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PREFACE


This is a revised edition of my book The Knights Templar: A New History, which was first published in 2001 as a ‘book on the Templars for a general audience’. It is based upon a final-year undergraduate course on the Military Orders that I teach in the School of History and Archaeology at Cardiff University, and on my own current research. My own views have been amended over the years of teaching by input from my students. There have been too many to name them all, but I thank them.


I began work on this new edition in 2009, while I was completing my new edition of the documents recording the trial of the Templars in the British Isles, 1308–11. My research into these documents was carried out with the assistance of a British Academy/Leverhulme Trust Senior Research Fellowship in 2003–4, and some of the results are included in this book.


I am grateful to the help of many other colleagues who generously contributed to the original book. For this new edition, I repeat my thanks to my ‘crusading’ colleagues at Cardiff University, Professors Peter Edbury and Denys Pringle. For the original book, Professor Alain Demurger of the University of the Sorbonne, Paris, Dr Edward Coleman of University College, Dublin, Prof. Luis García-Guijarro Ramos of the University of Zaragoza, Huesca, Dr Anthony Luttrell, now retired, Zsolt Hunyadi of the Central European University, Budapest, and Dr Vít Jesenský of Prague also supplied me with essential advice and contacts. Dr Alan Forey, now retired, Dr Jochen Burgtorf, now at California State University, Fullerton, Dr Simonetta Cerrini of Genoa and Dr Paul Crawford of the California University of Pennsylvania patiently answered detailed questions on particular points. Other colleagues at Cardiff also gave advice and information.


I am again indebted to Professor Denys Pringle for allowing me to reproduce some of his photographs and slides in this book, and to John Morgan of the Cardiff School of History and Archaeology, who reproduced some of the photographs. I owe particular thanks to other scholars who have generously supplied me with pictures and/or allowed me to reproduce them here: Professor Juan Fuguet Sans; Dr Jochen Burgtorf; Dr Paul Crawford; Dr Francesco Tommasi and Dr Judi Upton-Ward.


I am most grateful to the following institutions which have provided me with pictures and allowed me to reproduce them here: the British Library, London, the Patrimonio Nacional, Madrid and the Staatsarchiv Amberg.


In 1999 the Academic Study Group on Israel and the Middle East gave me a grant towards travel costs of a visit to Israel during which I was able to meet fellow crusade historians and visit crusader sites, which contributed significantly towards the writing of the original edition of this book. My husband Nigel Nicholson drew the original maps and figures, and took many of the photographs.


I have incurred many other debts to scholars working in the field of crusading history and the history of the Military Orders. These are too many to list here, but I should mention the guidance and support of Professor Norman Housley, Leicester University, who supervised my PhD thesis (1986–90) on attitudes towards the Military Orders in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. My thanks are also particularly due to Professor Malcolm Barber for advice and support over the years. The Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East has provided a goldmine of information. I am particularly grateful to Jochen Burgtorf and Paul Crawford who worked with me in 2007 to organize sessions at two international conferences on ‘the Trial of the Templars, 1307–2007’, and to all the scholars who took part in those sessions. Their influence will be clear in the chapter in this book on the trial of the Templars. The quadrennial international conferences on the Military Orders at Clerkenwell, organized by the London Centre for the Study of the Crusades under the auspices of Professor Jonathan Riley-Smith, have also been an invaluable opportunity for meeting fellow scholars in this area and for exchanging information and ideas. At the time of writing, four conferences have taken place and their proceedings have been published; the next conference takes place in September 2009 at Cardiff University.


Since the publication of the first edition of this book in 2001, I have met and talked with many scholars of the Military Orders from around the world, and many enthusiastic amateur historians on the subject. This new edition of this book reflects some of this discussion. The quantity of scholarship on the historical Military Orders has grown immensely since the first edition of this book appeared in 2001, and I cannot claim that this new edition fully reflects all the developments since that date. I have, however, taken the opportunity to expand the references to this book, so that readers who wish to do so can find a way into this new scholarship.


As in the first edition of this book, all translations, unless otherwise stated in the text, are my own, and should not be used elsewhere for any purpose without acknowledgement. Because this book is primarily intended for a general readership I have not referenced every sentence, but there is a reference at the end of each paragraph or section, which readers who want to know where I have found information can check.


Helen J. Nicholson


June 2009





INTRODUCTION: AN OVERVIEW


This account of the Templars is based on what the surviving historical evidence tells us about the Order of the Temple and what professional historians have deduced about the Order from this evidence. This means that it also includes myths about the Templars that were written during the existence of the Order – during the twelfth, thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries – but not the modern myths about the Order. It has been a convention of European historical writing since classical times that history should be based on written sources, preferably eyewitness sources but, if not, then written as soon after the actual events as possible. This history of the Knights Templar follows this ancient convention, and so modern oral myths of the Templars – supposed ‘tradition’ which was not actually written down until recently – will not be considered as historical evidence.


This brief history of the Knights Templar is based on recent academic work on the Order of the Temple, both my own research and the work of other professional scholars who study the history of the Order. Not only are modern scholars finding new evidence about the Templars, such as charters in archives and archaeological material, but they are also reassessing old evidence such as chronicles and other writings, asking new questions and coming to new conclusions. I have tried to include the latest findings and theories so far as I can, and I apologise to colleagues if I have overlooked anything significant. I have given extensive references in the notes, so that readers can see where I have found my material. Unlike most histories of the Templars, this is not a chronological account. It gives an outline history of the Order, but my intention is to analyse events rather than simply retelling them in the order that they happened. A narrative history of the Templars is misleading because it implies that the Templars rose and then declined, that criticism increased steadily, and that events that happened first caused events which happened later. In fact the Order did not rise and decline, criticism fell abruptly after 1250, and events which happened later often had no connection with events that happened earlier!


