
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Defenders of the West

			“Defenders of the West is engaging storytelling of fascinating people and forgotten events at its best. Although anchored in arcane or archaic texts, it reads and flows like an adroitly crafted novel, buttressed by a scholarship that allows those of the past to speak for the past.”

			—Victor Davis Hanson, Martin and Illie Anderson Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution

			“Relying primarily on contemporary sources, Raymond Ibrahim vividly tells the story of ‘eight eminently violent men’ who played leading roles fighting Muslims back in the era 1100–1500, when Christianity was a ‘muscular religion.’ By recalling those exploits, the author hopes not just to pay tribute to distant accomplishments but to inspire today’s Christians again to ‘stand against Islam.’”

			—Daniel Pipes, president, Middle East Forum

			“For two decades, Raymond Ibrahim has been one of the few historians telling us the truth about Islam and its thousand-year assault on the West. With narrative force, clarity, and a command of primary sources, his new book Defenders of the West tells the story of that millennium of aggression and the heroic resistance that saved the West from its oldest enemy.”

			—Bruce S. Thornton, Research Fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution, and Executive Member of the Working Group on the Role of Military History in Contemporary Conflict

			“Military historian Raymond Ibrahim is of Egyptian origin, fluent in Arabic, and an expert on the centuries-long armed conflicts between the West and Islam.”

			—National Association of Scholars

			“In a brilliantly written and highly dramatic book, Raymond Ibrahim brings to life eight Christian heroes who stood up against evil and injustice to fight for human dignity and the Christian faith in various theatres of war. Remarkable tales from a time of massive upheaval—not unlike our own age. While the book outwardly documents a history of fierce warfare, it also manages to invoke matters of the heart that are relatable to the average reader.”

			—Hanne Nabintu Herland, African-born historian of religions and bestselling author in Norway

			“Raymond Ibrahim is a highly intelligent student of history and the civilizational warfare of Islamic jihadism.”

			—Allen West, retired U.S. Army lieutenant colonel and former Member of the U.S. House of Representatives

			“With his trademark erudition and intellectual courage, Raymond Ibrahim chronicles the exploits of eight Western Christian Defenders against Islamic imperialism, including four—Ferdinand, Hunyadi, Skanderbeg, and Vlad Țepeș—who defended or liberated their home territories from Islam. An unapologetic, pellucid reminder for our era about the necessity of standing resolute against the unprovoked aggression of Islam’s timeless institution, jihad.”

			—Andrew Bostom, MD, MS, author of The Legacy of Jihad, The Legacy of Islamic Antisemitism, and Sharia Versus Freedom

			“This exciting and very well-researched book introduces us to the lives and heroic deeds of courageous men who, against great odds, defended their people and their culture from an implacable enemy.”

			—Darío Fernández-Morera, Associate Professor Emeritus of Northwestern University, author of The Myth of the Andalusian Paradise: Muslims, Christians, and Jews Under Islamic Rule in Medieval Spain
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			To all the Past, Present, and Future Defenders of that which is Good, Right, and True.





Foreword

			by Victor Davis Hanson

			Raymond Ibrahim is well known for translating and editing the mostly unknown writings and communiques of Osama bin Laden and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri in The Al Qaeda Reader (2007). In the post-9/11 climate, Ibrahim revealed to Western readers the sharp dichotomy between the terrorists’ filtered Islamism that appeared in English, and the fiery jihadism they spoke and composed in Arabic to inflame their own constituencies.

			In the following years Ibrahim focused on yet another little known but increasingly worsening tragedy—the systematic oppression of Christian minorities throughout the Islamic world, culminating with his book, Crucified Again: Exposing Islam’s New War on Christians (2013).

			With Sword and Scimitar: Fourteen Centuries of War between Islam and the West (2018), Ibrahim offered an analysis on how and why for nearly a millennium-and-a-half, the Islamic world and the West fought so violently and seemingly endlessly—and why outmanned Western militaries in often far-off, hostile theaters were able to persevere due to superior technology, logistics, and organization. In so doing, Ibrahim was returning to the same academic focus he had over a quarter of a century earlier as a university student, when he and I first met in the mid-1990s and I eventually became his MA thesis advisor on the first major military encounter between the Christian West and Islamic East, the Battle of Yarmuk.

			Now in Defenders of the West, Ibrahim revisits these historical themes of West-East adversity. But he focuses on individuals—specifically eight important Christian warriors who fought Islamic armies in various iterations of nearly endless conflict.

			Some are familiar names, known from Hollywood epics (El Cid and Richard the Lionheart). A few survive in sensationalized form in popular culture (Vlad the Impaler, now more popularly “Dracula”). Others may be vaguely recognized by eponymous place names in America and Europe (St. Louis and San Fernando). And yet the most impressive are now mostly unknown to contemporary readers (Godfrey of Bouillon, John Hunyadi, and Skanderbeg).

			Even so, for centuries, all were canonized in the West for their largely successful roles in beating back Islamic invasions of Europe or reversing Islamic occupations of lands of the former Roman Empire, in the Iberian Peninsula, the Balkans, and the Holy Land. Such Western-centric characterizations may seem controversial today, given both the postmodern mood of Western society, the later nineteenth/twentieth century European colonial and imperial occupational presence in the Mideast and North Africa, and, more recently, the successful propaganda of radical Islamists, ranging from Osama bin Laden to Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, concerning how the West today illegitimately occupies or controls land still belonging to various caliphates and sultanates of the past.

			Ibrahim’s biographical theme is that all these quite diverse European leaders saw themselves as defenders not just of religion alone, but of a civilization antithetical to those of their enemies. In what now may seem an archaic sensibility, they were fighting for a unique way of life—or often a restoration of it—against a rising challenge completely foreign to everything in their experience, from the aspirations voiced on the Sermon of the Mount to Classical traditions of individual liberty.

			In this and past books, Ibrahim sees the strife between the West—formerly though now anachronistically called Christendom, given its widespread agnosticism and atheism—and Islam as unending. The tenets of these two religions, he posits, have for centuries been seen as incompatible, given that Western pacifism has no counterpart in the Koran and the Hadith. Yet the postmodern attractions of globalism and materialism, combined with Western-style consensual government and free-market capitalism, make it ever more difficult to convince affluent and leisured Western publics that many leaders in the Islamic world have never dropped its ancient ideas of jihad. Few now comprehend that many in the Muslim world want no part of a Westernized “end-of-history” or ecumenical vision of global harmonization. And those that do partake in Western consumer capitalism often blame the purveyors, not the consumers, of such addictive materialism.

			So, there is a political as well as historical message in these military biographies of the wartime careers of Christian resistance leaders to Islam. They were realists who saw defeat as a guarantee of extinction—and even victory as a brief reprieve against a dynamic Eastern ideology that demanded either their conversion, submission, or annihilation.

			Mutatis mutandis, Ibrahim argues that these men’s careers can still offer some guidance in a far more dangerous modern world of nuclear, biological, and economic warfare—in which the Khomeinist regime of Iran boasts of an impending nuclear destruction of democratic Israel; the moribund Islamic State and its sub-Saharan offshoots institutionalize beheadings and promise a new caliphate to launch attacks against Westerners; imams brag of demography as destiny as the European population shrinks and the Muslim immigrant community grows; and a loosely organized group of post-al-Qaeda terrorists still intimidates Western writers, film directors, journalists, and political officials to censor themselves—and others—even within their own supposedly free Western societies.

			Post-9/11 long lines at airport security checkpoints, the endemic Western fear of referring to Mohammed in the deprecatory fashion habitually accorded to Christ, and the one-way immigrations to Western nations from Muslim countries, for Ibrahim, all follow historical and predictably asymmetrical patterns. It is within this larger landscape that Ibrahim expresses sympathy for the eight defenders, whose own fierceness would today be written off by most of their Western descendants as abject fanaticism and cruelty.

			Ibrahim’s eight heroes fought in three great iterations of this perennial rivalry—the Crusades, the Reconquista, and the battles in Eastern Europe to deflect Ottoman advances—with mixed successes, given their smaller numbers, internal religious schisms, and political differences. We sometimes forget that at the high tide of the Ottoman Caliphate, Islam was imperial and for centuries mostly united. In contrast, late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe was splintered into Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism, and relied on new transatlantic exploration routes as a way of bypassing or altogether escaping rather than confronting the Ottoman threat in the east.

			The Iberian Peninsula, along with most of Eastern Europe and the Balkans, eventually reclaimed their earlier Western and Christian pedigrees, while the Middle East, after the nihilist Fourth Crusade, gradually reverted to pre-Crusader Islamism and later Ottomanization. Yet another subtext of Ibrahim’s biographies are the contributions of these little remembered leaders in leaving lasting legacies. After all, without some of them, there was no inherent reason why Muslim Albania should not have become the current model for all Eastern Europe. Why is the contemporary southern Iberian Peninsula a part of Europe rather than of Morocco? And why are there still slivers of Westernism in Lebanon and the state of Israel?

			It would be easy to caricature Ibrahim as an ideologue offering up “propaganda” to a diminishing number of Christian readers—except that he is not and for several reasons. One, he is an accomplished historian; two, he is a Coptic-Egyptian-American with long familial roots and experience in the Middle East; and, most importantly, he is a linguist. His academic training in classical and Byzantine Greek, his fluency in Arabic and deep knowledge of classical Arabic texts, and his familiarity with canonical medieval Latin chronicles have resulted in a book that cites and quotes hundreds of contemporary sources, some little known, thus allowing Ibrahim to assess secondary scholarship by firsthand knowledge of primary texts.

			Although he quotes warnings about Islamic agendas from several Western luminaries—Hilaire Belloc, Teddy Roosevelt, Winston Churchill—Ibrahim’s use of contemporary Muslim sources best characterizes the asymmetry, not just between the divergent mores of Islam and Christianity, but also in the vast differences between the freedom to criticize and the fear to dissent. If Western leaders are now embarrassed by five-hundred-year-old fiery and fierce expressions of their ancestors’ resistance to Islam, many influential Muslims still take pride in reading about the roots of their own ongoing jihad. So, from Ibrahim’s careful documentation of both primary and secondary sources, there emerges a candor about Islamic violent chauvinism. If contemporary Westerners are today ashamed of their past militarists who saw themselves as saviors of Christendom, most Muslims share no such self-doubt. Islam worries not so much over the methods of those who fought the West but far more whether the ends that justified them were achieved.

			In his concluding chapter, Ibrahim sees Western self-inquiry as a positive, but he notes that it often can devolve into license and nihilism. And in the current mood, whether in academic circles or popular culture, Western browbeating manifests itself in virtue-signaling damnation of Western civilization—while quite timidly practicing self-censorship, or keeping silent, about Islamic pathologies‚ including those, ironically, most illiberal to race and gender, diversity, equity, and inclusion.

			Again, Ibrahim is not really a polemicist; he is a historian who wishes to retell the often-forgotten military careers of an extraordinary group of great captains. He reflects many themes from his past work, including by emphasizing the dependence of Western troops on shock, technology, and the Classical military tradition, pitted against the Islamic reliance on missiles, and indirect and more mobile warfare. In his chapters on the Cid and Skanderbeg, modern readers may find incomprehensible the physical suffering, courage, and ordeal that both endured from near constant warring.

			After the failures of the Crusades to recapture Jerusalem, and the success of the Reconquista, it soon became ever more difficult to enlist papal and Western European kingdoms in the defense of Christendom. Their factionalism, their distance from Istanbul, and their growing interest in the New World diluted their attentions to the dangers threatening Eastern Europe. I once asked a middle-aged Greek friend why he harbored such hostility to Roman Catholicism and Western Europe; without hesitation he answered, “We paid the price for keeping the Turks out of Western Europe.” By “we” he meant that fellow Greeks of five hundred years past were near living entities. By “price” he inferred the now less dynamic economies of the frontline nations of Eastern Europe.

			Similarly, Ibrahim notes that many of these Christian generals are still revered in Eastern Europe, precisely because these countries have for centuries been “garrison” states, whether facing Ottoman invasions or more modern threats from imperial, communist, and now Putin’s Russia, or their sense of ingratitude or even betrayal from their Western kin. They have no margin of error in their defense calculations, given that they have always lived on the proverbial edge of Europe without a vast ocean of protection, far distant from the Americas, and more proximate to the centers of Islam. If Hungarians, Poles, Romanians, and Serbs continue to see eternal threats to their precariousness, whereas Western Europeans envision the advantages of open-borders immigration and a more diverse society, it may well be because their respective histories—and current geographies—are so different.

			In the end, Defenders of the West is engaging storytelling of fascinating people and forgotten events at its best. Although anchored in arcane or archaic texts, it reads and flows like an adroitly crafted novel, buttressed by a scholarship that allows those of the past to speak for the past. And it recaptures a mentality now long buried in the West—that its defenders never demanded perfection to justify their sacrifices, but simply trusted that their cause was far preferrable to an unendurable alternative.

			 

			Victor Davis Hanson

			The Hoover Institution, Stanford University

			December 29, 2021





 

			 

			“He that hath no sword, let him sell his garment, and buy one.”

			—Jesus Christ (Luke 22:36)

			“Like a trampled spring and a polluted well is a righteous man who gives way before the wicked.”

			—Proverb 25:26

			“Praise be the Lord my Rock. He trains my hands for war, my fingers for battle.”

			—Psalm 144:1





Introduction

			“It is especially pleasing to the living…when the deeds of brave men (particularly of those serving as soldiers of God) are either read from writings or soberly recounted from memory….”

			—Fulcher of Chartres (c. 1100)1

			To understand the nature and purpose of this book, a brief recap of its 2018 predecessor is required, for the two books very much complement one another. In keeping with its subtitle, Sword and Scimitar: Fourteen Centuries of War between Islam and the West documented the perennial conflict between the two civilizations; it showed how from its inception in the seventh century, Islam identified itself in contradistinction to Christianity—“God does not beget nor is he begotten!” the Koran thunders (112:3)2—and became the chief adversary of the West, then known as Christendom.

			Between especially the seventh and seventeenth centuries, an array of Muslim peoples (beginning with Arabs and Berbers, ending with Turks and Tatars), waged one devastating jihad after another on Christians. As a result, three-quarters of the original Christian world, including the older, richer, and more developed regions—namely, the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia Minor (now “Turkey”)—were permanently conquered and Islamized.3 Seen as the final bastion of Christianity—the final “infidel” holdout—Muslims continuously bombarded Europe, or “the West” (so named for literally being the westernmost appendage of what was once a much larger civilizational block that Islam permanently severed). In the words of Bernard Lewis,

			For almost a thousand years, from the first Moorish landing in Spain to the second Turkish siege of Vienna, Europe was under constant threat from Islam. In the early centuries it was a double threat—not only of invasion and conquest, but also of conversion…. All but the easternmost provinces of the Islamic realm had been taken from Christians…. North Africa, Egypt, Syria, even Persian-ruled Iraq, had been Christian countries, in which Christianity was older and more deeply rooted than in most of Europe. Their loss was sorely felt and heightened the fear that a similar fate was in store for Europe…. It was this fear, more than any other single factor, which led to the beginning of Arabic scholarship in Europe [in keeping with the dictum, “know your enemy”].4

			In between the millennium separating Islam’s invasions of Spain and Vienna, from 711 to 1683, virtually every corner of Europe—as far as distant Iceland—was pummeled and savaged in the name of jihad with untold millions of Europeans slaughtered or, often worse, enslaved.5 Few now can comprehend the traumatic impact this had on Europe’s development. As historian Franco Cardini puts it, “If we…ask ourselves how and when the modern notion of Europe and the European identity was born, we realize the extent to which Islam was a factor (albeit a negative one) in its creation. Repeated Muslim aggression against Europe [over the centuries]…was a ‘violent midwife’ to Europe.”6

			Nor was the United States of America spared; its very first wars as a nation—the Barbary Wars (1801–1805; 1815)—were against Muslim slavers. Years earlier, when Thomas Jefferson and John Adams met with and asked one of Barbary’s ambassadors why his coreligionists were raiding U.S. vessels and enslaving American sailors, the Muslim relied on the same exact logic that the Muslims who had savaged Europe for over a millennium had always relied on: “The ambassador answered us,” the Framers of the Constitution wrote to Congress in a letter dated March 28, 1786, “that it was founded on the laws of their Prophet, that it was written in their Koran, that…it was their right and duty to make war upon them [all non-Muslims] wherever they could be found, and to make slaves of all they could take as prisoners….”7

			This, of course, is a near perfect paraphrase of that one Koran verse most associated with jihad, 9:5: “Kill the idolaters [non-Muslims] wherever you find them—capture them, besiege them, and sit in wait for them at every place of ambush.”

			The same nineteenth century that witnessed the Barbary Wars also witnessed the meteoric rise of Western power and concomitant nose-dive of Muslim power, so that by the early twentieth century, what was once a constant threat became a forgotten nightmare. By 1922, the last standing and long moribund Islamic power—the Ottoman Empire, for centuries, the scourge of Europe—died, and Turkey became a secular republic.

			Even so, those few Europeans able to rise above the myopic triumphalism surrounding them continued to appreciate, not only the historic life and death struggle the West had experienced with Islam, but its existential and permanent nature. Writing around 1938—at the absolute peak of European power and nadir of Islamic power—European historian Hilaire Belloc (1870–1953) made the following prescient observation:

			Millions of modern people of the white civilization—that is, the civilization of Europe and America—have forgotten all about Islam. They have never come in contact with it. They take for granted that it is decaying, and that, anyway, it is just a foreign religion which will not concern them. It is, as a fact, the most formidable and persistent enemy which our civilization has had, and may at any moment become as large a menace in the future as it has been in the past…. In Islam there has been no dissolution of ancestral doctrine—or, at any rate, nothing corresponding to the universal break-up of religion in Europe. The whole spiritual strength of Islam is still present in the masses of Syria and Anatolia, of the East Asian mountains, of Arabia, Egypt and North Africa. The final fruit of this tenacity, the second period of Islamic power, may be delayed—but I doubt whether it can be permanently postponed.8

			While Belloc’s warnings were widely dismissed as hyperbolic—well into the 1970s, ivy league scholars were still convinced that Islam, like Western Christianity, had become obsolete, a mere outer trapping—today his words seem prophetic. After all, since Belloc penned them nearly a century ago, not only has the West “forgotten about Islam”; it has become sympathetic to this creed that for over a millennium terrorized and negatively impacted the West’s development.

