king of Persia in golden chains. Apparently, Prester John was now determined to conquer Jerusalem and rebuild its walls in silver and gold.56


To the crusaders at Damietta, this news of King David/Prester John’s advance was not mere hearsay; it was verifiable fact. Confirmation of these reports came from several sources, perhaps most strikingly from a group of crusaders recently released from captivity. Their story runs as follows. The Ayyubids took these crusaders captive during the siege of Damietta and sent them first to Damascus and, from there, to the caliph in Baghdad. However, the caliph, concerned by reports of Kind David’s invasions, sent the captives to him as a gift. When King David received these prisoners, he chose to set them free and despatched them under escort to the principality of Antioch, where they told their tale.57 Merchants bringing spices and precious jewels from the East offered similar reports, while a work of prophesy came to light in Egypt during the Damietta campaign foretelling that a distant king would soon reconquer Jerusalem and defeat the enemies of Christianity—acts that would usher in the end times.58 From the crusaders’ perspective, this evidence all drove in a single direction: a strange yet allied army was approaching from the East. In these circumstances, it made tactical sense to delay their advance up the Nile so that they could coordinate their efforts with the armies of Prester John.


The Mongols little resembled the fabled armies of Prester John imagined by the crusaders, but these garbled rumours of their advance may go some way to explaining the crucial period of delay—a breathing space that gave al-Kamil the time he needed to rebuild his defences. Ultimately, it was only in late spring 1221 that the crusaders’ patience finally snapped. A fleet arrived in May led by Ludwig of Wittelsbach, Duke of Bavaria. The news he carried decided the matter: the emperor still intended to join the crusade at some point in the future, but Ludwig counselled strongly for the crusade to reopen its offensive up the Nile.59 The army would advance—finally—after almost eighteen months of waiting.


The renewed Christian campaign began in the early summer of 1221. This was a serious threat to al-Kamil. Although the crusaders’ long procrastination had given him time to rebuild his strength, his position remained precarious. Consequently, he contacted the crusade’s leadership and offered a peace treaty that would restore the entirety of the former kingdom of Jerusalem—including Jerusalem itself—to Christian control, excepting only two fortresses in Transjordan: Kerak and Monreal (strongholds that could potentially block communications between his lands in Egypt and Ayyubid territories in northern Syria if they passed into Frankish hands). He had made a similar offer previously—prior to the Frankish conquest of Damietta—and on both occasions his proposal divided opinion within the crusader camp, with various arguments batted to and fro. However, the crusaders rejected the offer on both occasions—the bottom line was that they thought they were winning, so they had little reason to compromise.


The fighting began almost as soon as the Christian army departed from Damietta. Al-Kamil despatched waves of Turkish horsemen against the marching crusaders, harrying them on all sides and unleashing volleys of arrows. These were standard tactics. The Turks’ origins lay—like the Mongols’—in the Central Asian steppe country, where children learned to ride and shoot from an early age. In war, their great strength lay in their manoeuvrability: conducting sudden attacks and unexpected retreats, wearing the crusaders down from a distance. When the crusaders had first encountered the Turks, more than a century before, these tactics posed a substantial problem, yet now, after decades of war, the crusaders knew how to counter mounted Turkish archers. One of the Franks’ most effective approaches was to march their army in close formation with an outer ring of infantry bearing great shields to protect against Turkish arrows. This defensive outer shell sheltered lines of crossbowmen, whose bolts could cut down the Turks whenever they approached. The Franks stationed their cavalry in the army’s centre, waiting for the opportunity to burst out of the protecting infantry forces and win a clinching victory.


The crusaders conducted their advance in July 1221 in the same way. The Turks wheeled around their foes, and the crusaders’ crossbowmen shot them down. By 21 July, the Christians had reached the village of Saramsah, and by 24 July, they made camp facing the Ayyubid army, entrenched at Mansurah on the other bank of the Nile tributary. The crusaders now needed to cross the water and confront the Ayyubid army.
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