It has been said that the Templars were nothing special, and that in most respects they were really very ordinary.1 This is true, but this is one of the facts which makes the Templars very interesting. We know very little about ordinary people of the twelfth, thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Most of the Brothers of the Order of the Temple came either from the lower ranks of knights or were not of knightly descent at all; many were craftsmen, or people who performed ordinary agricultural tasks such as herding sheep and cattle. People of these social groups left very few records, but through the surviving evidence from the Templars we can catch some glimpses of their beliefs, what mattered to them, and their everyday lives. We find people who did not travel far to join a religious house; who stayed in the same area all their lives, near to their families.2 They were loyal to their families, to their old lords and to their king, even when they had joined the Order of the Temple and were supposed to have left all their old ties behind them. These were devout people, with a simple faith based on Christ as king (with God the Father the omnipotent ruler in the background) and Christ’s mother and bride, the Blessed Virgin Mary, as patroness and lady of the Order who protected it as a medieval queen would protect her favourite religious Orders and knights. Their dearest desire was to lay down their lives on the battlefield in the war against evil, defending Christendom against its enemies, in the service of their divine king and queen, and so to win the reward of eternal life in Heaven, wearing the martyr’s crown. As I will describe in Chapter 5, ‘Religious Life’, for the most part the Templars were not educated; the knights and squires could read their own language, but not Latin. In England suitable religious texts and a part of the Old Testament were translated into colloquial French (the language of the warrior classes) so that the Templars could understand when these texts were read to them – reading aloud was normal at this period, so they probably listened rather than reading for themselves. In other parts of the Order education was discouraged: the Brothers were supposed to be serving God and His Lady in battle, not as scholars! We may guess that this distrust of book learning was one of the factors that helped bring about the Order’s downfall.


Away from the frontiers, the Order in Europe concentrated on raising money for the war against the Muslims, so much that contemporaries saw the Templars as more concerned about money than anything else. The Templars had no interest in women, these contemporaries said: money was their only love. Nowadays it is easy to sympathize with the Templars and see them as the persecuted underdogs, the pure idealists who were destroyed by an autocratic government for its own self-interested ends. But in the early fourteenth century the Templars in Europe were not regarded as outsiders but were at the centre of the establishment. They were best known in everyday life for their financial activities: looking after the treasure of the crowns of Europe, and financial services for nobles, knights, merchants and squires. As finance managers they were respected, but they also aroused some anger when they made mistakes. If we think of the Templars as bank managers and bank clerks we probably get a far better idea of how people in cities such as London and Paris in the early fourteenth century would have regarded the Templars. I will consider their role in economics and commerce further in Chapter 7.


It is difficult to study the Templars without always having at the back of one’s mind the eventual fate of the Brothers: arrested on trumped-up charges, some burned at the stake for going back on the confessions which they had made under pressure of interrogation, including torture; others serving out the rest of their days in other monastic houses, their original vocation as knights of Christ lost to them; still others returning to secular life, and the Order’s possessions given to its rival Order, the Hospital of St John. Thirty-odd years later, Pope Clement VI was complaining that the Hospital had done so little good in the war against the Muslims with the Templars’ lands that he would take them back and use them to form a new Military Order – as had already been done in Valencia and Portugal. The Hospital’s lack of grand achievement was not its own fault: it was still recovering from the financial crisis resulting from the expenses of its conquest of Rhodes (1306–9), reimbursing King Philip IV of France for his ‘expenses’ in arresting and trying the Templars, and the legal costs of trying to recover the Templars’ lands, many of which had been taken back by the families of the original donors or confiscated by secular rulers. The Hospital survived, but it was a close thing. In 1312 it did not have public opinion in its favour; but Pope Clement V wanted to maintain it to carry on the defence of Christendom against the Muslims, and its wily Master Fulk de Villaret managed the Order’s affairs with sufficient skill to give the King of France little opportunity of attacking the Order as he had the Templars.3


Yet for almost two hundred years before the arrests of 1307 the Order of the Temple had operated in the Holy Land and throughout Europe as a respected religious Order. The shock and indignation with which most secular rulers outside France greeted the papal instruction to arrest the Templars at the end of 1307 indicates that the arrest of the Order came as a complete surprise to almost everyone. Until 1307, the Templars were a familiar and accepted part of Latin Christendom, with their small houses and commanderies with little chapels and big barns scattered across Europe, and fine castles in dangerous frontier areas: frontiers with the Muslims in the Holy Land and Spain, frontiers with non-Catholic Christians and non-Christians in Poland, Bohemia and Croatia, and also with fortified houses and castles in areas where there was no strong central authority to ensure law and order, such as southern France and Ireland. Their knights, with their beards and in their long dark tunics and white mantles, with the red cross on the left side, and a dark cap on their heads, were a familiar sight in every royal court in Catholic Europe and the crusader states in the Holy Land (or the ‘Latin East’). Their sergeants or serving Brothers, far more common than the knights and dressed all in black, were often confused with the Brothers of the Hospital of St John, who also wore black but with a white cross on the mantle rather than the Templars’ red cross. In Germany and the East from the end of the twelfth century the Templar knight-Brothers were confused with the Teutonic Order, whose knight-Brothers wore a black tunic with a white mantle and a black cross. If in doubt, contemporaries referred to all these groups as ‘Templars’.