			Conversely, not only does Islam continue to exhibit its historic hostility; it continues reasserting itself all around the world—including if not especially against the West: the Taliban, an Islamic extremist group, which the U.S. spent much by way of blood and treasure to declare victory against twenty years ago, is back in power in Afghanistan (with billions of dollars’ worth of U.S. weapons to boot); Iran, which is driven by apocalyptic visions and eschatological dreams of the jihadist kind, is close to becoming a nuclear power; millions of Muslim “refugees” are flooding the West, especially Europe, where they overtly and especially covertly continue the work of their jihadist ancestors, either by engaging in bouts of thuggery, violence, and outright terrorism or, more commonly, by subverting the continent’s identity; and Christian minorities throughout the Islamic world are being oppressed and killed in ways reminiscent of the great era of Christian persecution under Rome—though the legacy media keeps all of these inconvenient facts suppressed. Everywhere the threat is real and palpable, even as a somnolent if not comatose West slumbers on.

			The words of British statesman, Winston Churchill (1874–1965)—who once likened religiosity in Muslims to rabies in dogs9—seem pertinent here:

			[I]f you will not fight for the right when you can easily win without bloodshed; if you will not fight when your victory will be sure and not too costly; you may come to the moment when you will have to fight with all the odds against you and only a precarious chance of survival. There may even be a worse case. You may have to fight when there is no hope of victory, because it is better to perish than to live as slaves.10

			Such words underscore the grand irony: Islamic advances and Western retreats are currently happening when the West’s might vis-à-vis Islam is at an all-time high. As one historian put it back in 2006, “At a time when the military superiority of the West—meaning chiefly the USA—over the Muslim world has never been greater, Western countries feel insecure in the face of the activities of Islamic terrorists…. In all the long centuries of Christian-Muslim conflict, never has the military imbalance between the two sides been greater, yet the dominant West can apparently derive no comfort from that fact.”11

			What explains this strange and ironic dichotomy? What did the West’s past possess that its present—which seems to be far superior in every conceivable way, including militarily—does not? The answer is men who had something worth fighting for—from their faith and family, to their countries and cultures.

			And that is what this book is about: eight men who, driven by something greater than themselves, devoted much of their lives and went to great lengths—most of them died in their forties or fifties—to make a militant if not desperate stand against Islamic aggression.12 (The epic natures of their conflicts are such that, by the close of this book, the reader may well wonder why—though the Conclusion will explain precisely why—the lives of these men have not been turned into blockbuster movies.13)

			As intrinsically rewarding as it may be to read heroic biographies, focusing on and drawing lessons from heroes was, in fact, once a serious and well regarded historical endeavor. One modern school of thought maintains that “The history of the world is but the biography of great men,” to quote British philosopher of history, Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881). Much—not least much-needed inspiration—could be gained by studying these shakers and movers, argued Carlyle: “Great men, taken up in any way, are profitable company,” he wrote. “We cannot look, however imperfectly, upon a great man, without gaining something by him.”14

			This view came at a time when its antithesis—that material and economic factors were the only molders of history—was making deep inroads in the historical method. Of its practitioners—especially its chief advocate, whose name would become conflated with it, Karl Marx (1818–1883)—Carlyle was unsympathetic: “Such small critics [of great men] do what they can to promote unbelief and universal spiritual paralysis,” he charged.15 Projection explained the rejection: “No sadder proof can be given by a man of his own littleness than disbelief in great men.”

			To be sure, Carlyle and his allies did not reject the importance of material and mundane factors; rather, they likened them to “dry dead sticks,” always present, idly littering the floor until that rare man of genius or courage ignites them into an epoch-making conflagration. The British thinker wrote as much in the context of lamenting the creeping dominance of the materialist worldview of history: “I am well aware…[that] this is an age that denies great men—denies the desirableness of great men…. There is no sadder symptom of a generation than such general blindness to the spiritual lightning [individual actors], with faith only in the heap of barren dead fuel [material factors]. It is the last consummation of unbelief.”16

			Be that as it may; above and beyond the fact that this book approaches “history as biography”—the value of which is ultimately for the reader to decide—the non-biographical lessons it offers are significant.

			First, the history contained herein has been intentionally ignored or suppressed because it directly gives the lie to the popular, mainstream mantra that Islam is a perpetually “misunderstood”—including by its own practitioners—“religion of peace.” As mentioned, and as the coming pages will further demonstrate, right from Islam’s birth, Muslims and Christians became entangled in a perennial, nonstop war—punctuated only by the exigencies of realpolitik and other practical considerations that modern day academics inordinately emphasize and exploit to substantiate their pro-Islamic theses.

			The following history further demonstrates that premodern Christians understood—the educated classes explicitly, the masses implicitly or just instinctively—that, whatever their label, national designation, or temporal iteration, Islamic polities were inherently hostile. Consider how Konstantin Mihailović—a fifteenth century Serb who was forced to convert to Islam and made to fight as a slave-soldier for the Turks until he escaped—conflated the main enemies of Christendom: “the Persians, the Turks, the Tatars, the Berbers, and the Arabs; and the diverse Moors…[all] conduct themselves according to the accursed Koran, that is, the scripture of Mohammed.”17

			Another useful aspect of this book is that it offers a close and colorful look at the important differences between the Western and Islamic ways of war—elements of which are still evident today.

			Before proceeding, yet another irony concerning the West’s past and present needs accounting for: irrespective of what any professional historian thought, the eight men profiled in this book were for centuries held by their respective posterities as iconic exemplars of heroism and self-sacrifice; today, however, they are largely seen by their Western descendants as embarrassments—exemplars only of the patriarchy, “toxic masculinity,” xenophobia, and, of course, “racism.” How and why such a change came about is more fully explored in this book’s conclusion.

			For now, addressing the greatest factor behind this dramatic turn in opinion should suffice: although the Christian faith of this book’s Defenders was, as will become very clear early on, central to their desperate and defiant stance against Islam, it is precisely their descendants and coreligionists—namely, contemporary Western Christians—who are most prone to denouncing these men who fought and died for their faith as unworthy of the name “Christian.” Rather ironically, such modern day Christians fail to realize that without their ancestors’ sacrifices, they themselves would very likely be Muslims today (as most of the descendants of the once fiercely Christian Middle East, North Africa, and Turkey are today).

			One reason for this conundrum should be obvious enough: because the overwhelming majority of warfare between Islam and Western Europe occurred in the thousand years before the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, almost all18 of this book’s Defenders were adherents of the only form of Christianity then recognizable: what is today called Catholicism—that is, what is today looked upon with deep suspicion, and worse, by most Western Christians.

			Put differently, whatever improvements the Reformation may have led to, it also created a discontinuity in and—perhaps more importantly—how Christian history is understood (including against its “most formidable and persistent enemy”). Everything preceding the Reformation—meaning the first fifteen centuries of Christian history—was and often continues to be seen through a jaundiced lens, especially the notion of violence, or “holy war,” on behalf of Christendom, and those who advocated it—which naturally includes this book’s eight men.

			Worse, the evolution of Christianity from its premodern to modern to now postmodern forms has created insurmountable ruptures between the past and present that now transcend and have little to do with the traditional Catholic/Protestant divide. In other words, a great many Catholics—indeed, mainstream Catholicism itself, particularly as defined under the current pope and in keeping with the predominant “spirit of the age,” or geist—disavow their heritage and its heroes as much as if not more so than their Protestant counterparts.

			None of this, of course, tells us if these eight eminently violent men were—as some inquisitive readers may be wondering—“true” Christians. Nor, happily, is it for me to say who was or wasn’t a Christian—or “saved,” or “born again,” or had a “personal relationship with Jesus,” to use Evangelical terms the contemporary significance of which would have been unintelligible and therefore anachronistic to at least the first 1.5 millennia of Christian history. Instead, I hereby focus on those aspects of Christianity that are both answerable and germane to this book. (Incidentally and for full disclosure: I’m not now, nor have I ever been, a Catholic or a Protestant, and am merely endeavoring to call it as I see it).

			For starters, it must be understood that premodern Christianity was for at least the first three-quarters of its existence a muscular religion: not only does recorded history, including the forthcoming one, make this abundantly clear; vestiges of the “glories of Christendom” still surround us. Consider the impulse of faith that erected so many massive if not imposing cathedrals and churches all throughout Europe. Once thundering with the booming, masculine voices of confident worshippers, they are today the haunt of little old ladies lighting candles for their departed loved ones—that is, when such buildings are not actively being pawned off or donated (in the name of “Christian charity”) to Muslims who transform them into mosques.

			Much of this evolution revolves around the modern Christian penchant to “internalize” the faith and express it only in passive, never active, terms. From here, one begins to understand the modern Christian aversion to the seemingly oxymoronic notion of “Christian warriors”—an aversion that cries, “But Christians must always turn the other cheek!”

			In reality, many centuries before Islam burst onto the scene, Christian theologians had concluded that “the so called charity texts of the New Testament that preached passivism and forgiveness, not retaliation, were firmly defined as applying to the beliefs and behavior of the private person [and not the state],” to quote Crusades historian Christopher Tyerman.19 

			Christ himself—who called on his followers to render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s (Matt. 22:21)—differentiated between the social and spiritual realms. In the only recorded instance of Jesus being slapped, he did not offer his other cheek but rather challenged his slapper to explain himself (John 18:22–23). The Nazarene further praised a Roman centurion without calling on him to “repent” by resigning from one of the most brutal militaries in world history (Matt. 8: 5–13). Similarly, when a group of soldiers asked John the Baptist how they should repent, he advised them always to be content with their army wages (Luke 3:14)—and said nothing about their quitting the Roman army.

			This is because “there was no intrinsic contradiction in a doctrine of personal, individual forgiveness condoning certain forms of necessary public violence to ensure the security in which, in St. Paul’s phrase, Christians ‘may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty’ (1 Tim. 2:2).”20 Or in the words of that chief articulator of “Just War” theory, Saint Augustine (354–430), “It is the injustice of the opposing side that lays on the wise man the duty to wage war.”21 Crusades historian Jonathan Riley-Smith elaborates:

			What was evil in war itself? Augustine had asked. The real evils were not the deaths of those who would have died anyway, but the love of violence, cruelty, and enmity; it was generally to punish such that good men undertook wars in obedience to God or some lawful authority…. Expeditions to the Levant, North Africa, or the Iberian Peninsula could be justified as responses to present Muslim aggression or as rightful attempts to recover Christian territory which had been injuriously seized in the past.22

			Perhaps a more difficult idea to fathom—yet one pivotal to understanding nearly half of this book—is that premodern Christian notions of “self-defense” transcended today’s boundaries: not only were conquered territories and peoples to be liberated; so too were sacred sites. From here, one begins to appreciate why “Jerusalem and the Holy Land had a primacy of importance in medieval minds that is scarcely conceivable to moderns”—and hence why the Crusades were every bit as defensive as the wars of liberation in Spain and the Balkans were.23

			Premodern Christians were also much more familiar with and moved by the logic of righteous warfare contained in the Jewish scriptures (the Christian “Old Testament”) than their modern counterparts. In 1217, for example, a Crusades preacher paraphrased Lamentations 5:2—“Our inheritance has been turned over to strangers, our homes to foreigners”—to express Christian outrage that the Holy Land and its many sacred sites were in Muslim hands: “the Land of Promise is our inheritance and the place where Christ was buried and suffered is our home. And this inheritance is given into the hands of [Muslim] gentiles…. Now our holy inheritance is seized; the holy places are profaned; the holy cross is made a captive.”24

			In short and from the start, mainstream Christian teaching has always supported violence and war for just causes—repulsing an enemy or reclaiming conquered territory or sacred spots from him. Violence itself was always seen as a neutral means to a desired—meaning, just—end. In this light, none of this book’s eight Defenders can be accused of being “un-Christian” for their wars against Muslims, though that is, of course, the chief reason that they are. As the popular pseudo-historian Karen Armstrong once chided, “During the 12th Century, Christians were fighting brutal holy wars against Muslims, even though Jesus had told his followers to love their enemies, not to exterminate them.”25 No word, of course, that it was Muslims who had initiated these “brutal holy wars” and first began to “exterminate” Christians or that the Crusaders were trying to protect their coreligionists.

			At any rate, the point here is less about correct Christian doctrine—which one may argue has also been “reformed” in recent centuries—and more about correct Christian history. As Riley-Smith observes,

			The issue I have with these leading representatives of the consensus [that Christian “holy wars” were a betrayal of Christian teaching] relates not to their theology but to their knowledge of history, because underlying their opinions is the belief that the crusading movement was an aberration, a departure from the norm in Christian history. This is wish-fulfillment, stemming from a desire to reshape the past of one’s religion into a more acceptable form. As recently as the seventeenth century, and perhaps more recently still, most Christians—Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant—had in general no problem with the idea of holy war.26

			Indeed, virtually no major religion—apparently not even Buddhism27—has a “problem with the idea of holy war.” (Any premodern religion that might have is now naturally extinct.) As such, although the Defenders of this book fought for the historic faith of their European homeland—Christianity—people of all religions can now respect, if not draw inspiration from, the firm conviction and implacable determination that drove them to fight tooth and nail against Islamic aggression, which other non-Christian civilizations have done and continue to do.

			In short and for our purposes, any Defender who identified himself as Christian and defined his conflict with Islam as on behalf of Christianity—as did all eight men profiled in the coming pages—was, by my standards, deemed eligible for inclusion in this book on “Christian heroes.” Readers unsatisfied with such simple but ascertainable criteria are welcome to take it upon themselves to determine whether these men were “true” Christians above and beyond the facts of recorded history.

			A word on the selection process—deciding which Defenders to profile. The ultimate consideration was “innate.” I have long thought that these eight men and their wars with Islam deserve sufficient presentation. Proof of this is evident in the fact that, although it would have been more ideal to include men of widely different backgrounds, times, and places—there are, after all, nearly fourteen centuries to cull from—two of my eight selections were first cousins and another three were acquainted contemporaries.

			Despite such seeming parochialism, the general story of the eleventh to fifteenth centuries, the high age of Christian resistance, is amply told in the following pages, as all eight chapters focus on the three main theaters of war: the Holy Land (three chapters), Spain (two chapters), and the Balkans (three chapters).

			That only eight men made it through the selection process does not reflect a dearth of heroes but rather practical considerations. First, figures from before the eleventh century are generally so underrepresented in the historical record that they were disqualified from consideration. This is not to say that men such as Charles Martel, Leo III the Isaurian, and Charlemagne do not warrant inclusion, but that there is simply not enough primary source information to do them justice in a full chapter. For these and other heroes of early Christendom, readers are directed to Chapters 1–3 of Sword and Scimitar.

			Relatedly, because this book and its predecessor have such a strong synergy and affinity to one another—they are in fact best seen as companion books—those many Defenders who received adequate coverage in Sword and Scimitar were excluded from consideration: faced with a fresh blank page, I much preferred to write and offer something new rather than rehash and paraphrase something old. As such, men that might have warranted inclusion in this book but already received a fair bit of mention in Sword and Scimitar—I especially have in mind Nikephoros II Phocas, Don Juan of Austria, and Jan Sobieski—were also passed over to make room for the others.

			This leads to perhaps the primary difference between this and that book: the men who appeared in Sword and Scimitar were connected to its main theme—decisive battles. In reality, however, great heroes are defined by their courage, commitment, and self-sacrifice irrespective of actual victory on the battlefield, which, as even Carlyle acknowledged, was often a byproduct of several other factors beyond their control. As such, there is, happily, little overlap in the histories contained in these two books. For whereas Sword and Scimitar is about decisive battles, this book is about decisive men, meaning it has less to do with historical outcome and more to do with the human heart—something the West is sorely lacking these days.

			A final word on sources: The reader will quickly note that I quote liberally if not voluminously from the primary sources of history, the earliest and most original accounts written by both Christians and Muslims, most of them contemporaneous with their subjects. (Of this book’s more than twelve hundred endnote citations, the majority are primary sources.) I chose this approach for two main reasons.

			First, primary sources contain information that is, as they say, “from the horse’s mouth.” While it is true that they should not be accepted uncritically, all subsequent (“secondary”) histories must, if they wish to be taken seriously, trace back to and at least grapple with the original writings on their subjects, for that is where it all begins.

			Instead, many popular histories, documentaries, and movies, especially in the last few decades, have ignored if not downright contradicted much of what these primary sources relay. As for scholarly secondary histories, and as I for one have learned over the decades, no matter how well credentialed or esteemed a modern academic may be, their histories—and even translations and direct quotes therein—sometimes do not agree, even if in subtle but important ways, with the primary sources they purport to trace back to.28 Still more vexing is when such writers, behaving as if they are not to be questioned over trifles, do not even bother to cite their sources—the reader is to accept everything at face value, on the fallacy of authority.

			Unsuspecting readers may well assume that whatever these new histories dismiss deserves to be dismissed—being, say, an obvious byproduct of medieval superstition or propaganda unworthy of mention. All too often, however, the creators of such histories ignore or gloss over precisely those things they simply do not like, not least because they contradict the theses—that “Islam is a religion of peace” or that “the Crusades were unjust wars of European colonialism”—they may be trying to peddle.

			Moreover, because primary sources often do indeed contain information that invariably strikes the modern reader as unintelligible (and therefore better ignored without any further ado), readers have naturally become that much more receptive or susceptible to such ideologically-charged histories. After all, unlike the original sources, these revisionist histories readily comport with our preconceived paradigms; they confirm what one already “knows”—or was systematically indoctrinated into believing—and therefore require little thinking outside the box. In reality, many of the “oddities” contained in premodern histories are less indicative of untrustworthy sources and more indicative of our own idiosyncratic worldviews—epistemologies we should transcend rather than project onto or seek to understand the past through.

			One pertinent example: it has been rather difficult for some modern historians and their readers to accept what the primary sources insist on—that, over the centuries, millions of Europeans, including kings, sacrificed everything they had, including their lives, in an effort to “liberate” the tomb of their otherwise risen Lord.

			In place of this well attested motive of the Crusades, more cynical and material reasons—because they are more palatable to our cynical and material worldview—have been posited and accepted without any primary source documentation: that, for example, such Christians were really motivated by greed, xenophobia, racism, colonialism, a penchant for violence and conquest, and so on and so forth. But as Crusades historian Thomas Madden writes,

			It is easy enough for modern people to dismiss the Crusades as morally repugnant or cynically evil. Such judgments, however, tell us more about the observer than the observed. They are based on uniquely modern (and, therefore, Western) values. If, from the safety of our modern world, we are quick to condemn the medieval Crusader, we should be mindful that he would be just as quick to condemn us. Our infinitely more destructive wars waged for the sake of political and social ideologies would, in his opinion, be lamentable wastes of human life. In both societies, the medieval and the modern, people fight for what is most dear to them. That is a fact of human nature that is not so changeable.29

			It is for all these reasons and more that I have opted to rely on a (possibly inordinate) amount of both Christian and Muslim primary sources and quotes30—to capture the original context as much as possible. This decision was not taken lightly. It is, after all, much easier for an author to put things in—not to mention make them more engaging by using—his own words. Even so, I expect that my primary-source heavy approach is in the best interest of the reader (whom I for one do not expect to “take my word” on anything).

			
			
		

		




Chapter 1

			Duke Godfrey: Defender of Christ’s Sepulchre

			“Allah Akbar…was no longer heard in the city. It was replaced by the returning sounds of ‘Christ conquers, rules, and commands.’”

			—Ursinus, a First Crusader1

			“The Lord bestowed on you, Duke Godfrey, the highest reward, the rule of the city. But not for long did you discharge this function, for by nature’s command you passed away. With the sun arising under Leo’s sign, you, happy, arose to Heaven with Michael [the Archangel] coming to meet you.”

			—Fulcher of Chartres2

			Beginning in the fourth century, when the Roman Empire started to Christianize, Jerusalem—where Christ was crucified, buried, and resurrected—took on great importance and became the center of pilgrimage. In the 330s, Constantine the Great ordered the construction of the Holy Sepulchre, a massive temple complex over the site of Christ’s burial; and the True Cross, believed to consist of fragments of the instrument of execution, was unearthed. Both would take on great importance for Christendom and shape the course of this book.

			Precisely three hundred years after Constantine’s death in 337, the Arabs, who had recently unified under the banner of Islam, conquered Jerusalem from the Eastern Roman Empire in 637. Thereafter, the Christians of the Holy Land were, “generation after generation,”3 persecuted, “to the point of slaughter and destruction, suffered at the hands of Muslim rulers.”4

			Not every Muslim leader was committed to the destruction of churches and persecution of Christians; some were more pragmatic, leaving dhimmis alone on payment of jizya and acceptance of social inferiority.5 That said, and as in other Muslim-occupied territories, whether the next ruler would be “radical” or “moderate”—to use an anachronistic but familiar dichotomy—was always a coin flip away. As for the Muslim populace, then as now, mobs were always ready to rise against and plunder Christians under any pretext.

			Even the Holy Sepulchre, Christendom’s most sacred church, was not spared. In 936, “the Muslims in Jerusalem made a rising and burnt down the Church…which they plundered, and destroyed all they could of it,” records one Muslim chronicler. Similarly, in 1009, Fatimid Caliph Hakim bi-Amr Allah (r. 996–1021) ordered one of his officials “to destroy the [Sepulchre] church and have the people plunder it so thoroughly all traces of it were obliterated. He did exactly that.”6 Such wanton vandalism “plunged the entire church and the city of Rome into deep grief and distress,” to quote the pope of the time, Sergius IV (d. 1012). Not content, Hakim further ordered the destruction of, according to Muslim accounts, some thirty thousand churches throughout Egypt and Greater Syria.7

			Although a much smaller church was rebuilt over the Sepulchre of Christ in 1048—subsequent Muslim rulers preferred the vast revenues raised by Christian pilgrimages to the destruction of yet another “infidel” church—it too remained under threat. As William of Tyre (1130–1186), an important Crusades chronicler born and raised in the Holy Land, writes, when the Muslims “desired to exact anything by force from either the patriarch or the people, any delay in rendering obedience was immediately followed by the threat that the church would be pulled down.”8

			Around the same time the Sepulchre was being rebuilt, the Seljuk Turks rose to power in Afghanistan and eastern Iran in the 1040s, occupied Baghdad in 1055—keeping the Abbasid caliphs as figureheads—and continued marching westward into Syria. No other Muslim peoples would come to spearhead the jihad as the Turks had; both friend and foe attest to their martial prowess and religious zeal. As Bernard Lewis writes, “the converted Turks sank their national identity in Islam as the Arabs and Persians had never done.” Accordingly, “under Turkish influence, Islam regained the zeal of the early Arab conquests and reopened holy war against its Christian foes on a significant scale.”9

			Matters went from bad to worse for the people of the ancient Christian region of Asia Minor—the future “Turkey”—particularly those on its easternmost edge, where the Turks first began to invade, namely, the Armenians. Hundreds of thousands of these Christians were either massacred or enslaved; and thousands of churches were torched or transformed into mosques. The pivotal moment came in 1071, after the decisive Turkish victory over the Eastern Roman Empire at Manzikert, which opened the rest of the Anatolian plain to Turkic Islam. Then, the Seljuk sultan, Muhammad bin Dawud Chaghri (“Alp Arslan”) called on his followers to run “through the countryside day and night, slaying the Christians and not sparing any mercy on the Roman nation.” Eagerly they obliged and penetrated westward; as a result, “cities were obliterated, lands were plundered, and the whole of Rhomaioi [Anatolia] was stained with Christian blood,” writes the Eastern Roman princess, Anna Komnene.10 “All that was left were devastated fields, trees cut down, mutilated corpses and towns driven mad by fear or in flames.”11 Like the Armenians before them, hundreds of thousands of Anatolian, Greek-speaking Christians were massacred, enslaved, or compelled to convert to Islam (this latter point was recently confirmed by DNA studies12).

			Anna’s father, Emperor Alexios I Komnenos (r.1081–1118) recounted his people’s travails in a letter addressed to his friend, “Count [Robert] of Flanders and to all the princes of the whole kingdom, lovers of the Christian faith.” In it, he lamented “how hard the most holy Roman Christian Empire is being pressed” by the Turks, “pillaged daily and constantly raided, with Christians being murdered and mocked in various indescribable ways.”

			Not only did the Muslim invaders “defile the holy places in innumerable ways, and destroy them,” continued the emperor, but they would “circumcise Christian boys and youths above Christian baptismal fonts, pour the blood from the circumcision into the fonts in mockery of Christ, force them to urinate on it, and then drag them round the church and force them to blaspheme the name and faith of the Holy Trinity. Those who refuse are subjected to various punishments and eventually killed.”13 As for Christian women,

			[The Muslim invaders] took virgins and made them public prostitutes…. Mothers were violated in the presence of their daughters, raped over and over again by different men, while their daughters were compelled, not only to watch, but to sing obscene songs and to dance. Then they changed places, and the suffering, which is painful and shameful to speak of, was inflicted upon the daughters, while the filthy activity was adorned by the obscene songs of the unfortunate mothers…. When the female sex was not spared (an action which might be excused since it is at least in accord with nature), they became worse than animals, breaking all human laws by turning on men. Their lust overflowed to the point that the execrable and profoundly intolerable crime of sodomy, which they committed against men of middle or low station, they also committed against a certain bishop, killing him.14

			Things fared little better in the Holy Land. Jerusalem’s Christians “endured far greater troubles [under the Turks],” writes William of Tyre, “so that they came to look back upon as light the woes which they had suffered under the yoke of the Egyptians [Fatimids] and Persians [Abbasids]…. Death threatened them every day and, what was worse than death, the fear of servitude, harsh and intolerable, ever lowered before them.”15 William proceeds to offer a typical example:

			Even while they were in the very act of celebrating the holy rites, the [Turkish] enemy would violently force an entrance into the churches which had been restored and preserved with such infinite difficulty [since being destroyed earlier under the Egyptians and Persians]. Utterly without reverence for the consecrated places, they sat upon the very altars and struck terror to the heart of the worshipers with their mad cries and whistlings. They overturned the chalices, trod underfoot the utensils devoted to the divine offices, broke the marble statues and showered blows and insults upon the clergy. The Lord Patriarch then in office was dragged from his seat by hair and beard and thrown to the ground…. Again and again he was seized and thrust into prison without cause. Treatment fit only for the lowest slave was inflicted upon him in order to torture his people, who suffered with him as with a father.16

			Nor were European pilgrims to Jerusalem spared: “As the Turks were ruling the lands of Syria and Palestine, they inflicted injuries on Christians who went to pray in Jerusalem, beat them, pillaged them, [and] levied the poll tax [jizya],” writes Michael the Syrian (b.1126). Moreover, “every time they saw a caravan of Christians, particularly of those from Rome and the lands of Italy, they made every effort to cause their death in diverse ways.”17

			It was in this abysmal context that, at the Council of Clermont on November 27, 1095, Pope Urban II called for what came to be known as the First Crusade. After describing to the assembled lords and nobles the plight of Eastern Christendom under Islam, he cried, “who is to repair this damage, if you do not do it?…. Rise up and remember the manly deeds of your ancestors, [including] the prowess and greatness of Charlemagne.…”18

			For the martial knights of the West, hearing of the aforementioned Muslim atrocities against Christendom was intolerable. Thus, when Urban concluded by calling on them to undertake an armed pilgrimage to Jerusalem—with the twin goals of defending fellow Christians and liberating the Sepulchre of Christ—with one voice, all in assembly cried out, “God wills it!” Thereafter, and in the words of the contemporary Armenian chronicler, Matthew of Edessa (c.1075–1144):

			[A]ll the peoples of Italy and Spain, right up to the confines of Africa, and even the distant Frankish nation, began to move and surged forth in a formidable and immense throng; they were very much like…the sands of the seas which are beyond the mind’s calculation…. [T]he noblemen of the Frankish nation rose up and came forth. Each of them came with his troops to aid the Christians, to deliver the holy city of Jerusalem from the infidels, and to free the holy sepulcher…from the hands of the Muslims; they were illustrious men of royal blood, endowed with piety and faith, and brought up in the practice of good works. Here are the names of these Franks.19

			First to be named in Matthew’s list is “Godfrey, a mighty man from the lineage of the Roman emperors.”20

			Godfrey of Bouillon

			Godfrey of Bouillon—widely known in the sources simply as “the Duke”—was born around 1060 in territory that is now part of northeast France or Belgium. Of Germanic stock and maternally descended from Charlemagne and Charles “the Hammer” Martel—both scourges of Islam—he was fluent in eleventh century German and French. The second of three sons (Eustace the eldest, Baldwin the youngest) he was born to Eustace II of Bouillon, one of the most important vassals of the king of France, and Ida, daughter of Godfrey III, the duke of lower Lorraine, whom Godfrey was named after. When he was about six, his father fought alongside William the Conqueror at the battle of Hastings. His mother, who was known for her piety and funding monasteries, “took the best care of her children, nursing them herself lest they be contaminated by evil influences.”21

			Like all future knights, Godfrey began military training before the age of ten. His days were spent learning how to fight, including on horseback.22 When he was sixteen, German chronicler Lambert of Hersfeld, then aged forty-eight, described Godfrey as “an energetic young man, very eager for military action.”23

			Of his appearance on reaching manhood, William of Tyre gives the following description: “He was tall of stature, not extremely so, but still taller than the average man. He was strong beyond compare, with solidly built limbs and stalwart chest. His features were pleasing, his beard and hair of a medium blond.”24 Robert the Monk (1055–1122), a contemporary, adds that “Godfrey was handsome, of lordly bearing, eloquent, [and] of distinguished character.”25 William of Tyre continues:

			He was a man of deep religious character, devout and God-fearing, merciful and just…. He scorned the vanity of the world, a trait rare at his time of life, and especially in one belonging to the military profession. He was constant in prayer, assiduous in good works, and noted for his liberality…. In the use of arms and in the practice of military tactics he was, in the judgment of all, without a peer.26

			Even those biographers who may have had reason to downplay Godfrey in favor of their own subjects—such as Ralph of Caen (1080–1120), a Norman friend and biographer of another First Crusader, Tancred—confirm that Godfrey was known for “many virtues,” including “charity to the poor, mercy to wrongdoers, humility, clemency, sobriety, justice and chastity. In fact, the Duke demonstrated more of the qualities of a monk than he did of a soldier. However, he was not less experienced in secular virtues. He knew how to wage war.… As a youth, he was first or among the first in learning to kill the enemy.” Godfrey was, in short, “a man totally devoted to war and God.”27

			Although he possessed all the qualities of a natural born leader, in this era of primogeniture, his elder brother, Eustace, inherited all of their father’s holdings. However, their maternal uncle, Godfrey IV, duke of the Lower Lorraine, who had no children, took a liking to his young namesake and designated him his heir. In 1089, when Godfrey was about twenty-nine, he became the Duke of the Lower Lorraine, an especially important duchy that buffered between Germany and France.

			The Duke’s renown spread well before the First Crusade. Once, for example, another noble voiced a territorial grievance against him before Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV, and demanded single combat to resolve the matter. Godfrey preferred a more amicable resolution, but the other insisted and the emperor decreed it. During their battle, Godfrey broke his sword at the hilt from an especially powerful blow to his opponent’s shield, so that “barely half a foot beyond the hilt remained in his hand.” Seeing this disadvantage, the nobles called for a truce and pled with the emperor to stop the duel and settle on a compromise, at which point “the duke declared positively that he declined to take advantage of the efforts of the would-be peacemakers, and with determined obstinacy returned to the field to renew the combat” with naught but a broken blade. His properly armed opponent renewed the duel with increased ferocity. “Urged on by anger” at the other’s lack of honor, Godfrey “rushed forward with the hilt of his broken sword in his hand and dealt his adversary such a mighty blow on the left temple that he was thrown half dead to the ground.” The duke cast aside his broken sword, picked up his vanquished enemy’s weapon, and stood over him. Instead of exacting vengeance, however, he again suggested that a peaceful compromise be reached so that his opponent might be spared an “ignominious death,” and it was so granted.28

			Despite his own chivalrous nature in times of peace, once all-out war was declared, Godfrey was brutally fierce. After writing that the Duke gave “the impression of being a monk rather than a soldier,” Robert the Monk adds, “However, when he realized that the enemy was at hand and battle imminent…he feared the attack of no man. What breastplate or shield could withstand the thrust of his sword?”29 (As shall be seen, this last assertion manifested itself in an especially dramatic anecdote before the walls of Antioch.)

			One anecdote preceding the First Crusade is especially telling: when the emperor chose Godfrey as leader of an expedition against Rudolph, the so-called “pseudo king” of the Great Saxon Revolt (1077–1088), Godfrey “very reluctantly and unwillingly accepted” the eagle from the hands of Henry IV and did as he was bid. During battle, Godfrey forcefully broke through the lines of the enemy and “before the very eyes of the emperor and some of his nobles, the duke plunged the standard which he was bearing into the heart of the king [Rudolph]. Then throwing the lifeless body on the ground, Godfrey again raised aloft the imperial standard, all stained with the blood of the king.”30

			Six years after this fierce display, in 1095, came Urban’s call from Clermont. Earlier, Godfrey had once declared, “What assistance, fellow warriors, can we hope for from God, we who, while His churches are perishing, not only do not come to their defense, but do not even put forward any word of objection?”31 Considering this sentiment, the thirty-five-year-old duke was among the first nobles to take the cross; his brothers, Eustace and Baldwin, joined him. The religious fervor of their mother, whose “teachings seem to have had a lifelong influence” on the brothers, was especially instrumental in their joining the First Crusade.32

			Before setting out, the brothers “made a series of unusually rich donations to different churches and religious houses between 1090 and 1096.”33 To help fund their Crusade, they sold or mortgaged much of their lands and properties, often cheaply; this included Godfrey’s castle of Boullion, founded by Charles Martel. According to a charter from 1096 recording Godfrey’s and Baldwin’s land donations to the abbey of Nivelles, the brothers did all this, “moved by the hope of an eternal inheritance and by love, [and] are preparing to fight for God in Jerusalem [after having] sold and relinquished all their things.”34

			Finally, on August 15, 1096, Godfrey, at the head of eighty thousand Crusaders—ten thousand knights and seventy thousand infantry, most of whom were Germanic and drawn from the regions of Belgium, Luxemburg, northern France, and the Lower Rhine—set off for Constantinople, the gateway to Muslim-held Asia Minor and thence to Jerusalem. He also “led with him in his train monks from well-regulated cloisters, religious men notable for their holy lives. During the entire pilgrimage, at the regular hours, night and day, these monks celebrated the divine offices for him after the custom of the church.”35

			There were, of course, other “great and distinguished men,” who, “voluntarily embracing poverty, left fatherland, relations, friends, and extensive ancestral estates to follow Christ,” writes William of Tyre.36 These included the other well-known leaders of the First Crusade: Hugh the Great, younger brother of Philip I, king of the Franks; Robert, Duke of Normandy and eldest son of William the Conqueror; Robert II, Count of Flanders, recipient of the aforementioned letter from Emperor Alexius; Bohemond, a giant Norman imbued “with every warlike attribute”; and Raymond IV, Count of Toulouse, leader of the Provençal contingent, a wealthy magnate experienced in war against the Muslims of Spain.37

			Godfrey was among the first lords to arrive with his army at Constantinople in late 1096 (not counting the rag tag participants of the “People’s Crusade,” who had arrived a few months earlier). Alexius would not open the way to Godfrey or any other leader until they took an oath to return to him any formerly Eastern Roman cities they might reconquer from the Turks. In exchange, the emperor would offer his support, provide them with food and supplies, and ferry them into Anatolia.