The Templars, one satirist joked, were too fond of money – unlike the Hospitallers, who were too fond of horses – but they were doughty men who were all too ready to die in Christ’s name on the battlefield. In time of defeat in the East, some such as Matthew Paris, monk and chronicler of St Albans abbey, would complain that the Templars and Hospitallers must be deceiving Christendom, because such fine warriors would otherwise have defeated the Muslims long ago. Clearly they weren’t trying; they must be in alliance with the Muslims; all the money which the West sent to them must be going to waste – perhaps they simply poured it into the ground!4 Such comments show how little even educated people in western Europe appreciated the political realities of the Latin East, even though the Christian rulers of the crusader states and the Military Orders in the East went to enormous lengths to keep kings, nobles and Church leaders informed of developments through the regular despatch of newsletters. Yet at a day-today level in Catholic Europe and in the Holy Land, the Templars were well-respected religious men, landowners, bankers, farmers, traders, sheep farmers and so on. We can best understand them if we remember this and evaluate the Order on the basis of the whole of its history and not simply the last five disastrous years.


There are many popularly believed myths about the Order of the Temple. The first is that there is very little evidence surviving about the Order. In fact a great deal of evidence survives. It is true that the central archive of the Order is lost: this was originally held at the Order’s headquarters, at first in Jerusalem, then at Acre, then (after 1291) on Cyprus. After the dissolution of the Order by Pope Clement V in 1312 the archive passed into the possession of the Hospital of St John. Presumably it remained on Cyprus and was destroyed when the Ottoman Turks captured Cyprus in 1571, along with the Hospital’s documents relating to Cyprus. This archive would have held all the Templars’ charters granting them land and privileges in the crusader states and in Cyprus, and general papal privileges, the proceedings of their general chapters and some of the more important correspondence and donation charters from Europe – much of this sort of material for the Hospital of St John during the twelfth to early fourteenth centuries is still in the Hospital’s archive in the National Library of Malta. The loss of the Templars’ central archive means that we do not know exactly what property and privileges the Templars held in the crusader states and in Cyprus. However, anything that concerned both them and the Hospital is preserved in the Hospital’s archives, while papal bulls for the Templars are preserved in the papal registers in the Vatican. In other words, the loss of the central archive has meant the loss of certain valuable documents, but not all of them.


For the Order’s European possessions, much remains in archives and museums across Europe. Charters relating to the Order’s English possessions, for example, are preserved in the Hospital’s cartulary in the British Library. The cartulary of the commandery of Sandford survives and has been published. Other charters relating to the Order in England survive in other monastic cartularies. Documents issued by the English royal chancery relating to the Templars after around 1200 are preserved in the registers in the Public Record Office, and many have been published, for the most part in calendar form. The English government records are particularly well preserved, but there is also a good deal of documentation surviving in the Iberian Peninsula, for example in the archives in Madrid and Barcelona. Many of the French government records for this period were destroyed in the eighteenth century, but royal letters and charters and some financial records have survived. In addition much material survives in French local archives; many cartularies of individual French commanderies have been published.


Yet charters cannot tell us everything we want to know about the Templars. They show us patterns of patronage: who gave what to the Order, how patrons were related to each other and sometimes what they expected in return. They seldom give much indication of why patrons gave to the Templars, except that they regarded the Order as being of high spiritual value, and believed the Brothers’ prayers on their behalf were worth having. Occasionally a donor’s charter refers to the Templars’ defence of Christendom, but this is unusual. Charters tell us what land and rights the Order had in a particular area, although we do not always know whether they were actually able to use that land or those rights or whether someone else had a claim on them. These are problems historians face in studying all religious Orders in the Middle Ages. Charters also usually include witness lists, which tell us (among other things) who was living in the Templars’ commandery at that time and their order of precedence, as the most important usually comes first in the list. It may tell us if they held any office. But charters are not always dated, although they usually tell us where they were written. In short, charters give us some evidence, but not all we want to know.


Other evidence of the Order’s actual activities comes from chronicles. Those written in the twelfth to fourteenth centuries recorded recent events and provided a commentary on them. They vary in quality. Chroniclers tended to moralize on the terrible state of the world, and had a rather pessimistic view of the situation in the Holy Land and the Military Orders’ activities. Annals gave a year-by-year account of events, but with little commentary. From the twelfth century we also have histories, which differ from the chronicle in that they focus on one event (such as a crusade) or one theme (such as William of Tyre’s history of the kingdom of Jerusalem). These can be contemporary or near-contemporary. Their joy and their difficulty is that they give a very personal view. The writer always had a message, and all evidence was interpreted to underline this message.


None of these sources are ‘objective’ in the modern sense of the word, nor were they intended to be. Their accuracy in recording actual events depended on the quality of their sources: whether they were eyewitness or relying on information from other people. Chapter 2 will show that William of Tyre is an unreliable witness for the activities of the Military Orders in the period before 1165. As he was at university in Europe from around 1146–65, his information for the siege of Ascalon (1153) must have been taken from secondhand information given to him by people who wanted to exonerate their ancestors for failing to assist the Templars when they broke into the city. William was writing around twenty years or more after events at Ascalon; if we use contemporary European sources for the siege, we receive a completely different picture of what happened.


Histories are of most interest when they include the writer’s own experience of the Templars. Further material about the Templars can be found in satirical and moralizing works, which show how the writer saw the Order and how the audience of the work was expected to relate to the Order. As the writer often intended to amuse or shock, these images of the Templars are exaggerated; but they enable modern readers to see how medieval people expected to find the Templars depicted. The most positive views of the Templars appear in pilgrim accounts, where pilgrims to the Holy Land described what they had seen and what future pilgrims should expect; and in fictional literature, epic and romances, where the Templars help the hero in his battles against the Muslims, and sometimes help hero and heroine in their love affairs.