			When that old Norman enemy of Alexius, Bohemond I—who was still smarting from his loss against the emperor’s forces at Larissa in the region of Thessaly thirteen years earlier—sent a message to dissuade Godfrey from cooperating with the emperor until he arrived so they could both wage war on him, the Duke, according to the oldest account of the First Crusade, the Gesta Francorum (c. 1100), written by someone attached to Bohemond’s army, “replied that neither for gain nor for the destruction of Christians had he left his country and kindred, but, rather, in the name of Christ to pursue the way to Jerusalem.”38 Or, in Godfrey’s own words in another version: “I shrink from turning against a Christian people the arms which are pledged to combat the infidel.”39

			After the emperor and Crusaders came to terms, Godfrey was the first to leave Constantinople and enter into the lion’s den—Asia Minor, which for decades had been ravaged and conquered by the Turks. On landing in Nicomedia in early May 1097 and realizing that there were no routes sufficient to support the massive army following him, he “sent ahead three thousand men with axes and swords to cut and clear” a road to Nicaea. Though they “sweated blood” in the effort, they succeeded and “cut a road through a very narrow and very great mountain,” says the Gesta Francorum. Then they fixed “iron and wooden crosses on posts, so that the pilgrims would know the way.”40

			The Siege of Nicaea

			By May of 1097, the entire Crusader army—or rather armed pilgrimage, which by now consisted of some six hundred thousand people, women and children included—reached and surrounded Nicaea, site of Christendom’s first ecumenical council (325 AD), where the Nicean Creed, still professed by all major Christian denominations, was articulated. Now capital of the Seljuk sultanate and occupied by the enemies of the cross, the Crusaders put it to siege on May 14.

			Although the besiegement was brutal, the Turks held their own; from their high walls, the Muslims “shouted their war-like battle-cry in the horrible tones of their language”—shrill, jihadist cries such as “Allahu Akbar!” were still indecipherable for early chroniclers—and “fired poisoned arrows so that even those lightly wounded met a horrible death,” writes Guibert of Nogent (b.1055).41 Moreover, in order to defend their walls from being “struck and shaken repeatedly by the battering ram, the Turks created a combustible mixture and poured it over the walls, which torched the battering ram.”42 Smoke and fire rose as the siege went on for weeks.

			During this time, a certain Turk, described as a ferocious giant of “most warlike spirit,”43 wreaked havoc among the Christians with his bow—all while hurling taunts and blasphemies. “In this impudent manner, he was raging along that section of the wall which the duke and his cohorts were attacking” and “Godfrey could not endure this ignominy. He took a heavy bow, sought a suitable position, and directed his aim so accurately that the weapon pierced the vitals of that miscreant and he fell lifeless to the ground.”44

			On May 20, the Seljuk sultan, Kilij Arslan, appeared with a massive Muslim army to deliver Nicaea, his capital. A wild battle ensued. “Duke Godfrey and Bohemond,” writes the chief biographer and near contemporary of the duke, Albert of Aachen (1060–1120),45 “did not curb their horses but…flew in the midst of the enemy, piercing some with lances, unsaddling others, and all the while urging on their allies, encouraging them with manly exhortations to slaughter the enemy. There was no small clash of spears there, no small rings of swords and helmets heard in this conflict of the war, no small destruction of Turks….”46

			But it was the greater force of the Crusader army under the command of Raymond of Toulouse with aid from Robert of Flanders that gave the Muslim army its death stroke.47 “The Arabs, Persians, and ferocious Turks soon fled,” concludes Guibert of Nogent: “It was a rout…. Prodigious was the slaughter of the fleeing army…. From the third until the ninth hour the destruction, or rather Arabian slaughter, of this battle raged.”48

			Having butchered countless Muslims, the bloodstained knights resumed the siege of Nicaea. As a material reminder for its inhabitants not to hope for deliverance from their coreligionists, the Crusaders “lobbed the severed heads of the slaughtered Turks from their throwing-machines and catapults into the city.”49

			Another reason fueled this tactic. Earlier, on first landing in Nicomedia, the Crusaders had encountered a horrific sight: “a mountain of considerable height and depth and width,” to quote Anna Komnene, made up entirely of the bones and decapitated heads of the participants of the People’s Crusade—peasant men, women, and children who had impatiently crossed into Anatolia without waiting for the professional Crusaders. Kilij Arslan’s forces had ruthlessly fallen upon and slaughtered them.50

			Others, the Crusaders learned, were ritually tortured and decapitated for refusing to renounce Christ and embrace Muhammad. The fate of those kept alive—as usual, the young and comely—was even worse: “[They] were given away as gifts, while others were sold outright,” writes Guibert. “[T]hey would endure wretched slavery under the worst masters imaginable. They underwent a torture much longer than that endured by those whose heads were severed swiftly by the sword.”51

			If the same Turks now holed up in Nicaea had laughed then—having annihilated the indigenous Christian population of Anatolia, European peasants had willingly marched into their hands for the same treatment—they were certainly not laughing now, as the heads of their coreligionists rained down on them from the hands of Europe’s warrior aristocracy.

			Some weeks later, on June 19, 1097, the Turks—these longtime scourges of Eastern Christendom—surrendered Nicaea, on condition that they capitulate, not to the heavily armored newcomers from the West who had so terrorized them, but to Emperor Alexios, who had followed the Crusaders with his own army.

			The Battle of Dorylaeum

			The Crusaders resumed their march southward through Anatolia, even as Sultan Kilij Arslan, “mindful of the injury done him, constantly brooded…. With all his heart he yearned to retaliate” and “lay an ambush for his foe.”52 He got his chance at Dorylaeum, where the Crusader army divided its forces to better forage during their march.

			On July 1, 1097, Bohemond’s small force beheld some thirty thousand mounted Muslims flying towards them while “shrieking heaven knows what barbarisms in loud voices.”53 Along with these hysterical cries of “Allahu Akbar,” which “seemed to rise to the skies,” was the “clang of armor, the neighing of horses, the trumpet’s blast,” and “the awe-inspiring roll of the drum”—all of which “struck terror to the hearts of the [Christian] legions, unaccustomed as they were to such a scene.”54 Intent on annihilating the insolent infidels, the Turks let loose a torrent of arrows, killing hundreds. On getting closer, they targeted the weak and even “slaughtered mothers with their children.”55

			Bohemond instantly dispatched a quick rider to inform the other leaders that “what they want is now here: come quickly.” Godfrey and his men were first to the rescue and “wondered where in the world such an infinite number of people had come from. Turks, Arabs, and Saracens stood out among the others.” The Duke and other leaders exhorted their men to fear only God, not “this pile of husks,”56 whereupon “the Christians with unwonted energy made a furious attack upon the foe with swords.”57 Even as “the Duke pressed and pursued the Turkish battle line”—and despite the “carnage” created among the Muslims—“like the regenerating heads of the Hydra, where a few fell, countless others took their place.”58

			After much bloodshed on both sides, Christian heavy cavalry charges eventually “broke up the battle lines of the infidels and put them to flight with dreadful slaughter.”59 All the chroniclers indicate that Godfrey fought with distinction; the Gesta Francorum simply says he was “reckless”—a word with no pejorative connotation then—“and brave.”60

			In the gory aftermath, four thousand Christians were massacred, including nobles, such as Tancred’s brother, William, a “youth of more than usual promise.” Tancred himself—who was seen in the thick of battle “hurling destruction upon the enemy”—nearly died, “when he was forcibly rescued in spite of himself by the efforts of [his uncle] Bohemond.” As for the Muslims, about three thousand were killed, “including Arabs, Turks, [and] Persians.”61

			Not only was Dorylaeum the first pitched battle between the Crusaders and Turks, it was also where the Europeans first truly experienced the Turkic way of war. Unlike their heavily armored Christian counterparts, the Turkish army consisted primarily of light cavalry. It would gallop around, always avoiding what the Crusaders sought and excelled at—cavalry charges and close combat—and let fly volley after volley of arrows (regularly described in both Muslim and Christian sources as blotting out the sun) that would kill or incapacitate their enemy (sources tell of Crusaders looking like “hedgehogs” or found dead with forty arrows protruding).62 Finally, when the time was right, the Turkish horsemen would go for the kill, that is, when their enemy’s army was disunited.63

			After Dorylaeum, the Crusaders marched largely unopposed for three months. Rather than confront them again, the Turks turned to more ignoble tactics. “We have defeated the Christian armies and deprived them of all desire for combat,” they told other Muslim-controlled fortresses on the Crusaders’ route: “Therefore let us into your cities, and welcome gratefully those who go to such lengths to protect you.” Once inside, they “stripped the churches,” plundered whatever was valuable, and “abducted the sons of Christians as slaves, and consigned to the flames other things that were less useful, constantly in fear of our [men] coming up behind them,” writes Guibert.

			“Afterward, in searching for the infidels through pathless solitudes,” the chronicler continues, “our men entered a deserted, pathless, waterless land, from which the pitiful men emerged scarcely alive. They suffered from hunger and thirst; nothing edible could be found…. [M]any noble knights died there.”64

			Thus where the Turks failed, mortality triumphed. Once proud knights were seen “smashing their fists, tearing their hair, begging for the relief of death” as a result of thirst, starvation, disease, exhaustion, and delirium.65 Many died; some deserted; others persisted to the bitter end. Fulcher of Chartres (1059–1127), an important chronicler and participant of the First Crusade, summarizes how this once massive army of six hundred thousand was decimated: “[S]ome, refusing hardships, had returned to their homes…. Others, going on with us, though weak, died…. You could see the many cemeteries where our pilgrims were buried along the footpaths, on the plains, and in the woods.”66

			On Bears and Forbearance

			During this trying time, the Crusaders passed through the wild and mountainous region of Pisidia. In an effort to help alleviate the people’s suffering, a number of knights put aside their armor, took up bow and arrow, and entered the dense woods in search of game. During this hunt, Godfrey heard a roar that “roused all the forest and mountains…so that all who were able to hear it wondered.”67 Quickly galloping to it, the Duke saw an “enormous” bear—a man-eater, as later confirmed by locals—chasing a bloodied pilgrim:

			Ever full of sympathy for his brethren, he quickly rushed to the assistance of the sufferer. As soon as the beast caught sight of the duke, who was in the act of raising his sword to strike, it at once spurned its former victim and hurled itself with teeth and claws upon the braver foe. His horse was seriously wounded; nevertheless, the duke, now necessarily on foot, attacked the bear with his sword. The beast, roaring horribly, met him with open jaws.68

			As the animal charged, “the duke drove it back with his sword” and, as he was known for powerful strokes, “endeavored with all his might to give it a deadly thrust.” The bear avoided the swing, knocked Godfrey down, threw its mammoth weight on and pinned him under it and “wasted no time before tearing his throat with its teeth.” During this life-and-death struggle, the Duke, “lamenting that he who had up to now escaped splendidly from all danger was about to be choked by this bloodthirsty beast in an ignoble death, recovered his strength” and tried to deal another desperate sword swing; but, being smothered by the overbearing bear and with no room to maneuver, he instead “mutilated the calf and sinews of his own leg with a serious cut.”69

			Despite the excruciating pain, Godfrey “clung to his sword, and, as he was a man of great strength, he seized the monster with his left hand and with the right plunged the sword up to the hilt in the side of the struggling beast.” Simultaneously, a knight who had heard the commotion rode to and also smote the bear, which finally expired.

			The Duke fared little better and “lay on the ground, so weakened by loss of blood that he could not rise,” including from a ruptured artery.70 His near-lifeless and mutilated body was carried back to camp, whence loud wails erupted. At least the emaciated pilgrims had the bear’s carcass to feast on, “saying that they had never seen anything like it in size.”71

			The Crusaders eventually began to receive succor from an unexpected source: the indigenous Christians, primarily Syrians and Armenians, who marveled at the sight of their armor-clad coreligionists. “When we passed by the villages of the Armenians,” wrote Fulcher of Chartres, “it was astonishing to see them advancing towards us with crosses and standards, kissing our feet and our garments most humbly for love of God, because they had heard that we would defend them from the Turks under whose yoke they had been oppressed for a long time.”72

			Similarly, when Godfrey’s younger brother set off for Edessa, and because the “Christian cultivators of the land abhorred the overlordship of the [Muslim] infidels, as soon as Baldwin entered the region they turned over the fortified places to him.”73 Some indigenous Christians even rose up against their Muslim masters, as when the Crusaders arrived before the city of Artah:

			The Armenian citizens, whom those same Turks had long oppressed with slavery and who were with them within those same defenses, called to mind the injustices which they had borne from those same Turks for a long time—the rape of their wives and daughters; the other crimes they committed; the levying of unjust tributes [jizya]—and now, relying on the arrival and support of the [Western] Christians, they attacked the Turks and killed them with the sword’s edge, they cut off their heads and threw them from the windows and the walls, and, opening the city gates to their Christian brothers, they delivered it up safe by the massacre of the gentiles.74

			The Siege of Antioch

			By October 1097, the Crusaders were at and besieging the walls of Antioch, one of ancient Christendom’s greatest cities—where the word “Christian” itself was coined (Acts 11:26). Even when “all the East was shaken and the successors of Muhammad were subjugating by force entire provinces to their impious superstition and perverse dogma,” William of Tyre explains, Antioch had “as long as possible refused to bear the domination of an infidel nation,” that is, until its capture by the Turks in 1084.75

			Now, more than a decade later, its indigenous Christians were much oppressed by their Turkish master, Yaghi-Siyan, who had demanded more jizya payments, launched sporadic persecutions, forced Christians to convert to Islam, and converted Antioch’s main cathedral into a horse stable.76

			Moreover and “Alas!”—to quote Fulcher of Chartres—“How many Christians, Greeks, Syrians, and Armenians, who lived in the city, were killed by the maddened Turks,” once the Crusaders arrived. “With the Franks looking on, they threw outside the walls the heads of those killed, with their catapults and slings. This especially grieved our people.”77

			But the Crusaders were a different breed of Christian than the Muslims were accustomed to. Far from being cowed by these macabre missiles, they responded in like manner by catapulting into the city the decapitated heads of several Turks they had fought and killed before its walls; other Muslims were “impaled upon stakes and set up before the city.”78

			But Antioch was not Nicaea; founded on the mountainous slopes of the Orontes Valley and surrounded by walls with four hundred towers, it would not fall so easily, and the siege dragged on for months. At one point, Count Raymond and Bohemond led their men to the port of Saint Simeon to bring hired workers to help build a tower near and thus blockade the Bridge Gate, the only exit from Antioch to the Orontes River. While returning around March 7, a Turkish ambush routed and massacred a thousand of these Crusaders.79 The news reached and stunned Godfrey—who finally reappears in the sources having “recover[ed] fully from the serious illness which had long troubled him, the result of the wound which he had suffered from a bear.”80

			As they hurried back to Antioch, Bohemond and Raymond sent another swift messenger ahead of them to advise Godfrey, who was stationed by the Bridge Gate, to withdraw and so avoid the enemy’s onslaught. The hitherto convalescent Duke ignored the advice, for he was “unafraid and thirsting for revenge for the destroyed Christians, and he refused absolutely to move from there or to desert this place out of any fear, but he declared with an oath that either he would today ascend the mountain [near the Bridge Gate] on which the fortress had been built, or he would lose his life with his men on that same mountain.”81

			Godfrey arrayed his forces in battle line formations, even as hordes of Turks arrived and poured out of Antioch, with the other Crusaders coming behind them. Before engaging the enemy, he likely harangued his men with words similar to those he had used earlier against the Turks:

			We are followers of the living God and Lord Jesus Christ, for whose name we serve as soldiers. [The Muslim] men are gathered in their own strength; we are gathered in the name of God. Let us trust in his favour and not hesitate to attack the wicked and unbelieving foe, because whether we live or die we are the Lord’s.82

			A great battle of wrath ensued, replete with “such clashing of arms and ringing of gleaming swords, such neighing of horses and tumult of shouting men….”83 Godfrey managed to “cut off many heads there, even though they were helmeted,” writes Albert of Aachen, adding for the incredulous that “this is said by those who were present and saw it with their own eyes.”84

			The duke further “performed there a famous deed worthy of remembrance forever,” adds Robert the Monk—“a feat which rendered him illustrious in the eyes of the entire army.” During the carnage, a Turkish chieftain, “bolder than the rest, unusually heavily built and of greater strength…saw the Duke savaging his men mercilessly.”

			[So the Muslim] urged his horse towards him with bloodstained spurs, and lifting his sword high, he sliced through the whole shield of the Duke, which he held above his head. If the Duke had not parried the blow with the boss of the shield and twisted over to the other side, he would have paid the debt of death…. The Duke, ablaze with furious anger, prepared to return the blow and thus aimed for his neck. He raised his sword and plunged it into the left side of his shoulder blades with such force that it split the chest down the middle, slashed through the spine and vital organs and, slippery with blood, came out unbroken above the right leg. As a result, the whole of the head and the right side slipped down into the water, whilst the part remaining on the horse was carried back into the city. All those inside rushed together to see this horrible sight, and were struck with amazement, panic and fear, overcome with terror; here there were screams like those of a woman in labor, their voices raised in misery, because he had been one of their emirs.85

			The terrified Muslims retreated back to Antioch and unleashed a “hailstorm of missiles and arrows” directly onto Godfrey, but he successfully absconded.86 It was a great victory and allowed the Christians to tighten the noose around the city, which, nonetheless, continued to hold out.

			During this time, and although the Fatimids of Egypt and the Turks of Asia had been warring enemies when the Crusaders arrived, the Fatimids sent a delegation to chide the Europeans before the walls of Antioch. Their Egyptian masters, the emissaries said, were “amazed that you should seek the Sepulchre of your lord as armed men, exterminating their people [Muslims] from long-held lands—indeed, butchering them at sword point, something pilgrims should not do.”

			Of course, these diplomats said nothing about what “their people”—Muslims—had been doing to Christian pilgrims, that is, extorting, torturing, raping, and massacring them which is what occasioned the First Crusade in the first place. Even the Crusaders, responding with “one accord,” replied that “No one with any sense should be surprised at us coming to the Sepulchre of Our Lord as armed men and removing your people from these territories. Any of our people who came here with staff and scrip [i.e., as unarmed pilgrims] were insulted with abominable behavior, suffered the ignominy of poor treatment and in extreme cases were killed.”87

			This was an understatement. As just another of countless examples, a pilgrim wrote the following of a “noble abbess of graceful body and of a religious outlook,” who had joined a German pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1064: “The pagans captured her, and in the sight of all, these shameless men raped her until she breathed her last…. Christ’s enemies performed such abuses and others like them on the Christians.”88

			Before the walls of Antioch, Godfrey and the other leaders continued their response by noting that the land “belonged to our people [Christians] originally and your people [Muslims] attacked and maliciously took it away from them, which means it cannot be yours no matter how long you have had it.” Accordingly, “payback will be exercised by Frankish swords on your necks!”89 Speechless, the emissaries returned to Egypt.

			Seven months had passed since the siege began and by now starving Crusaders were reduced to eating dogs, rats, and thistles. Once again, many died of thirst and pestilence. Even the leaders were going hungry and suffering greatly, especially Godfrey, “in part because of his generous alms to the poor and to hard-pressed knights.”90

			Eventually, “Bohemond, who had a gift for fluent and winning speeches,” secretly won over a Muslim captain in charge of a section of the wall—an Armenian Christian converted to Islam during Yaghi-Siyan’s persecutions.91 They made a deal and, on June 3, 1098, under the cover of night, the emaciated Europeans, having clandestinely been brought up over the walls into the city, were running wildly and slaughtering anyone in the streets.

			“Those who were Christians chanted Kyrie Eleison”—the Christian mantra, “Lord have mercy,” in Greek—“to make it clear to our men that they were not Turks but Christians.”92 Once their startle was over, however, these same Christians, “Syrians, Armenians, and the true believers of other nations, rejoiced exceedingly over what had happened. They at once took arms and joined forces with the army.”93

			The result was a bloodbath not unlike those Muslims had visited upon Christian cities all throughout Anatolia in the preceding decades. Yaghi-Siyan managed to escape the carnage, but local Christians tracked, killed, beheaded and hurled their former tormentor’s head “into the view of all the Christian princes. The head was of enormous size, the ears very wide and hairy, his hair was white and he had a beard which flowed….”94

			Just War Theory in Action

			Before they could celebrate, or even recuperate, Kerbogha, the Turkish lord (or atabeg) of Mosul, arrived with a “countless and innumerable throng” of forty thousand fighters, consisting of Turks, Arabs, Egyptians, Africans, and Persians.95 “It is quite obvious that these people are completely mad,” the atabeg observed of the hopelessly outnumbered Crusaders: “They are a presumptuous race…. Doubtless they have every confidence in their courage. But by Muhammad, it was a bad day for them when they entered Syrian territory….”96

			He quickly blockaded Antioch; and they who only yesterday were the besiegers became the besieged. Worse, by the time the Crusaders took Antioch, most of its stores had been depleted by the Turks during their lengthy besiegement, forcing the feral Franks to eat leather shoes and drink horse blood. At one point, Godfrey led a small sortie of knights in a desperate effort to break the siege. The fighting was fierce—nearly two hundred Crusaders were killed—but so outnumbered were the Christians that they retreated to Antioch.97

			Now desperate, Godfrey and the other leaders “met for deliberation, and it was decided by common consent to send a deputation” to Kerbogha, “proposing that he agree to do one of two things: either let him depart and leave the city to the Christians as a possession forever—the city which had been theirs in the first place and which now by the will of God had been restored to them—or let him prepare for battle and submit to the decision of the sword.”98

			This—Just War logic99—was at the heart of the message delivered to the Turkish leader by the Christian delegation:

			Kerbogha, the Frankish lords send the following message to you. What staggering audacity has possessed you that you should have marched against them with armed forces when in their view you and your king and your people [in a word, Muslims] are guilty of invading Christian lands with unbridled covetousness and insulting and killing them all…. If you had any kind of rule of law and wanted to act fairly towards us, we would negotiate, reserving the rights of honor, and demonstrate to you with incontrovertible arguments what ought to belong to the Christians.100

			Further underscoring the religious nature of the quarrel, the delegation continued by telling Kerbogha that if he were to embrace Christianity, they would surrender Antioch to him and take him for their lord.101 But if he still refused, then “fly immediately or prepare your necks for our swords….”102

			As might be expected, Kerbogha, who “was so transported with anger that he could barely speak”—to say nothing of “the arrogant Turks who accompanied him [and] raged when they heard these things”—responded by saying that “we took” Christian lands “by means of our remarkable strength, from a nation [Byzantines] scarcely better than women.”103

			Moreover, we think that you are mad to come from the ends of the earth, threatening with all your might to drive us from our homes, when you have insufficient supplies, too few arms, and too few men. Not only do we refuse to accept the name of Christians, but we spit upon it in disgust. To respond briefly to the message you have brought: return, you who form this delegation, to your leaders swiftly and tell them that if they are willing to become [Muslims] like us and renounce the Christ upon whom you seem to rely, we shall give them not only this land, but land of greater wealth and size.104

			Should the Crusaders refuse this offer, “they will undoubtedly die horribly,” continued the atabeg, “or endure the exile of eternal imprisonment, as slaves to us and our descendants…[and] I shall save all those who are in the flower of youth of either sex, for the service of my master.”105

			The Christian delegation returned to Antioch. As its head relayed Kerbogha’s response, Godfrey interrupted and took him aside; he asked him to be discrete and refrain from describing the mammoth Muslim camp lest whatever little morale remained among the Christians dissipate.106 After hearing Kerbogha’s retort, the famished, exhausted, and vastly outnumbered men concluded that there was nothing left but to sally forth and meet the hordes besieging them head on.

			A three day fast was ordered; the little food available was given to the horses. Then everyone in Antioch, lord and commoner, “marched through the city squares, stopping at churches and calling on God’s aid, barefoot and crying, beating their breasts, so grief stricken that father would not greet son, brother would not look at brother,” to quote Raymond of Aguilers, who was present.

			On the morning of June 28, 1098, “everyone received the Eucharist and offered themselves to die for…God, if he should wish.”107 Then some twenty thousand Crusaders—the entire army minus two hundred left to defend the city—issued out of the Gates of Antioch to the sound of blaring horns.

			Commanding one of four contingents, the once wealthy Duke had been reduced to borrowing a horse from Count Raymond, for “Godfrey and the other chiefs also had already expended all the money they had brought with them in generous almsgiving and in works of piety, especially those which concerned the common welfare.”108

			Never expecting the outnumbered and weakened Franks to sally forth and meet their much larger and well rested army, the Muslims were shocked—doubly so, as the desperate Christians fought with a feral fury. Contemporary accounts speak of “knights bristling like porcupines with arrows, darts, and javelins, but still moving forward and fighting ferociously.”109 Although a “company of mujahidin [Muslim jihadists] stood firm and fought zealously, seeking martyrdom,” writes chronicler Ali ibn al-Athir (b.1160), “the Franks slew thousands of them.”110

			The Crusaders’ tight formations eventually caused the Muslim horsemen—used as they were to overwhelming their enemies with darts—to panic and retreat. “To pursue them more effectively,” the relentless Crusaders “mounted the horses of those [Muslims] who were dying and left their horses—gaunt and suffering from hunger—on the battlefield.”111 Although their berserker-like determination won the day, “most of the Franks perished” at Antioch, continues Ibn al-Athir, retrospectively if not relievedly adding, “Had they remained in the numbers they set out with, they would have overwhelmed the lands of Islam.”112

			The Holy Land

			In early 1099, while other Crusading lords were bickering over Antioch—which ended up going to Bohemond—and/or trying to carve out their own kingdoms, Godfrey, “who was greatly anxious for the journey [to Jerusalem], and incited people to it,” became the first of the major leaders to resume the Crusade.113 In the end, he and the others led a tiny fraction of the original number of First Crusaders—twelve hundred knights and twelve thousand infantry—to their final destination: Jerusalem.

			As usual, their journey was fraught with dangers; near Sidon in modern Lebanon their camp was harried by highly venomous snakes called “tarenta”; more Crusaders died.114

			Indigenous Christians continued to hail them as liberators, especially near and in Bethlehem, which the Muslims had “turned into a stable for pack animals, and all the churches around it had for many years been subject to the ridicule of the pagans,” to quote Ekkehard of Aura (1080–1126).115 According to Fulcher of Chartres,

			When the Christians, evidently Greeks and Syrians…found that the Franks had come, they were especially filled with joy…. Immediately, when they had taken up their crosses and [Christian] banners, they proceeded to meet the Franks with weeping and pious singing: with weeping, because they feared lest such a small number of people at one time or other would be very easily slain by such a great multitude of heathen, whom they knew to be in their own land; with singing, because they wished joy to those whom they had desired to come for a long time, those who they knew would raise Christianity again to its proper and former honor, after it had been ruined by the wicked for such a long time.116

			Because his reputation preceded him, many of these Christians specifically sought out Godfrey.117 Even from the high mountain tops of Lebanon, the Maronites descended “to offer their congratulations to the pilgrims and to pay them their tribute of brotherly affection,” writes William of Tyre. They too “in all good faith,” offered advice on the best routes to take.118

			Raymond of Aguilers heard and recorded the travails of these indigenous Christian minorities who “possessed that land and mountains for a long time”:

			But when the Saracens and Turks arose…[these Christians] were in such great oppression for four hundred and more years that many of them were forced to abandon their fatherland and the Christian law. If, however, any of them through the grace of God refused, they were compelled to give up their beautiful children to be circumcised, or converted to Mohammedanism; or they were snatched from the lap of their mothers, after the father had been killed and the mother mocked. Forsooth, that race of [Muslim] men were inflamed to such malice that they overturned the churches of God and His saints, or destroyed the images; and they tore out the eyes of those images which, for lack of time, they could not destroy, and shot them with arrows; all the altars, too, they undermined. Moreover, they made mosques of the great churches…. In addition, too harsh to relate, they placed [male] youths in brothels, and, to do yet more vilely, exchanged their sisters for wine. And their mothers dared not weep openly at these or other sorrows.119

			After leaving the local Christians, and during the final stages of their march, Godfrey and the Crusaders ascended a hill whence they received their first glimpse of Jerusalem—a sight that so transported them that the hill was later named Montjoie (“Mount of Joy”).120

			Meanwhile, the Muslims of Jerusalem, currently under Fatimid rule, were long aware of the Crusaders’ arrival; and they knew why they had come—to take Jerusalem. Outraged and operating on the logic of collective punishment, which, past and present, always figured prominently in Muslim thinking, they “decided to slay all the Christian inhabitants and then to overthrow from its very foundations” and “utterly destroy” the rebuilt Sepulchre of Christ. “On further consideration, however,” continues William, “they feared that such a course would intensify the hatred of the Christians. It might still goad them to more furious efforts.” So instead they “extorted all the money and goods in possession of the Christian inhabitants” living in Jerusalem, before ejecting all males outside the city walls.121

			The War for Jerusalem

			At long last, on June 7, 1099, the Crusaders finally reached their destination. They had suffered much over the last two years—three for Godfrey, who was one of the very first leaders to set out, in the summer of 1096. Historian Mary Noyes Colvin summarizes the Duke’s and other pilgrims’ reaction on reaching the Holy City:

			Never before or since, in the history of the world, probably, has a scene of such intense emotion, on so large a scale, been seen, or have such transports of joy and reverence been witnessed. Strong, stalwart men, who had endured untold suffering and privations to behold this sight, sobbed aloud; some cast themselves upon their knees in prayer; others kissed the earth on which they stood, in an ecstasy of rejoicing.122

			It was short-lived; on seeing the Muslims’ “military strength, the defense of the city, and the[ir] resistance,” the Christians immediately set to work. According to Albert of Aachen, they “blockaded and surrounded the walls. They stationed Duke Godfrey, because he was powerful in counsels and forces, with the Germans, who were very fierce in battle, on the side of the Tower of David.” Tancred and Robert of Flanders went with him.123 The rest of the forces were arrayed along the northern and southern walls.

			Considering that the Crusaders consisted of a skeleton crew (compared to their original numbers) and did not have enough or suitable siege equipment, their initial assaults on the highly fortified city bore little fruit. Many fell by arrows from sneering Muslims safe behind their high walls.

			At the same time, their water supply was quickly dwindling, for there were no natural springs near Jerusalem, and the Muslims had plugged all the nearby wells with refuse and filth, while lying “in ambush for the Christians and dealing death to those who came looking for water.”124 Before long, “their thirst was so great” that “they dug in the earth and put damp clods on their mouth, and licked damp marble.”125

			As time was not on their side, the Crusaders decided on an all-out effort set for June 13. But without the necessary siege equipment, their otherwise valiant assault remained impotent, and many more lay dead or dying around the city’s walls.

			Wild desperation set in; they had suffered and sacrificed much to get here and would now rather die for the mere chance to touch the outer walls of their Lord, than hold back and perish from sunstroke, thirst, or Muslim projectiles. Thus, as Ralph of Caen explains, maddened Christians “hurried headlong in a joint rush toward the walls as if to the embrace of their wives.”

			It was as if there were one thought for each of them: “I shall kiss my desired Jerusalem before I die.” The kisses of these poor men were met by a storm of swords, stones, and sometimes burning stakes that brought sudden death to those who tried to embrace the wall. But this devotion, once taken up, could not be frightened away. Often, yes very often, the death of some led others to this same embrace.126

			Once again, a dark time set in for the Crusaders. The extreme July heat and lack of water killed many; the futility of their predicament set more to despair. “You might see the plague,” wrote Gilo of Paris (d.1142), “which had lain dormant deep in a man’s bones, suddenly bring on its own madness, his walk become unsteady, as his strength was impaired, and his ability to speak was suppressed.”127 Many horses and beasts of burden died; their blood was instantly drunk by the parched people. The camp became pestilent. “Each day our ranks grew less than on the previous day. Almost daily many perished…. Nor did fresh recruits come from elsewhere to take the places and assume the duties of those who had succumbed.”128

			Their immediate problem—lack of water—was eventually ameliorated, though at no small price. Indigenous Christians familiar with the region came and directed the Crusaders to unknown water reserves some five miles away. Even then, many continued to be “killed by the Saracens lying in ambush around the narrow passages, or were abducted by them.”129

			On June 17, refreshing news arrived: six Italian ships containing material to construct the much-needed siege equipment they lacked—wooden towers, catapults, and ladders—had arrived in Jaffa. As the port was some forty miles away, transporting this material in the Crusaders’ bedraggled condition—to say nothing of assembling it—was itself something of a crusade. As Raymond of Aguilers observes, “for the construction of machines at Jerusalem fifty or sixty men carried on their shoulders a great beam that could not have been dragged by four pair of oxen. What more shall I say?”130

			Three weeks were feverishly spent building the necessary siege equipment, which included two movable war towers and a battering ram with an ironclad head. Once everything was ready, these engines of war were transported to and established in each leader’s respective camp: “You who read this must not think this was a light undertaking,” continues Raymond of Aguilers, “for the machines were carried in parts almost a mile to the place where they were to be set up. When morning came and the Saracens saw that all the machinery and tents had been moved during the night, they were amazed.”131

			But they had not been idle. As soon as the Muslims learned that the Christians were constructing siege equipment, they too got busy adding fortifications and constructing catapults. Gilo of Paris summarizes these developments:

			[A] siege-engine was built, at the earnest prompting of Godfrey; it resembled a castle in shape, and took a great deal of effort to construct. Its timbers gave raw material to the carpenters, and fear to the city. With equally careful provision, Raymond [of Toulouse] also raised up an equal siege-castle, and its towers were built up to face the turrets of the city. The wretched heathen were astonished to see these massive structures suddenly rise up, and they themselves toiled by night to raise their own towers higher…. 132

			Once all was ready, the Christians agreed to launch another all-out assault on July 14. Before that day came, they again “embrace[d] a painful regime of fasting and of continual prayers of devotion.”133 On July 8, the Muslim defenders atop the walls watched in astonishment as the Crusaders became a large, barefoot, and unarmed procession. With crosses held high, the pilgrims marched around the walls of Jerusalem—in conscious emulation of the ancient Hebrews’ procession around Jericho—before congregating at the Mount of Olives, where they heard impassioned sermons.