We also have some evidence referring only to the Templars. The Rule of the Order survives, which includes many ‘customs’ and ‘judgements’ that claim to record actual incidents within the Order. The 1185 Inquest of the Templar possessions in England is not complete, but it tells us much of what the Order owned and what income it expected to have at that date. The trial proceedings of 1307–12 are far more difficult to use because in regions of France under the control of the French king and in regions ruled by his relatives (such as the kingdom of Naples) evidence was extracted by use of torture or the fear of torture. This was normal for the time, as it was believed that torture would force people to tell the truth. In fact, as recent miscarriages of justice in the UK have made clear, torture and the threat of violence lead the victim to say what he or she believes that the interrogator wants to hear.5 It is clear that Templars were imprisoned together and agreed together on what they would tell the interrogator, and that individual interrogators differed on what they wanted the Brothers to tell them, so that confessions come in ‘batches’ of similar material.6 The Brothers’ evidence is most reliable where they were contradicting the charge and telling their interrogator something different from what he wanted to hear. This evidence must be reliable because contradicting the charge would result in their receiving still worse treatment, and who would lie when a lie brings more torture? The Brothers’ evidence is potentially more reliable for regions where we know that no torture was used (such as Cyprus, Aragon, England, and parts of France outside the control of the king of France), but even here the Brothers were under pressure to confess, and so their testimonies would have been distorted in some way. Some modern scholars, reading the Templars’ ‘confessions’ from France, have wondered whether there was some truth behind some of the charges against the Order – for instance, that the charge that the Templars denied Christ might refer to some test of obedience during the admission ceremony – but the records of the trial from outside France tell a completely different story.7 Where no torture was used, the Templars emphatically denied all the charges, and when told that the Brothers in France had confessed, retorted that they were lying. Third-party evidence was only occasionally brought in, and this varies in quality: in Cyprus it appears to be objective, in France it was usually objective, but in England much of it was popular gossip, the sort of material now known as ‘urban myths’.8 So the evidence from the trial has to be used with great care.


Archaeological evidence survives in quantity, as the Order had houses scattered across Europe as well as in the East. Some work has been done on the Order’s archaeological remains, but much remains to be done. Seven centuries of war and ‘improvements’ have, obviously, left their mark. Some Templar churches are still in use as churches and the excavation work that can be done is therefore limited. But in some places – such as Larzac in the Languedoc, France, and Cressing in Essex, England – our knowledge of the Order of the Temple is increasing through archaeological investigation.9


In short, a good deal of material about the Templars survives. The Order is far from being a mystery. Far more could be made of the surviving evidence, but this problem will be overcome as the cartularies are published and as historians become more confident in using different forms of evidence.


Other myths about the Templars abound. It is not true, for example, that the Templars were found guilty as charged in 1312; Pope Clement V declared the charges not proven, but dissolved the Order because it had been brought into so much disrepute that it could not continue to operate. The Templars were not monks, although they took the three monastic vows of poverty, chastity and obedience; they were religious people who followed a religious Rule of life and wore a distinctive habit, but who unlike monks did not live in an enclosed house and whose purpose was not to pray and fight spiritual battles but to fight physical battles in defence of Christendom. Their houses in Europe did not have large outer walls to keep outsiders out, except in dangerous areas where there was no strong central government to enforce law and order – they were more like manor houses than monasteries. The Templars did not introduce playing cards to Europe – these did not come to Europe until the late fourteenth century, and are first mentioned in the sources in the 1370s, half a century after the demise of the Order of the Temple.10 There is no evidence at all that the Templars had any knowledge of science, and certainly they had no knowledge of magic: medieval magic was a supremely literate science, recorded and performed in Latin, whereas the Templars in general were remarkably illiterate, apparently through deliberate policy, since educated Brothers were likely to be troublemakers.


The Templars did have ships to carry personnel, pilgrims, and supplies across the Mediterranean between the West and the East and back, but if the Hospital after 1312 is any guide they did not have more than four galleys (warships) and few other ships, and if they needed more they hired them. They certainly could not spare ships to indulge in world exploration – in any case, their ships were not strong enough to cross an ocean and could not carry enough water for more than a few days. The Order had vast resources in land, but was always very short of liquid capital, which was needed to invest in fortifications and personnel in the East. Hence their houses in the West were always very small in comparison to the houses of other religious Orders (except when they performed an important political role, as at Paris, where the Temple was the royal treasury office). No Templar house in the West could compare in size or wealth with the great monastic houses such as Cîteaux or Clairvaux in what is now France, or Fountains Abbey or Bury St Edmunds Abbey in England – to cite but a few. This was because these monasteries existed as powerhouses of prayer on a single site, whereas the houses of the Temple in the West existed to raise funds and other supplies for the war in the East, and all their resources were concentrated in the East. The Templars did not contribute towards the building costs of cathedrals or castles in the West, as they had barely enough money to finance the building of their own castles in the East.


The Templars were not particularly secretive – no more so than other religious Orders of their period, and certainly no more so than the other leading Military Orders, the Hospital of St John and the Teutonic Order. During the trial of the Order, some Brothers admitted that no outsiders were supposed to be present at their admission ceremonies, but others stated that in fact outsiders were sometimes present. Again, chapter meetings of all religious Orders were supposed to be secret, because outsiders should not know about the internal problems of the Order. Which modern international corporation would allow outsiders to come uninvited to its board meetings? Perhaps the Templars were particularly insistent about evicting nonmembers of the Order from chapter meetings, but there is no evidence for this.


There is no evidence before October 1307 that the Templars were especially unpopular: if it were possible to conduct a poll of the population of Europe at that period to discover the most unpopular religious Order, the Cistercians and the Friars would probably have been rivals for first position, with the Teutonic Order the most unpopular in Poland. At that time the Templars were still receiving pious donations, and contemporaries saw their Order as one of the best religious Orders. Certainly its financial operations irritated some; equally, certainly its failure to defend the Holy Land was a great disappointment to Christendom. The Order was vulnerable to attack because it had had a single, specific vocation in which it could be seen to succeed or fail. Most modern scholars, like most contemporaries of the trial outside France, consider that Philip IV of France attacked the Order of the Temple because he needed its money, and to demonstrate that he was the most Christian king of Europe. He also had Pope Boniface VIII arrested, persecuted the Jews and Lombard bankers of France, burned a religious woman, Marguerite Porete, at the stake in 1310 for writing a book which three respected religious men had approved as non-heretical, and prosecuted Bishop Guichard of Troyes and the lovers of his own daughters-in-law. Those he attacked were accused of heresy or sorcery and ‘unnatural’ vices. These actions point towards a deliberate policy against anyone whose demise could assist his financial situation or raise his prestige.11


In considering the Templars’ downfall, we must ask whether the Order could have continued to exist after 1310 even if there had never been any trial. After 1291 the central headquarters of the Order (the ‘convent’) was on Cyprus. In 1306 the Brothers were involved in a coup against the king, Henry II. When the king returned to power in 1310 he had the leading Templars arrested and imprisoned. Along with the other leaders of the coup, they died in prison in around 1316.12 Although the trial in the West made Henry’s actions against the Templars more straightforward and ensured that the pope would not interfere to rescue the Order, events on Cyprus could have brought about the end of the Order even if Philip IV had not begun the trial. The Templar officials on Cyprus led the Order. Without its leading officials, the Order could not continue to operate, trial or no trial. Henry was also able to destroy many of the nobles of Cyprus, members of the powerful Ibelin family, and their relatives were unable to save them. It is hard to see how the papacy which was unable to save the Templars in France could have intervened to save them in faraway Cyprus; while the kings of the West would have been happy to take over the Templars’ property in the West, as they actually did in 1307–8. If any of these Christian powers had objected to his punishment of the Templars, Henry could simply have resorted to the same methods as Philip IV of France and accused the Brothers of being heretics.


Finally, the Order of the Temple was dissolved in 1312 and then ceased to exist. It is true that the new religious Military Orders in the Iberian Peninsula, the Orders of Christ and of Montesa, were successors to the Order and inherited its property, but their scope was far more limited than the original Order, their operations limited to a single area, and they were very closely linked to the king, in contrast to the Order of the Temple’s at least theoretical independence. The Order of the Temple could not continue after the pope had removed ecclesiastical recognition of the Order and taken away its property. Its organizational structure had been destroyed; it could no longer raise money or operate as an institution. And, as noted, it no longer had any of its chief officials to lead it.


It is true that certain Templar houses ‘held on’ in areas where the secular lords were sympathetic towards the Order and hostile to outside interference. For example, in Brunswick in what is now north-western Germany, Otto of Brunswick, commander of the Templars’ house at Supplingenberg and a member of the high nobility, remained as secular lord of Supplingenberg after the dissolution of the Order; only on his death did the commandery pass to the Hospital.13 At Mühlen, a nunnery near Frankfurt which belonged to the Order of the Temple, the nuns resented being transferred to the Order of the Hospital and wanted to remain as Templars.14 Some individual Templars fled: in 1313 King James II of Aragon wrote to Bishop Pons of Lérida (Lleida) that the former Templar Brother Bernard des Fons, now ambassador for the alcalde of Tunis, had come to Aragon on an embassy.15 Bernard had obviously found a new career among those whom he had originally sworn to fight if they attacked the Christians, and was now pursuing by a rather different route his former vocation of ensuring the safety of Christendom. James does not state that Bernard had become a Muslim, and as the Muslim rulers were perfectly happy to employ Christians, Bernard had probably remained a Christian. Yet he was now a former Templar; he could not be a Templar any more, because the Order no longer existed.


Some writers have speculated that in remote areas such as Scotland Templars could have survived as an Order. Yet there had never been many Templars in Scotland even during the heyday of the Order, and the Anglo–Scottish wars had reduced them still further. By 1338 the Hospitallers were complaining that they had no possessions at all in Scotland; all had been destroyed in the war.16 The same would have applied to the Templars. The English connections of the Scottish Templars would have made Scotland the last place for them to take refuge in 1312, following Robert Bruce’s rebellion and coronation in 1306 and the resumption of the anti-English war. The modern ‘Templar’ orders date back no further than the romantic revivals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


As this book is not aimed at academic scholars I have tried to use accessible language: for instance, ‘Europe’ rather than ‘Citramer’ or ‘Christendom on this side of the sea’. I have tried to use the form of place names that will be most familiar to English-speaking readers, or at least most pronounceable, although I have also given alternative forms to assist readers in locating them on a map. This book does not attempt to replace the great scholarly works on the Order, by Marie Luise Bulst-Thiele, Alain Demurger, Alan Forey and Malcolm Barber.17 Those seeking more information on the Order should refer to these works.
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THE ORIGINS OF THE ORDER OF THE TEMPLE


After the forces of the First Crusade had captured the city of Jerusalem on Friday 16 July 1099, and had defeated the Egyptian relief force which had arrived too late to prevent the fall of the city, most of the crusaders returned to Europe bearing tales of deprivation and danger, miracle and victory, some with holy relics acquired on their travels, but few with any wealth. Only a small proportion of the army remained in the newly conquered territory, not enough to dominate the land. The priest Fulcher of Chartres, writing as one of the first generation of settlers, recorded that only 300 knights and 300 foot soldiers remained in the vicinity of Jerusalem by 1100. This was not enough to protect the country.1


The crusaders saw their conquests as a part of a Christendom that had been temporarily captured by Islam but was now restored to its rightful owners. Jerusalem, a walled city on a low hill surrounded by deep valleys and overlooked by higher hills all around, was and is the focus of the three great religions ‘of the book’: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. For Jews it covers the hill where the father of the nation, Abraham, nearly sacrificed his son Isaac – Isaac was saved when God sent a ram to be sacrificed in his place (Genesis 22). It is also the city first captured by King David, where David’s son Solomon built a great temple to the only God; in the temple’s inner Holy of Holies was housed the Ark of the covenant – the portable wooden casket enclosing the stone tablets on which were carved the laws which God gave to Moses on Sinai. Under the Roman Empire, Jerusalem remained a symbol of Jewish nationhood: Jews continued to live there, and it was a place of pilgrimage.