			Safe behind their walls, the Muslims jeered; they shot arrows and catapulted projectiles at the crowded procession killing a few and injuring many. Moreover, and “to show their scorn and contempt for the Christians,” the Muslims “set up crosses on the walls, and on these they vented all kinds of shameful insults.”134 They broke and smashed the crucifixes against walls, spat on them and “did not shrink from urinating on them in full view of everyone”135—all while “pouring forth blasphemous words and taunts against our Lord Jesus Christ and His doctrine of salvation.”136

			As Near Eastern Christians had more than four centuries earlier called the invading Arabs “friends of demons” for desecrating Christian symbols and sacraments, so now the “enemies mocking us in the city,” the Crusaders were told in sermons, were “limbs of those other enemies [demons], lesser and weaker versions of their masters.” The Crusaders were exhorted to ignore the sacrilege and “think on Christ, who until today has been outlawed and crucified in this city!”137

			By the evening of July 13, preparations were complete, the city surrounded. One of the wooden castles, set against the northwestern wall, was under Godfrey’s command. Fighters filled the various levels of the tower, with Godfrey and his brother Eustace on the highest platform; at the base of the tower, which had wheels, were those who, as the Crusaders made progress, would push the tower closer and closer to the wall.138 To the south, Raymond commanded the other tower. William of Tyre captures the pre-battle zeal of the Western warriors on the morning of July 14:

			At daybreak, according to arrangement, the entire Christian army stood before the city, fully armed and ready for the attack. One single purpose fired the hearts of all—either to restore Jerusalem to the enjoyment of Christian liberty or to give up their lives for Christ’s sake. There was not one person in that great throng, whether aged or sick or even very young, who did not fervently and zealously long for battle. Even women, regardless of sex and natural weakness, dared to assume arms and fought manfully far beyond their strength. Thus the Christians advanced with one accord to battle. All tried to push the newly constructed engines closer to the wall so that they might more easily attack those who were putting up a strenuous resistance on the ramparts and the towers.139

			The initial phase of the assault saw Muslims rain down “showers of arrows and missiles” on the Crusaders; moreover, “stones, hurled both by hand and from machine, fell with fearful force” and wreaked havoc among the Christians, “as the infidels tried by every device to keep our people from approaching the wall.” Even so, “the pilgrims, undismayed, strove to approach closer to the fortifications…. Thus, as both sides were exerting themselves to the utmost and fighting with bitter hatred, the conflict continued from morning to night. It was persistent and terrible beyond belief.”140

			For those who participated in this siege, such as Raymond of Aguilers, the conflict could only be understood on theological grounds: “We gladly labored to capture the city for the glory of God,” he wrote, “they less willingly strove to resist our efforts for the sake of the laws of Mohammed. It is hard to believe how great were the efforts made on both sides during the night.”141

			By nightfall, Christian progress had been made. The forces of Godfrey and Raymond, the former especially, had managed to penetrate the exterior walls and fill in parts of the moat. Now exhausted, both besiegers and besieged disengaged and retired.

			Godfrey’s Tower

			On awakening to the sound of battle in the early hours of July 15, the Muslims were shocked to find Godfrey’s camp completely gone; looking again they saw it was right up against another section of their wall—tower and all. While the weary Muslims had slept, the equally exhausted but indefatigable Christians had, under Godfrey’s leadership and the cover of night, continued to pursue the war. The siege recommenced with implacable determination. William offers a snapshot of the Muslims’ desperate response:

			[I]n the hope of putting an end to our efforts once for all, they hurled down fire upon the machines in fragile jars and in every other possible way. They also threw down sulfur and pitch, grease and fat, wax, dry wood and stubble—anything, in fact, that might help to feed the flame by acting as fuel. As a result, in both armies frightful havoc was wrought, and many, both knights and foot soldiers, perished by various mishaps and unforeseen accidents. Some were crushed to atoms by missiles hurled from the engines; others collapsed suddenly, pierced through both breast plate and shield by the showers of arrows and spears. Some died immediately, struck by sharp rocks hurled either by hand or from the machines. Others lived on with shattered limbs disabled for many days or, perchance, forever. Nevertheless, these many perils could not deter the contestants from their undertaking nor lessen their fervent determination to fight. Nor was it easy to judge which people contended with the greater enthusiasm.142

			All this time, “Duke Godfrey was up high in his tower, not as a soldier but as an archer,” writes Robert the Monk. “[T]he arrows he fired pierced right through the chest of the enemies, in at one side out at the other.” He and his brother Eustace “withstood the hard blows of darts and stones and paid them back with fourfold interest…. They rained blows on each other the whole day.”143

			Amazingly to modern sensibilities, even as “this battle was taking place on top of the walls, there was a procession around them in which the crosses and relics and holy altars were carried.”144 Especially adding Christian insult to Muslim injury was a large “cross shining brightly with gold” fixed atop Godfrey’s tower. “The Saracens were striving keenly to destroy this by the bombardment of mangonels,” to no avail. One massive stone did, however, strike a knight stationed alongside Godfrey, crushing his skull and killing him. “The duke, who missed so narrowly a blow, fought back fiercely with his crossbow,” even as he held up collapsing sections of his tower “by bracing his massive strength against them until repairs could be made.”145

			Meanwhile, “Godfrey’s men, with unrelenting exertion and zeal, sent arrows and boulders against the Saracens, and…wrought considerable havoc by hurling firebrands wrapped in cotton into the city”146—even as the Duke’s wooden tower continued to edge closer and closer to the wall. In desperation, the Muslims reportedly had two female “sorceresses” who “tried to bewitch one of the hurling machines, but a stone struck and crushed them….”147

			The Muslims’ only hope was to torch Godfrey’s tower. Twice did they attach massive tree trunks together and, setting them aflame, drop them between Jerusalem’s wall and his tower; and twice did Godfrey and his men, who were prepared for such a maneuver, extinguish the blaze, including with vinegar. Thus “Mohamet was defeated twice and Christ was twice the victor,” observed Ralph of Caen.148

			The Duke fought fire with fire by ordering sacks of straw set aflame so “that those who were trying to defend that wall could not open their mouths or eyes.” In this smoky inferno, Godfrey, with his renowned strength, single-handedly heaved a platform from his tower to the city’s wall. It was quickly bridged by two of his men, German brothers, Ludolph and Engelbert, followed by Godfrey and his brother, Eustace.

			The walls of Jerusalem had finally been breached; scores of enflamed Crusaders followed the Germans.149 Having descended or jumped into the city, Muslims were dismayed to see the “duke and those who were with him”; the Christians “united their forces and, protected by their shields and helmets, swept hither and thither through the streets and squares of the city with drawn swords. Regardless of age and condition, they laid low, without distinction, every enemy encountered. Everywhere was frightful carnage….”150

			Following close on his heels were Tancred, the counts of Flanders and Normandy, and Count Raymond. The gates were flung open from the inside and “the entire army rushed in pell-mell without order and discipline.”151 Indeed, “the pressure and anxiety of those entering this gate was so great that even the horses themselves, vexed by the excessive pressure, attacked very many with their teeth” and “were sweating incredibly.”152 Holed up in the citadel, Jerusalem’s Muslim governor eventually surrendered to Raymond on assurance that he and his would be granted mercy.

			“Meanwhile,” writes Albert of Aachen, “Duke Godfrey had no desire for the citadel, the palace, gold, or silver or any kind of spoils.”153 He was instead “desperate to make the enemy pay for the blood of the servants of God which had been spilt around Jerusalem, and wanted revenge for the insults they had heaped on the pilgrims. In no battle had he ever found so many opportunities to kill, not even on the bridge at Antioch where he had cut in half the Turkish giant.”154 The legend of Godfrey’s wrath grew over the years, so that, writing some two decades later, Matthew of Edessa asserted that, once inside Jerusalem, “Godfrey fell upon the infidels with all his might and slaughtered sixty-five thousand men.”155

			All Christian sources indicate that the carnage was so horrific that, once the battle frenzy had subsided, “even the victors experienced sensations of horror and loathing,” writes William, adding, “It was impossible to look upon the vast numbers of the slain without horror…. Still more dreadful was it to gaze upon the victors themselves, dripping with blood from head to toe, an ominous sight which brought terror to all that met them.”156 (One historical point of view holds that the chroniclers exaggerated the slaughter in apocalyptic terms as a way of underscoring “God’s righteous judgment against the heathen.”)

			In the end, and as picturesquely described by Edward Gibbon, “Godfrey of Bouillon stood victorious on the walls of Jerusalem. His example was followed on every side by the emulation of valour; and about four hundred and sixty years after the conquest of Omar, the holy city was rescued from the Mohammedan yoke.”157

			First to enter Jerusalem and exercise his vengeance, Godfrey was also first to decide that “prayer rather than bloodshed befitted their first hours in Jerusalem, and set the example to the others by withdrawing from the carnage, and going barefooted, clad simply in a clean linen garment, to the sepulchre of our Lord, to return thanks that He had thus allowed them to accomplish their pilgrimage and fulfil their vows. Godfrey was followed by all.”158

			Jubilant that their impossible mission had been accomplished, and eager to do what they had come all this way to do, “all approached it [the Sepulchre] not on foot but on their elbows and knees and flooded the floors with tears running down.”159

			There they “were met by the [indigenous] clergy of the faithful citizens of Jerusalem. These Christians who for many years had borne the heavy yoke of undeserved bondage were eager to show their gratitude to the Redeemer for their restoration to liberty. Bearing in their hands crosses and relics of saints, they led the way into the church to the accompaniment of hymns and sacred songs.”160

			Henceforward, “Allah Akbar…was no longer heard in the city. It was replaced by the returning sounds of ‘Christ conquers, rules, and commands.’”161

			Defender of Christ’s Sepulchre

			Once order was restored, it “became necessary to debate the question of who should be King; one individual needed to be chosen from amongst them all to rule such a great city and population.”162 An election was agreed to and candidates, which included Godfrey, set forward. However, and to quote William of Tyre,

			 [I]n order that the…merits of the candidates might receive due consideration, individuals from the households of those proposed for the honor were secretly interviewed. Each man was forced to take an oath that, when questioned concerning the life and character of his lord, he would speak the truth without deviating from the facts. This course was adopted so that the electors might obtain full and accurate information as to the worth of the several candidates.163

			Many of the questions sought to ascertain the worst or most immoral aspects of the nominees. When it came to Godfrey, his men, on oath, said that the most vexing thing they recalled him doing was spending an inordinate amount of time in church after mass had concluded and questioning the clergy on theological issues, so that they, his companions, became “excessively bored.” Worse, the meal prepared for them after mass had grown cold and tasteless.164

			Although the followers of other leaders made strong cases, in the end, “Duke Godfrey was chosen by unanimous agreement of all in a clear vote and with general agreement, on the eighth day after the taking of the city [July 23],” writes Robert the Monk.165 The fact is, following the capture of Antioch, Godfrey had become the “dominant figure” of the First Crusade, especially popular with the rank and file—a fact which was sealed by his prominent role in capturing Jerusalem.166

			Even so, the Duke appears to have been reluctant to take on the honor. He had only vowed to go on pilgrimage in an effort to liberate Jerusalem and had “no intention of expatriating himself forever.”167 Besides, he had the important duchy of Lorraine in his charge, where—no doubt, and due to his heroic exploits—he would be more honored than the emperor upon his return. On the other hand, remaining in Jerusalem—in this small Christian island surrounded by a tumultuous Muslim sea—meant nonstop threats, privations, and warfare.

			In the end he accepted, though under one condition: that he not be called King of Jerusalem, but rather Defender of the Holy Sepulchre—for, “God forbid,” said he, “that I should be crowned with a crown of gold, where my Saviour bore a crown of thorns.”168

			Such was Godfrey: “his piety, though blind, was sincere,” writes the normally cynical Edward Gibbon, a paragon of the Enlightenment, before elaborating: “he reserved his enmity for the enemies of Christ…and his pure and disinterested zeal was acknowledged by his rivals…. In the mind of Godfrey of Bouillon every human consideration was subordinate to the glory of God and the success of the crusade.”169

			The Battle of Ascalon

			Days after his coronation, in early August, Jerusalem’s new Defender received his first challenge: a massive Muslim army, consisting of Egyptians, North Africans, Arabs, sub-Saharan Africans, and Turks, led by al-Afdal Shahanshah (1066–1122), the vizier and effective ruler of Fatimid Egypt, was making its way to besiege Jerusalem and annihilate the insolent Christians once and for all. Although the Sunni Turks and Shia Fatimids had been at each other’s throats for decades, “fear of the Christians…drew them together.”170 For Robert the Monk, who tended to see temporal conflicts as reflective of eternal ones, that “writhing serpent” Satan had “in his venom” stirred up the “whole of the Orient.”171

			Rather than taking a defensive posture and barricading Jerusalem, Godfrey, as usual, decided to go out and give battle with his entire army on August 10, leaving only a small contingent to guard his new kingdom. Knowing that everything was on the line—and that they were outnumbered by and far from refreshed as the Fatimid army—the knights marched barefoot in the desert heat, carrying a fragment of the True Cross, which had been recovered on May 5 in Jerusalem, while loudly imploring God for aid.

			They met and were augmented by the forces of Count Raymond and the two Roberts, the counts of Normandy and Flanders. Altogether the Crusader army consisted of about one thousand knights and ten thousand infantrymen; the Muslim army was as much as five times larger (though some sources say it consisted of as many as three hundred thousand).172

			On August 11, the Franks, having neared the coastal city of Ascalon, where al-Afdal’s forces were encamped, captured Muslim spies and ascertained the opposing army’s status and layout. With such information, Godfrey decided that a surprise attack was in order. Thus, at the crack of dawn on August 12, the tired Christian fighters attended mass, partook of communion, and then, once again, rode out to victory or death.173

			And again, as at Antioch, the much larger and overconfident Muslim army was taken unawares; the vizier was shocked to learn that, instead of abandoning or at least barricading themselves inside Jerusalem, the Christian infidels had actually dared to rush out and intercept him. “Either they have lost their senses,” he exclaimed before his chiefs, “or they love death as much as life.” Either way, “exterminate them from the earth!”174

			A wild battle ensued and continued for the greater part of the day, though the Christians had the upper-hand. “[W]ith drawn swords in the hands of his followers,” Albert writes, “Godfrey visited severe destruction on the enemy….”175 Robert of Normandy also distinguished himself in battle, slaughtering the vizier’s own standard bearer; and Raymond “killed innumerable enemies and forced many more to plunge in the sea.” By late afternoon, thousands of Muslims lay dead or dying on the sands outside the walls of Ascalon. The rest fled back to Egypt—even as the Crusaders “pursued the enemies of the Cross of Christ.”176

			According to Robert the Monk’s account, which was informed by a Muslim deserter, right before the Fatimids were routed, Vizier al-Afdal was heard lamenting to Allah and his prophet:

			O Mahommed, our master and protector, where is your strength?…. Why have you abandoned your people like this to be mercilessly destroyed and dispersed and killed by a wretchedly poor and ragged people, a people who are the scrapings of other races, the lees, rust and slag of the whole human race…. Are those who have such power really men or are they in fact gods from Hell? Maybe Hell split asunder and let these men spew forth…. If they were really men they would fear death; but as it is they have no fear of returning to the Hell from which they emerged…. O Mahommed, Mahommed…. This is what the Christians say to insult us: that the power of the Crucified One is greater than yours because he is powerful on earth and in heaven. And it certainly seems to be the case now that those who place their trust in him win, whilst those who revere you are defeated…. So whose fault is it that we are reduced to this state? Why should we give you every honor and receive nothing in return? O Jerusalem…if you ever fall into our hands I shall raze you to the ground and completely destroy the Sepulchre of the One buried in you.177

			By now, Godfrey’s renown had reached even distant Muslims. One notable story concerns an Arab sheikh who traveled to and met with the Defender of Christ’s Sepulchre under a flag of truce, simply to test “the amazing strength of Godfrey, whose drawn sword turned one Turk into two [at Antioch],” writes Ralph of Caen.178 William recounts the story:

			When he stood in the presence of the duke and had greeted him with all due reverence, the Arab chief earnestly begged Godfrey that he would deign to smite with his own sword an immense camel which he had brought for this purpose. He wished to be able to testify to others of the duke’s strength as seen with his own eyes. Since the chief had come from a long distance to see him, Godfrey consented. Unsheathing his sword, he cut off the animal’s head as easily as if it had been some fragile object. The Arab was amazed at the evidence of such great strength, but, in his own heart, he attributed the feat largely to the sharpness of the sword. Accordingly, begging leave to speak freely, he asked Godfrey whether he could accomplish a similar feat with the sword of another. The duke, smiling a little, requested that the Arab’s own sword be brought to him. Taking it, he commanded another animal of the same kind be brought before him.179 This done, he raised the sword and without difficulty struck off its head also at one blow.180

			Finale

			Soon after the battle of Ascalon, most of the great lords of the First Crusade—including Raymond, Robert of Normandy, and Robert of Flanders—having fulfilled their vows and accomplished their pilgrimage, “revealed to the duke their intention of returning home,” that is, their intention of leaving him to his fate. Perhaps to their surprise, “they found him agreeable to all things which they had in mind.” Albert continues:

			The duke, fulfilling in all things the will of his brothers, decided to remain in Jerusalem, because the power of the city was granted to his protection and defense, and, embracing his comrades’ necks for a long time and graciously kissing them, he beseeched them tearfully with all his strength, while wishing them well, that they should be mindful, and should impress on their Christian brothers [in the West], that they should not hesitate to come to the Lord’s Sepulchre, but should flock daily to assist him and the other comrades who were staying in exile to oppose so many barbarous peoples.181

			If fact, the threats were constant and from every direction. As William writes, “The entire country surrounding their possessions was inhabited by infidel Saracens, who were most cruel enemies of our people. These were all the more dangerous because they were close at hand…. Any Christian who walked along the highway without taking due precaution was liable to be killed by the Saracens, or seized and handed over as a slave to the enemy.”182

			However, rather than shrink into a defensive posture, which always contradicted his nature, Godfrey again took to the offensive and carved out a secure perimeter around Jerusalem, reducing various Muslim cities—Acre, Tyre, Sidon, Tripoli, and Beirut—to tributaries, for “fear of the most Christian duke was instilled in all the lands and regions of the gentiles.”183 He even, it is said, vowed to travel to Mecca to overthrow “Mahon”—that is, Muhammad—from his seat of power.184

			Perhaps it was precisely because of his relentless drive that the Duke’s reign was destined to be a short one. On July 18, 1100, slightly less than one year after his coronation, the Defender of the Holy Sepulchre died, aged forty.

			What exactly happened is unclear, as the chroniclers, both Christian and Muslim, give different accounts. Some say he died after contracting and suffering from a prolonged illness brought on by his indefatigable activity; others say he was struck by and eventually died from a Muslim arrow during his siege of Acre. Perhaps the most plausible explanation, because it bridges the two others—personal illness and Muslim animosity—is that he was poisoned.