As the city where Christ had debated in the Temple, preached, was condemned to death and rose from the dead, Jerusalem also became a place of Christian pilgrimage. In 326 the Empress Helena, mother of Constantine the Great (sole emperor 324–37), came to Jerusalem on pilgrimage and discovered the remains of the ‘True Cross’. The Roman Empire was now ruled by a Christian dynasty; Constantine had been converted to Christianity in 312. In Jerusalem, impressive Christian shrines were built over the significant places of Christ’s passion, death, burial and resurrection, with a great rotunda, the anastasis, over the supposed site of the empty tomb, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (plate 1). These sites originally stood outside the old city but in AD 70, after the Jewish revolt against Rome in AD 66, Jerusalem was destroyed by the Roman conquerors. When the city was rebuilt, these sites formed the focus of the new city. Christian pilgrims travelled to Jerusalem to visit the holy places or to settle there permanently. This was relatively straightforward while Jerusalem remained a part of the Roman Empire.


The Roman Empire had been divided into West and East under the Emperor Diocletian (284–305), for more efficient administration. After Constantine the Great won control of the whole empire in 324, he made the city of Byzantium his capital and renamed it Constantinople. From that time the empire was sometimes governed by a single emperor but more usually by co-emperors, one in the West and one in the East. In the West, the administration fragmented, and by the second half of the fifth century the Western Empire was no longer a political reality. In 476 the last Western Emperor, Romulus Augustulus, was pensioned off by the Ostrogoth ruler of Italy, Odoacer. The Eastern Empire survived, ruled from Constantinople. In 614 the city of Jerusalem fell to the Persians under the Sassanid ruler Chosroes or Khusro II (591–628) who carried off the True Cross. Both city and cross were recovered by the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius (610–41), but the city fell to the expanding forces of Islam in 638.


When the Muslim Caliph ‘Umar I ibn al-Khattab (634–44) arrived in Jerusalem in 638, he was shocked by the state of the Temple Mount (figure 1). To the Muslims, this is the place from which the Prophet Mohammad ascended to Heaven in his ‘Night Journey’, and is the third most holy site in the Islamic world after Mecca and Mdina in Arabia. The site was cleared, and between 688 and 692 the tenth Caliph, ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Maruan, built the Dome of the Rock in the centre of the site. This has an octagonal plan, with a golden dome. In or after 709, al-Walid (705–15) built at the southern end of the site a small rectangular mosque (plate 2). This mosque came to symbolize the farthest point from Mecca and Mdina that the Prophet reached on his Night Journey, and was called ‘the Aqsa’, ‘the furthest away’.


Christian pilgrimage to Jerusalem continued under Islamic rule, and for the most part the Islamic rulers, in accordance with the Prophet’s instructions, were happy to allow their subject races to practise their religions without interference. There were some problems: in 1009 the Caliph al-Hakim Bi-amr Allah (996–1021) destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and persecuted non-Muslims. The church was rebuilt and pilgrimages continued throughout the eleventh century, but the journey to the East became more difficult as the Seljuq Turks advanced westwards from Central Asia. Previously, most of the journey to Jerusalem could be made by land through Christian territory, but as the Byzantine Empire suffered defeats at the hands of the Seljuq Turks the pilgrims found that they were travelling through frontier territory. It was necessary to travel armed. Such problems were one factor in Pope Urban II’s call to western European warriors in November 1095, which became the First Crusade.


[image: image]


Figure 1 The old city of Jerusalem during the crusader period


The crusaders claimed Jerusalem for Christendom not only because it was the place where Jesus had lived, died and risen again but also because they saw themselves as the heirs of the Roman Empire. They identified the many holy sites in the country they had conquered with places named in the Bible, in Jerusalem identifying the Dome of the Rock as the ‘Lord’s Temple’ of the New Testament and the Aqsa mosque as ‘Solomon’s Temple’, not realizing that the original buildings had been destroyed centuries before. They set up lordships and established their own administrations; a king in Jerusalem, new Catholic patriarchs in Jerusalem and in Antioch alongside the Syrian Orthodox patriarchs, and a network of Catholic archbishops and bishops throughout their new territories. Four major secular lordships emerged, centred on major cites: the principality of Antioch (now Antakya), the county of Edessa (now Urfa), the county of Tripoli (now Tarābulus) and the kingdom of Jerusalem. Historians now call these ‘the crusader states’, although the people who lived there were not crusaders. The settlers and the original crusaders were known as ‘Franks’ because the original crusaders came from the areas of western Europe inhabited or controlled by the Germanic people known as the Franks: the Rhineland, northern, southern and central France, and Sicily. Because the chief bishop (the pope) of their branch of Christianity was based at Rome, and their Christian faith was based on that adopted by the Romans and expressed in the Latin language, they called themselves Latin Christians.


The Franks’ hold on their ‘reconquest’ was insecure, for they had come to an unsettled part of the world. One of the reasons for their relatively easy victories in Syria and Palestine was that the region was going through a political crisis. To the south, in 1094 the Fatimid caliph of Egypt, al-Mustansir, had died and was succeeded by his younger son, Ahmed, who took the title al-Musta‘li (1094–1101). The succession was disputed and not all the Shi‘ites recognized the new caliph. In the north, the grand vizier (the equivalent of a prime minister) of the Seljuq Empire had been murdered in 1092, followed soon after by the death of the Seljuq sultan Malikshāh. The result was the break up of his great empire which had stretched from Asia Minor to Persia and south into Arabia. The upheaval and confusion that followed these deaths was made worse by the religious divisions in Islam, between the Sunnite caliphs of Baghdad and the Shi‘ites of Egypt. The caliph of Baghdad (the religious leader of the Sunnis) had also died in 1094.


The political and religious differences in the region worked in the crusaders’ favour. The Sunnis had for centuries waged religious war against the Shi‘ites, whom they regarded as heretics. Both the Sunnis and the Shi‘ites sometimes viewed the Christians as useful allies against their Islamic religious rivals. One fanatical Shi‘ite sect in Syria was to become notorious as the ‘Assassins’ who eliminated any political figure, of whatever religious belief, who threatened them. There were also various Christian communities within the area, who followed different versions of the Christian faith and did not recognize each other’s faiths as valid: Syrian Orthodox, Armenian, Maronite and Nestorian.


By allying with these various groups and playing them off against each other, the leaders of the First Crusade had been able to advance their campaign far more effectively than by military force alone. Yet, once they had achieved their goal and captured the holy city of Jerusalem, these various political and religious divisions meant that peace was difficult to achieve. Even if the crusaders could negotiate peace with one group, or defeat another group in battle, other opponents remained ready to attack the new allies or to assist the defeated to fight again. Over the next two centuries, the Catholic Christian settlers in the East would strive by arms and negotiation to maintain a balance of power, with themselves in a favourable position. Sometimes they were successful, and sometimes they were not. But it was obvious from the first that the newly won territory needed more personnel, both to settle the land and to defend it against all the other interests that claimed it.2


After the disastrous campaign of 1101, which was annihilated by the Turks in Asia Minor, there were no major international military expeditions from western Europe to the East until the Second Crusade set out in 1147. However, groups of pilgrims continued to come out each year by land or by ship. As shipping became more reliable, more and more pilgrims preferred to travel by sea rather than overland through Turkish-occupied Asia Minor. Typically, pilgrims would come out on a spring voyage from Italy or southern France, sailing via Sicily, Crete, Rhodes and Cyprus to pick up water and supplies (ships of this period could not carry enough water for more than a few days), ‘island-hopping’ across the Mediterranean as ships had done for centuries before them, and never far out of reach of land. Their final stage was to sail from Cyprus due east until they were in view of the Syrian coast, then to turn south and sail down the coast until they reached a convenient landfall. This could be Jaffa (also known as Joppa, now Tel Aviv Yafo), which was the nearest port to Jerusalem but which lacked a secure harbour; Acre (captured from its Muslim ruler in 1104: now Akko), a safe port further north; Beirut (captured 1110); or the isthmus port of Tyre, attached to the mainland by only a narrow peninsula (Sūr, captured 1124). Wherever the pilgrims landed, they would travel down the coast road to Jaffa, and then across country to Jerusalem. Their first view of the holy city would be a glimpse of the golden Dome of the Rock from the hill of the monastery of Saint Samuel, known as ‘Montjoie’ – ‘Mount Joy’ – because it offered the joyful sight of their journey’s end.3 They first arrived in the Holy Land in time to reach Jerusalem for the Easter services in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. They then visited the other holy places, joined any military campaigns which were in progress, and sailed home at the end of the summer before the autumn storms began at the end of September.


Among the pilgrims arriving in the East during the first decade of the existence of the new crusader states was Hugh, count of Champagne in north-eastern France. Hugh set out for the East in 1104. He went back to Champagne in 1105, but returned to the East again in 1114. Ivo, bishop of Chartres, wrote to him, rebuking him for abandoning his wife and vowing himself to the ‘knighthood of Christ’ (militiae Christi) in order to take up ‘that gospel knighthood’ (evangelicam militiam) ‘by which two thousand may fight securely against him who rushes to attack us with two hundred thousand’.4 This biblical allusion was used two decades later by Bernard, abbot of Clairvaux, writing in support of the new Order of the Temple; but Ivo did not mention any Templars. Perhaps he simply meant that Hugh had taken crusaders’ vows to go to Jerusalem and defend it against the Muslims. Although there was no ‘official’ crusade in 1114, called by the pope, Hugh could have taken crusading vows as part of his vow of pilgrimage. Alternatively, possibly Hugh had vowed to join a confraternity of knights who had formed up to protect the holy places in the East.


Knightly confraternities were becoming common in western Europe during the eleventh century (that is, the century before the First Crusade). These were groups of warriors of a certain social status – not necessarily nobles, but wealthy enough to provide themselves with full military equipment: chainmail armour and helmet, a horse, sword and shield, and a lance. ‘Confraternity’ (Latin: confraternitas) literally means ‘a brotherhood together’; that is, a group of people working closely together as equals towards a common aim. For the eleventh-century knightly confraternity, the aim was both military and religious. Groups of knights formed to defend churches or monasteries against bandits. Some knights on the First Crusade formed confraternities, promising to share their resources to help each other on the journey. These groups might seek the formal blessing of a priest, or might have no formal religious recognition. They believed, as many knights did, that a knight should use his sword in God’s service to fight evil and promote God’s will, and that God would reward him.5


Hugh of Champagne did not remain in the East in 1114. However, in 1125 he left his wife for good, went back to the East and joined the Order of the Temple. This group of knights, formed for a pious military purpose, had been given Church recognition at the Council of Nablūs in January 1120.6 According to the prologue of the new Order’s Rule, drawn up in 1129 at the Council of Troyes (in Champagne), the Order was called ‘the Poor Knights of Christ of the Temple which is in Jerusalem’, and one of the founders was Hugh of Payns.7 Scholars have deduced that Hugh had been one of the knights employed by Count Hugh of Champagne. Possibly Hugh had accompanied the count to the East in 1114 and remained behind when the count returned home.