			On marching to and reaching Caesarea, the “Muslim chiefs came to him on the pretext of making peace and brought food and set it before him,” writes Matthew of Edessa. At first, Godfrey politely declined, but on being pressured and not wishing to be rude, he “ate the food, not knowing that it was poisoned.”185 He quickly fell ill and, barely able to sit upright atop his horse, returned to Jerusalem.

			As he lay in his deathbed, he called for his leading men and said, “Behold, I am about to enter the path of the universal world. While I am still alive, I would have your counsel about who should be appointed to rule in my place in Jerusalem.” The warrior-monk had never married and had no heir. “We place our trust in your providence,” they responded with some emotion. “Whomever you choose for us, we will obey him without any doubt.”186 He named his younger brother, Baldwin, the conqueror and count of Edessa, a proven and popular leader; and then Godfrey died on July 18, 1100.

			According to Albert of Aachen, after the “noble champion of Christ” died, there followed five days of “very great lamentation and bitter weeping by all the Christians there—Gauls, Italians, Syrians, Armenians, [and] Greeks.”187 The Defender of the Sepulchre was honored by being buried in Golgotha, near the entrance of his Lord’s tomb. On Christmas Day of that same year, Baldwin was crowned king of Jerusalem; his blood would flow in generations of kings in the Holy Land.

			Due to his exemplary life (by at least Medieval Christian standards), Godfrey became the quintessential model of Christian virtue for the descendants of the First Crusaders. “To us he seems not merely a king, but the best of kings, a light and mirror to others,” wrote William of Tyre, who was born in Jerusalem thirty years after Godfrey’s death and interviewed those who knew the duke: “he scorned the pomp and vanity of the world to which every creature is prone. It was in the spirit of humility that he declined the crown which would perish, in the hope of attaining hereafter one that would never fade.”188

			Almost immediately after his death, Godfrey’s fame spread far and wide; he was seen as the chivalrous hero par excellence of the First Crusade—his very name eventually becoming “shorthand for the entire crusading movement.”189 Before long, fabulous accretions and supernatural exploits were also heaped upon his name, particularly in those French chansons de geste, poetic epics concerning knightly deeds, that centered around him.

			Memory of him lived on for long, including in Jerusalem. Although his tomb was destroyed in 1808, one thing of his remained, as described by Mark Twain, who, in 1867 explored the Holy Land with a group of other Americans. While visiting the Holy Sepulchre, “the relic that touched us most,” Twain wrote, “was the plain old sword of that stout Crusader, Godfrey of Bulloigne—King Godfrey of Jerusalem”:

			No blade in Christendom wields such enchantment as this—no blade of all that rust in the ancestral halls of Europe is able to invoke such visions of romance in the brain of him who looks upon it—none that can prate of such chivalric deeds or tell such brave tales of the warrior days of old…. This very sword has cloven hundreds of Saracen Knights from crown to chin in those old times when Godfrey wielded it.190

			“I can never forget old Godfrey’s sword, now,” the American continued, adding, apparently satirically, that he would like to use it to kill “all the [Muslim] infidels in Jerusalem,” in revenge for the massacres they were still visiting upon the Christians of the Holy Land. As Twain explained, a few years before his visit, in 1861,

			[Five thousand] men, women and children were butchered indiscriminately and left to rot by the hundreds all through the Christian quarter [of Damascus] .…[T]he stench was dreadful. All the Christians who could get away fled from the city, and the Mohammedans would not defile their hands by burying the “infidel dogs.” The thirst for blood extended to the high lands of Hermon and Anti-Lebanon, and in a short time twenty-five thousand more Christians were massacred and their possessions laid waste. How they hate a Christian in Damascus!—and pretty much all over Turkeydom as well. And how they will pay for it when Russia turns her guns upon them again!191

			In the end, and without taking anything away from Godfrey’s well-earned reputation, it must be acknowledged that without the other Crusade leaders—not to mention the nameless foot soldiers who bled and died on the road to Jerusalem—there would be no Duke to speak of. The success of the First Crusade was above all a collective effort: his brothers, Eustace and Baldwin; the Normans, Bohemond and his nephew Tancred; Count Raymond of Toulouse; Count Robert of Flanders; Count Robert of Normandy—and so many more named and unnamed—each played important roles in the recovery of Jerusalem from Islam; and there are not a few historians who might argue for one of these in the place of Godfrey.

			Still, in electing him as effective king of the Holy Land—a land so important to them that they were willing to sacrifice everything, including their lives and possessions—it was these other lords who decided who was greatest among them (a choice that I for one shall not gainsay).

			As William of Tyre writes, “For no one can doubt that one who was unanimously singled out as the best by famous princes who are said to be unequalled in the world was a very great man indeed.”192

			
			


			




Chapter 2

			The Cid: Lord and Master of War

			“The Moors called on Muhammad and the Christians on St. James. In a short time one thousand three hundred Moors fell dead upon the field. How well the Cid…fought…. [H]e approached a Moorish leader mounted on a fine horse and dealt him such a blow with his sword that he cut him through the waist and hurled the rest of his body to the ground…. What a great day it was for Christendom when the Moors fled from the place!”

			—Poem of the Cid1

			“Do you see my bloodstained sword and my horse dripping sweat? That is how Moors are vanquished in battle.”

			—the Cid2

			After the Arabs had conquered Christian North Africa in the seventh century—from Egypt in the east to Mauretania (Morocco) in the west—the only way to continue the jihad was by crossing the Pillars of Hercules (now Straits of Gibraltar) into Europe. Thus in 711, fleets of Arabs and African Berbers—collectively known as “Moors” in Western sources—“godlessly invaded Spain to destroy it,” says the Latin Chronicle of 754.3

			After meeting and defeating Visigothic king Roderick at Guadalete in 711—“never was there in the West a more bloody battle than this,” writes the Muslim chronicler Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (b.803), “for the Muslims did not withdraw their scimitars from them for three days”—the invaders continued to penetrate northward into Spain, “not passing a place without reducing it, and getting possession of its wealth, for Allah Almighty had struck with terror the hearts of the infidels.”4

			Such terrorism was intentionally cultivated in keeping with the Koran (e.g., 3:151, 8:12). In one instance, the invaders slaughtered, boiled, and ate—or rather pretended to eat—their captives, prompting hysteria among the Christians of Spain that “the Muslims feed on human flesh,” and thereby “contributing in no small degree to increase the panic of the infidels,” writes another Arab chronicler.5

			Emboldened by the Muslims’ initial victories, swarms of North Africans “crossed the sea on every vessel or bark they could lay hold of,” and so overwhelmed the peninsula that before long “the Christians were obliged to shut themselves up in their castles and fortresses, and, quitting the flat country, betake themselves to their mountains.”6 This is not to say that the Spaniards did not fight back; even Muslim chroniclers note how “the Christians defended themselves with the utmost vigor and resolution, and great was the havoc that they made in the ranks of the faithful.” In Córdoba, for example, a number of Spaniards holed themselves up in a church; although “the besieged had no hopes of deliverance, they were so obstinate that when safety was offered to them on condition either of embracing Islam, or paying jizya, they refused to surrender, and the church being set on fire, they all perished in the flames.”7

			One year after the Islamic invasion, in 712, the Muslims had, in the words of the Chronicle of 754, “ruined beautiful cities, burning them with fire; condemned lords and powerful men to the cross; and butchered youths and infants with the sword.” As for their leader, Musa bin Nusayr—the Yemenite governor of Africa who followed his jihadists—“He terrorized everyone.”8

			Other early sources corroborate the devastation. The oldest account, the Tempore belli, a Latin church hymn written soon after the fall of the Visigoths, “describes an ‘implacable enemy,’ ‘full of enthusiasm in the exercise of war,’ ‘forcing Christian troops to turn around and flee in panic,’ sacking Christian temples and homes, burning the cities of those who resisted, and taking their young women as sexual slaves, all creating an ‘indescribable terror.’”9

			There is, in fact, no dearth of chronicles documenting how “the Muslim conquerors killed the men, burned cities, wasted the land, took young women as sexual slaves”; “cut down fruit trees, destroyed churches, regarded sacred music as blasphemy, and profaned chalices”; “changed the towers of ancient cities [to mosques]; destroyed castles…[and] monasteries; burned the books of the sacred [Christian] law, and committed many bad deeds.”10

			Native Spaniards had two choices: submit to Muslim rule—which often meant be exposed to exploitation and humiliation if not outright treachery—or “flee to the mountains,” continues the Chronicle of 754, “where they risked hunger and various forms of death.” This is a reference to the inhospitable regions of Asturias and Galicia in the northwest quadrant of Spain; due to its rough terrain and remoteness, it remained largely free of Muslim control, and—despite the severe difficulties of eking out a living off it—was the destination of every Visigothic fugitive who wished to live free of Islam.11

			Pelagius (Pelayo in Spanish, 685–737), a relative of and “sword-bearer” to King Roderick, and a survivor of the battle of Guadalete, eventually consented to become a vassal of Munuza, a local Muslim chief. When the Moor seized upon Pelagius’s sister, the sword-bearer rebelled, and, like other Christians before him, fled to a nearby mountain, where he “joined himself to as many people as he found hastening to assemble.”12 There, in the deepest recesses of the Asturian mountains the assembled Christian fugitives declared Pelagius their new king; and the Kingdom of Asturias, the first Christian kingdom after the Muslims overthrew the Visigoths, was born.

			Before long, a large Muslim army was sent to bring these infidel rebels to heal. Oppa, a Visigothic bishop of noble descent, now serving the Muslims, was sent to parley with Pelagius at the mouth of a deep cavern: “If when the entire army of the Goths was assembled [at Guadalete], it was unable to sustain the attack of the Ishmaelites [meaning Arabs], how much better will you be able to defend yourself on this mountaintop?” he rhetorically asked. “To me it seems difficult. Rather, heed my warning and recall your soul from this decision, so that you may take advantage of many good things and enjoy the partnership [of the Arabs].”13

			“I will not associate with the Arabs in friendship nor will I submit to their authority,” Pelagius angrily retorted, adding, “Christ is our hope that through this little mountain”—which he likened to the “mustard seed” of the famous parable that eventually grows into something great (Mark 4:30–32)—the “well-being of Spain and the army of the Gothic people will be restored.”14 Battle commenced there at Covadonga—meaning “Cavern of the Lady”—sometime around 720, and, due to the terrain which was conducive to their guerilla tactics, the vastly outnumbered Christians prevailed, thereby permanently establishing their presence in the northwestern most tip of Spain.

			Ahmad bin Muhammad al-Maqqari (1578–1632), a chief historical source on Islamic Spain, or al-Andalus as it was known in Arabic, had access to many now lost accounts and offers the Muslim perspective on this pivotal development:

			[A] despicable barbarian, whose name was Belay [Pelagius], rose in the land of Galicia [later part of Asturias], and, having reproached his countrymen for their ignominious dependence and their cowardly flight, began to stir them up to revenge the past injuries, and to expel the Moslems from the land of their ancestors. From that moment the Christians of Andalus began to resist the attacks of the Moslems on such districts as had remained in their possession, and to defend their wives and daughters…. The commencement of the rebellion happened thus: there remained no city, town, or village in Galicia but what was in the hands of the Moslems, with the exception of a steep mountain…. [There, Belay/Pelagius] took refuge with three hundred followers, whom the Moslems ceased not to pursue and to attack, until the greater part of them died of hunger, and Belay remained with only thirty men and ten women, whose sole food consisted of honey which they gathered in the crevices of the rock…. However, Belay and his men fortified themselves by degrees in the passes of the mountain until the Moslems were made acquainted with their preparations; but, perceiving how few they were, they heeded not the advice conveyed to them, and allowed them to gather strength, saying, “What are thirty barbarians, perched upon a rock?—they must inevitably die.”15

			Several jihads were subsequently launched to conquer the tiny Asturian kingdom, and the “Christians of the North scarcely knew the meaning of repose, security, or any of the amenities of life.”16 Even so, the resilient mustard seed continued to grow—not least because “all who were dissatisfied with Moorish dominion, all who clung to the hope of a Christian revival, all who detested Mahomet,” fled to and augmented its ranks.17

			In an effort to snuff them out once and for all, in 793, Córdoban Emir Hisham I (757–796) declared a jihad to end all jihads against the Christian rebels of the north. One hundred thousand Muslims, coming from as far as Arabia, answered his call. For months, they “traversed this land in every direction, raping women, killing warriors, destroying fortresses, burning and pillaging everything, driving back the enemy who fled in disorder,” writes Ibn al-Athir. The Muslim general “returned safe and sound, dragging behind him Allah alone knows how much booty.”18

			As other sources make clear, much of this “booty” consisted of Christian women and children; for Muslims “particularly valued blond or red-haired Franc or Galician women as sexual slaves”—so much so that Muslim Spain “became a center for the trade and distribution of slaves” to the rest of the Islamic world.19 Christian subjects were sometimes even required to make an annual tribute “not of money, or horses, or arms, but of a hundred damsels (all to be distinguished for beauty) to ornament the harems.”20

			Even so, the Christians of the north persevered and, in 844, scored another significant—miraculous, even—victory over the Muslims at Clavijo. During that battle, the Apostle James the Greater (son of Zebedee)—whose relics had long rested at his shrine of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia—is said to have appeared on a snow-white charger, slaughtering thousands of Muslims. (The apostle—now better known as Santiago Matamoros, that is, “Saint James the Moor-Slayer”—would go on to play an inspirational and symbolic role in Spain’s wars against Islam and remains its patron saint.)

			By the eleventh century, the Asturian “mustard seed” had morphed into or alongside several Christian kingdoms, including León, Castile, Navarre, Aragon, and Catalonia. Eventually a scorched no-man’s-land, roughly along the Duero River, separated Muslim-ruled Spain (al-Andalus) from the northern Christian states. Because “service in the holy war, according to [the prophet] Muhammad, was the most meritorious of all works,” the “opportunity to participate in the holy war in Spain and to obtain religious merit and even entrance into paradise drew many volunteers to the peninsula.”21 The Christian-Muslim frontier was utterly devastated.

			Then came Muhammad bin Abi Amir (938–1002)—a highly pious ruler of Córdoba who always meditated over the Koran before battle. His overriding goal was to annihilate the Christian north. Once he proclaimed jihad—and because “every young Moor of ambition, every aspirant for a paradise, either in this world or the next…sought his career and his field in Christian Spain”—they flocked to his banner in droves.22 With these hordes, Muhammad “made war, summer and winter, against the Christians,” boasts a Muslim chronicler.23 He personally participated in fifty-seven jihads—all successful—earning him the appellation of Almanzor (from Arabic al-munsoor), “the Victorious One.”

			During these campaigns, the Muslims massacred, raped, and enslaved tens of thousands of Christians, and plundered, desecrated, and torched hundreds if not thousands of churches and shrines—including Spain’s most sacred, Santiago Compostela, the shrine of Saint James the Moor-Slayer. Almanzor sent its church-bells on the backs of Christian slaves as trophies of war to adorn the Great Mosque of Córdoba. Indeed, with each of Almanzor’s jihads, “hosts of captives and long trains of carts, laden with the heads of the vanquished or with crosses, censers, holy vessels, and other rich spoil, kept pouring into Cordova.” Hoping to placate the jihadist warlord, terrified Spanish nobles even “surrendered their daughters to be his [sex] slaves.”24

			But even the Victorious One could not live forever; worse for Islam, twenty-nine years after Almanzor’s death, the Córdoban caliphate collapsed in 1031, and al-Andalus splintered into over thirty infighting Muslim kingdoms (or taifas). Before long, some of their petty kings, certainly not all, ignored the duty of jihad—it had become overly onerous against the Christians who, having withstood centuries of jihad, had become as hard as adamantine—and turned to the pleasures of life.

			Seeing their opportunity, the long harried Christians of the north, who by now shared in the same chivalric and knightly culture of Medieval Europe, moved fast, particularly under Ferdinand I of León-Castile (c.1015–1065), better known as “Ferdinand the Great.” His “ambition was to subjugate the whole of Moslem Spain”; he is sometimes credited with formally setting the Reconquista, or the recovery of Spain, in motion.25 This “God-fearing man,” says the Chronicle of the Kings of León, began to make “a great slaughter of the Saracens and each and every year he received from their kings the appointed tribute.”26 The tables were slowly but surely turning.

			Roderick Díaz of Vivar

			In this backdrop, Roderick (Rodrigo in Spanish) Díaz was born in Vivar, a village near Burgos, the capital of León-Castile, around 1043. Raised in the arts of war by his father, a minor noble, Roderick was knighted during his late teens and entered into Ferdinand’s service by joining the entourage of Sancho, the king’s eldest son and heir apparent. By the age of twenty-three, and as a testimony to his prowess, Roderick had risen to become the prince’s second and standard bearer. It was during these early years that he became known among his compatriots as “the Campeador”—“the master of the battle field” in Old Spanish (from the Latin, campi doctor).

			As for the Arabic epithet that posterity would come to know him by—El Cid and Mío Cid, “the lord” and “my lord,” respectively—chronicler Juan de Mariana (b.1536) offers the following account:

			[Roderick] adventured with his own forces, to make excursions into the territories of the Infidels, and in battle overthrew five Moorish kings…but released them upon condition that they should pay him a yearly tribute. At this time King Ferdinand was busy, in rebuilding the City Zamora, which had not been repaired since the Moors destroyed it…. It happened whilst the King was there, the Moors came to pay the tribute they had agreed upon to Roderick Díaz, and called him Cid, which in Arabic signifies Lord. All this was done in the presence of the King and his Courtiers, whence many took an occasion to envy and hate him.27

			Alas for Roderick, such “envy and hate” would hound him for the rest of his life.