What became of the ‘knighthood of Christ’ and ‘gospel knighthood’ that Ivo of Chartres had referred to in 1114? Perhaps Ivo was referring only to crusader vows. If Hugh of Champagne had formed a knightly confraternity to go out to the East, it would have broken up as soon as his expedition was over. It is tempting to see it as the first beginnings of the Order of the Temple, but before leaping to such a conclusion it is necessary to consider the evidence for the beginning of the Order.


The beginnings of the Order of the Temple


The Order of the Temple was the first military religious Order founded in the Catholic Church, but twelfth-century writers did not agree on how it began. The Templars themselves did not write any histories. This lack of historical activity was unusual for religious Orders, but not surprising in one which emphasized warfare over all other pursuits and actively discouraged learning among its members.


Archbishop William of Tyre, composing his history of the crusader states between 1165 and 1184, wrote that the first Templars were a group of noble knights, ‘devoted to God, religious and God-fearing’, who entrusted themselves into the hands of the patriarch (Warmund of Picquigny, 1118–28) to serve Christ. They had intended to become regular canons – that is, priests following a religious rule and living a communal lifestyle in a religious house – and they took the three monastic vows of chastity (that is, no sexual relations with anyone), poverty (no private property) and obedience (to their leader, under God). Their leaders were Hugh de Pagens, or Payns, and Godfrey of St Omer. There was nowhere for them to live, so King Baldwin II of Jerusalem (1118–31) gave them his palace which was on the south side of the ‘Lord’s Temple’ or Dome of the Rock (this palace was the Aqsa mosque, which the crusaders called ‘Solomon’s Temple’), while the canons of the Lord’s Temple gave them an area around the palace. The king and his nobles and the patriarch and his prelates gave them some income which they could use to buy food and clothing. The patriarch and prelates told them that their duty as men under religious vows was to keep the pilgrim routes safe for pilgrims. For the first nine years they wore ordinary clothes like secular knights, but at a Church Council at Troyes in Champagne in the ninth year they were given a religious rule and a white habit (simply a light cloak or mantle): distinctive clothing that marked them out as people who had taken monastic vows. White symbolized purity. Later, Pope Eugenius III (1145–53) allowed them to wear a red cross on their white mantles, as a symbol that they were Christ’s knights.8 The red cross on white was also a symbol of martyrdom. William of Tyre stressed the Brothers’ initial poverty and the fact that recruitment was slow: he wrote that after nine years there were still only nine Brothers. He regarded the Brothers as religious, as the equivalent of regular canons or priests in a religious community, and he stated that their military vocation was the creation of the patriarch and prelates – in other words, that the concept of the first Military Order sprang from the Church.


Was William’s interpretation correct? Earlier writers, writing closer to the original foundation of the Order, told a different story. One Simon, a monk of the abbey of St Bertin (near St Omer, in what is now north-east France) wrote in around 1135–7 that the first Templars were crusaders who had decided to stay in the Holy Land after the First Crusade instead of returning home.


On the advice of the princes of God’s army they vowed themselves to God’s Temple under this rule: they would renounce the world, give up personal goods, free themselves to pursue chastity, and lead a communal life wearing a poor habit, only using weapons to defend the land against the attacks of the insurgent pagans when necessity demanded.9


Simon was writing within a generation of the beginnings of the Order. His view of the Order stressed its religious nature: although the first members had been warriors, they had given up their previous lifestyle and taken vows that involved chastity and poverty. He believed that the secular nobles in the kingdom of Jerusalem advised this move, and did not refer to any involvement by the patriarch of Jerusalem.


The Anglo-Norman monk Orderic Vitalis (1075–c.1141), writing in the Norman monastery of St Évroul, recorded in the 1120s or 1130s that Count Fulk V of Anjou (d. 1143) had joined the ‘knights of the Temple’ for a while when he was on pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1120. After returning to the West he continued to pay them an annual sum of money, thirty pounds of Anjou, to support them. Orderic called the Templars venerandi milites, knights who should be held in great respect or admiration, and wrote that they devoted their lives to physical and spiritual service of God, despised all worldly things and faced martyrdom daily.10 He certainly admired them, but regarded them as very pious knights rather than as the equivalent of monks.


Orderic said nothing about how the Order began, but showed that it was in operation by 1120. Later writers’ views of the Order were influenced by a short exposition composed by Bernard, abbot of the Cistercian abbey of Clairvaux, later St Bernard (d. 1153). Written before 1136 and addressed to ‘my dearest Hugh, knight of Christ and Master of the knighthood of Christ’, this claims to be a letter of encouragement to the Brothers of the Order of the Temple written on the request of Hugh de Payns. The letter was written in Latin, which most Templars could not understand, but Bernard probably intended it to be read to them in translation. During the later trial of the Order one Brother stated that he used to own a copy of this letter. Entitled ‘In Praise of the New Knighthood’, Bernard’s letter also circulated among other religious Orders, and was copied into manuscripts owned by other religious houses – along with copies of the Latin version of the Templars’ religious rule.11
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