			The one aspect of his personality that has most been lost to modernity is his severity and extreme ferocity in war: “Solidity, seriousness—these were his most obvious characteristics,” writes historian Louis Bertrand:

			He was also a strong willed and obstinate man who followed his path without deviating from it. Fundamentally tempestuous and violent by nature, he learnt how to hold himself in check. He got the better of his enemies by a perfect mastery over himself, even though he was sometimes subject to terrible gusts of passion. He restrained them almost immediately. This violent man was able to pass himself off as a man temperamentally moderate.28

			In other words, he was able to pass himself off in “polite society,” among which he received the typical, noble education—in grammar, rhetoric, logic, and law; he was certainly literate (Latin inscriptions from him exist). Due to the many years he spent among the Moors, he was at least acquainted with and possibly fluent in Arabic. As Ibn Bassam relays, “Books were studied in his presence. The doings and the deeds of the paladins of Arabia of old were read to him, and, when one came to the story of Mohallab [a legendary Arab warrior of great renown29], he was enchanted to the point of ecstasy.”30

			Such “ecstasy” for all things dealing with battle and bloodshed further underscores his fundamentally warlike demeanor. Indeed, Roderick’s prowess often manifested itself in ways reminiscent of the berserker’s fury in the Viking sagas; during “emergencies such as a surprise attack by night he would tremble with excitement and grind his teeth; whenever there was the prospect of a battle his heart would leap with joy.”31

			Of his physical appearance, the best that can be surmised is that he was a “sturdy man, very tall and very hairy, a rough warrior in a leather jerkin.”32 His most distinctive feature in later years was, in the words of the Poem of the Cid that would later immortalize him, “his long, flowing beard [which] was a wonderful sight!” He strokes it when pondering weighty matters, and ties it around his waist during battle. Those who see it cannot keep their eyes off it. When his court adversary, García Ordóñez, accuses Roderick of “allow[ing] his beard to grow long to strike terror in the hearts of all,” the Cid responds: “Thanks be to almighty God, it is long because it has much loving care lavished on it. What reproach can you cast on my beard? All my life it has been my chief delight. No woman’s son has ever plucked it out and no one, Moor or Christian, ever tore it—as happened to yours.”33

			First Exile

			In 1065, King Ferdinand died. Roderick continued serving as general commander under now King Sancho II, until the latter was assassinated in 1072, at which point he served his younger brother and new king, Alfonso VI. This would make for an awkward relationship; for when he was Sancho’s captain, Roderick had fought and defeated Alfonso’s forces during the brothers’ civil war.

			Far from doing what most other nobles would have done—ingratiate himself with his new lord—during Alfonso’s crowning ceremony in the Church of Santa Gadea in Burgos, Roderick managed only to further scandalize the soon-to-be-king by compelling him to swear publicly—thrice no less—that he had nothing to do with his brother’s assassination. It was only after Alfonso complied that the Cid—this man whose audacious sense of honor and loyalty would continue to work against him more than once—finally knelt and swore fealty to his new lord.34

			If the new king was vexed with his popular vassal, he did not show it, and their relationship soon stabilized. In 1075, Alfonso even had his own third cousin, Jimena, married to Roderick. She would give the Campeador a son and two daughters—as well as a large crucifix that he would always carry into battle (and which was only recently rediscovered in a Spanish cathedral in 2020).35

			Suddenly, in 1081, Alfonso banished the Cid. The official story is that Roderick had conducted an unauthorized raid on Moors paying tribute to and thus under the protection of the king—and this at a time when a number of court nobles envious of the growing fame of Roderick were regularly defaming him before the king. (Although these reasons appear legitimate, one historical view suggests that they were ultimately pretexts for Alfonso who was still smarting from the Cid’s cheek during his coronation.)

			On pain of death, Alfonso’s subjects throughout León-Castile were forbidden from offering the Cid any aid—no food, water, or shelter. Roderick left his wife and young children in the care of a religious order in Burgos. As he set off, the locals, huddled by and watching from their windows, remarked, “What a good vassal was here had he but a good lord!”36

			Homeless and destitute, this once great captain of men set out to the northeast, the only region of Christian Spain not under Alfonso’s rule. To his surprise and comfort, some three hundred men chose to go into voluntarily exile with him. Roderick first went to and offered his services to Ramon Berenguer II, the count of Barcelona, to fight the surrounding Muslims. The latter ignored and, aware and possibly envious of his renown, spurned him as a lowly exile. So Roderick went to Berenguer’s sometime enemy, Yusuf al-Mu’taman ibn Hud, the petty king of Zaragoza, the northern most Moorish kingdom of al-Andalus, who was only too happy to take this renowned warrior into his services.

			Several factors unique to eleventh century Spain made this possible. Along with the aforementioned fracturing of the Córdoban caliphate and essential “secularization” of several though not all petty kings—some were still very much committed jihadists who persecuted Christians under their authority—most of the northern Muslim kingdoms had become vassals, and therefore allies, of the Christian kingdoms they bordered, especially León and Castile.37

			Moreover, unlike the southernmost Moors, those of the north were racially intermingled with the Spaniards—particularly their rulers, who were often born to European slave girls and had fair hair and eyes38and “could thus understand their Northern brothers who had remained true to Christianity.”39 In short, for a destitute knight, exiled by his king and spurned by other Christian rulers to offer his services to the Moorish ruler of Zaragoza was far from surprising and arguably reflective of loyalty to his native Castile (as Zaragoza was a sometime vassal of it).

			Al-Maqqari offers a valuable snapshot of the realpolitik behind such “convivencia”:

			[N]ot only were the different independent [Muslim] chieftains at that time waging unrelenting war against each other, but they would not unfrequently avail themselves of the arms of the Christians to attack and destroy their own countrymen and brothers in religion…. The Christians, perceiving the state of corruption into which the Moslems had fallen, rejoiced extremely; for, at that time, very few men of virtue and principle were to be found amongst the Moslems, the generality of whom began to drink wine and commit all manner of excesses. The rulers of Andalusia thought of nothing else than purchasing singing-women and slaves, listening to their music, and passing their time in revelry and mirth, spending in dissipation and frivolous pastimes the treasures of the state, and oppressing their subjects with all manner of taxes and exactions, that they might send costly presents to Alfonso [VI], and induce him to serve their ambitious projects…. [In short,] the entire society was corrupted, and the body of Islam, deprived alike of life and soul, became a mere corpse.40

			Roderick’s reputation among the Moors as a formidable warrior was sealed over the next few years of service at Zaragoza—so much so that its ruler, Yusuf al-Mu’taman, confided to fellow Muslims that “Roderick is a hard man, a very brave and invincible fighter, such that I do not care to engage him in battle.”41 That he, the king of Zaragoza, and every other Muslim in that kingdom, referred to the infidel Roderick as al-sayyad—“the lord”—further underscores his steely reputation among them.

			The Almoravids

			Some years before exiling the Cid, in 1074, Alfonso VI, “being a man of great resolution,” writes al-Maqqari, “and well acquainted with the pitiful state of Mohammedan affairs,” sought to “subject the whole country to his detestable rule,” and, like his father, Ferdinand, “began to attack all those among the rulers [of al-Andalus] who refused to pay him tribute.”42 He “traversed all the towns and castles of the Saracens,” adds the Chronicle of the Kings of León, “and whilst he lived he received from them the appointed tribute every year.”43 Indeed, by 1077, he was confident enough to proclaim himself “Emperor of All Spain.”

			Alfonso’s greatest triumph came in 1085 (often considered the official start date of the Reconquista): the great Moorish kingdom of Toledo capitulated to him after being financially bled dry and then besieged. Alfonso explained his actions in terms intelligible to Medieval Christians:

			The city, by the hidden judgment of God, for three hundred and seventy-six years had been held by the Moors who commonly blasphemed the name of Christ.… [So] I directed my army against this city…thinking that it would be pleasing in the sight of the Lord, if I, Alfonso, the emperor, under the leadership of Christ, were able to restore to the devotees of his faith, the city which wicked people under the evil guidance of their leader Muhammad had taken from the Christians.44

			The re-conquest of Toledo was a watershed moment and caused a great noise far and wide. Not only was this kingdom in the very center of Spain, making it strategically important; it was the ancient capital of the Visigoths, the forbears of Spain’s Christians, such as Pelagius. The symbolism was not missed on either Christian or Muslim.

			And it was just the start: “When the tyrant Alfonso saw himself master of Toledo, his nostrils dilated with pride,” continues al-Maqqari; “his ambition was kindled, and he imagined that he could easily conquer the rest of Andalus.” Nor was he alone, for “the arrogance of the Christian dogs waxed so great.”45 According to the contemporary Moor, Ibn Bassam (1058–1147), “Alfonso began to govern the people with justice and moderation, hoping to gain them over to polytheism [shirk, Trinitarian Christianity], and make them embrace his abominable religion; but, seeing that he could not accomplish this, he set about polluting the principal mosque and turning it into a church for the celebration of his detestable rites.”46

			The result was jihad—of a ferocity not seen since the days of Almanzor. Knowing that they could no longer withstand the Christian advance, the petty kings of al-Andalus called on the aid of their coreligionists across the Straights of Gibraltar in North Africa; there, the Almoravids, a brutal Islamic sect, had recently forged an empire across modern day Morocco and the Western Sahara.

			Austere and pious—today, “radical”—the Almoravids were Muslim zealots who, as their name denotes,47 devoted their lives to waging jihad along the frontiers of the Niger and Senegal rivers. They enforced the draconian dictates of sharia on their subjects and warred on infidels. They were, in short, what groups such as the Islamic State (“ISIS”) aspire to be—including in appearance: their traditional attire consisted of black tunics, black turbans, and black veils covering all but their eyes.

			The Almoravid leader, known as amir al-mu’minin, the emir or commander of the “believers” (Muslims)—an honorific attributed to leaders of the jihad—was Yusuf ibn Tashfin (b.1009). Described as being of average build, a dark complexion, having curly hair, a sparse beard, a hooked nose and a unibrow, this Berber sheikh was renowned for being “a wise and shrewd man,” who “passed the greater part of his life in his native deserts, exposed to hunger and privation, [and] he had no taste for the life of pleasure.”48 Most strangers, certainly most infidels, only saw a wizened man in black—black tunic, turban, and veil covering all but the fanaticism in his eyes. For, despite his age—seventy-six at the time he was summoned—Yusuf possessed all the zeal of a neophyte (even though his Berber ancestors had been ruthlessly and forcibly Islamized in the eighth century) and eagerly accepted the invitation to aid his coreligionists against the uppity infidels.

			Fearing that they risked falling out of the frying pan and into the fire, the eldest son of al-Mu’tamid ibn Abbad, the king of Seville, warned his father that, once invited, these fanatics might prove more onerous than the northern infidels. “I would prefer anything rather than be accused of surrendering al-Andalus to the Christians,” al-Mu’tamid retorted. “I do not want to be cursed from the pulpit of every mosque of Islam; and, since I am bound to choose, I would sooner be a cameleer with the Almoravids than a swineherd among the Christians.”49

			He was not alone. After noting the “abject condition to which the Moslems have been reduced, paying tribute [to Christians], after being so long in the habit of receiving it [from them],” a number of leading qadis, or sharia judges, in Córdoba concluded that “If the present state of things continue for any length of time, we may be sure that the Christians will soon regain in this country the position they held [before the Muslim conquest of 711].” So they, too, resolved “to write to the Arabs of Africa [to come to us], and to lavish upon them on their arrival half of our riches. We will then go out with them to fight for the cause of Allah.”50

			And so the Commander of the Believers agreed to come and “prop up the tottering edifice of Islam, and to humble the pride of the insolent Christians.”51 The Muslim petty kings of al-Andalus, al-Maqqari continues, quickly “acknowledged his sway, hoping that he would stop the victorious course of the infidel, and thus open, for the prosecution of jihad, those gates which they had hitherto kept criminally locked.”52

			Just months after the fall of Toledo, Yusuf and his hardened jihadists set off for Spain. “If this crossing, O Allah, be of service to Islam,” the emir implored his deity while preparing to cross the strait, “let good fortune attend it; but if not, then let some mishap on the voyage compel me to turn back.”53 The Almoravid fleets landed safe and sound in southern al-Andalus.

			Now thousands of “the wearers of the veil, and the Sheikhs”—as well as their horses, camels, and engines of war—emerged from barges and marched onto Seville. Of the camels, Ibn Khallikan (b.1211) writes that they were transported “in such numbers that the country was actually filled with them, and their cries reached the sky. The people of Andalus had never seen camels, and their horses were greatly frightened at them. The sight of one of those animals, or his cry, was enough to make a horse rear and throw his rider.”54

			Yusuf and al-Mu’tamid of Seville met and “congratulated each other upon their determination to wage war against the infidel.” The latter was impressed to see that, among the many fighters the emir brought from Africa were “great numbers of virtuous Moslems, who privately flocked under his banners for the purpose of taking part in the jihad.”55

			Such an Islamic force was of a quality and quantity that could easily reverse Alfonso’s gains. Unlike many of the effete and libertine petty kings of al-Andalus, the North Africans were jihadists of the old variety: ruthless and uncompromising. Accordingly, not only did Alfonso hurry to intercept them, but “he summoned to arms all the men of his own and the neighboring kingdom, as well as those of the countries beyond them; his priests, bishops and monks raising everywhere their crosses and displaying their gospels. By these means he collected round him an innumerable host of Franks and Galicians.”

			The Christian knights certainly seem to have made an impression on the Muslims: “His warriors,” continues al-Maqqari, “clad in bright mail, and armed with sharp-edged swords, with steel caps on their heads, marched, animated with desperate courage, under broad pennons and fluttering banners, looking like the black gathering clouds on a spotless sky.”56

			But there was one notable absence. There was no Cid.

			The Battle of Sagrajas

			By mid-October 1086, the Christian and Muslim forces were camped at Sagrajas, near Badajoz. Although exact numbers are unclear, the Muslims outnumbered the Christians by at least three to one. According to al-Maqqari, prior to battle,

			As the two armies were in the presence of each other, Yusuf wrote to Alfonso offering him one of the three [conditions] prescribed by the [sharia] law; namely, Islam, tribute, or death…. At the receipt of this letter, the infidel was highly indignant; he flew into a most violent passion, and returned an answer indicative of the miserable state [of his mind].57

			Certainly, for the proud liberator of Toledo and Emperor of All Spain who had laid al-Andalus to tribute, the idea of embracing Islam—or even paying tribute to Muslims—was anathema.

			On October 23, 1086, the Christians charged the front lines of the Muslim army, where Yusuf had placed the petty kings, while he and his Berber warriors held the rear. The battle quickly “became fiercer than ever, and the furnaces of war burned with additional violence,” writes the Muslim historian; “death exercised its fury.” As expected, it was not long before the Moorish front line began to crumble and retreat before the Christians who “repeated their attacks with increasing fury.”58

			Yusuf’s unperturbed reaction belies the contempt he held for his “moderate” Muslim allies: “Let the slaughter continue a little while longer,” he told a concerned general; “they no less than the Christians are our enemies.”59 Moreover, the Christians would tire themselves out, added the shrewd sheikh, and then “we shall vanquish them without great difficulty.”60

			Before long, Alfonso and his knights had penetrated to the Muslim rear camp. Yet Yusuf was nowhere to be found. He had divided his forces into three: one (finally) to aid the nearly routed petty kings and another to directly engage Alfonso; the last, led personally by the aged emir, had circumvented the field of battle. “Advancing with drums rolling and banners flying,” they went straight to and put the Christian rear camp to fire and sword.61

			Realizing he had been outflanked, Alfonso ordered an about-face back to his own camp. It was a mistake; the Christian knights crashed into their own men, and in the chaos “the Moslems began to thrust their swords into their backs and their spears into their flanks.”62 The camels, which Yusuf had “trained…to war and surrounded his camp with,” further offered “great assistance to him by throwing into disorder the Christian cavalry.”63

			All this time in the background was “this weird drum beating, which so dumbfounded the Christians.” It was, in fact, part of the new tactics brought into play by the Almoravids, whereby military units rhythmically advanced to the beat of drums.64 As one Spanish authority explains:

			The thundering roll of the Almoravide drums, now heard for the first time on Spanish soil, shook the earth and resounded the mountains. And Yusuf, galloping along the serried ranks of the Moors, nerved them to bear the fearful sufferings inseparable from holy war, promising Paradise to the dying and the richest booty to those who survived the day.65

			Soon even the effete petty kings that had been driven off returned to the fray, which Muslim and Christian sources now describe in epic terms; al-Maqqari’s rendering follows:

			[T]he earth quaked under the hoofs of their horses; the sun was obscured by the clouds of dust rising under the feet of the warriors; the steeds swam through torrents of blood…. [T]he stormy din of drums, the clash of clarion and trumpet, filled the air; the earth quaked [under the weight of the warriors], and the neighboring mountains echoed the thousand discordant sounds…. Both parties, in short, fought with equal animosity and courage.66

			At just the right moment, Yusuf unleashed his elite African guard—four thousand naked black slaves, armed with light blades, spears, and hippo-hide covered shields—towards where Alfonso and the bulk of his knights were fighting. According to Yusuf’s biographer, Ibn Khallikan, he ordered them “to dismount and join the fight, which they did with awful execution, cutting the horses’ houghs, spearing their riders when on the ground, and throwing confusion into the enemy’s ranks”:

			In the middle of the conflict Alfonso attacked, sword in hand, a black slave who had spent all his javelins, and aimed at his head; but the black avoided the blow, and, creeping under Alfonso’s horse, seized the animal by the bridle; then, taking out a khanjar [J-shaped dagger] which he wore at his girdle, he wounded the Christian king in the thigh, the instrument piercing both armour and flesh, and pinning Alfonso to his horse’s saddle. The rout then became general, the gales of victory blew, and Allah sent down his spirit to the Moslems, rendering the true religion triumphant.67

			Exhausted, bloodied, and now partially impaled, Alfonso and his few remaining men—just five hundred, almost all of whom were seriously wounded—retreated, even as the relentless Muslims gave chase deep into the night and slaughtered some more. Thus Alfonso “fled from the field of battle like the timid hare before chasing dogs,” concludes al-Maqqari, “and reached Toledo, beaten, dejected in spirits, and wounded.”68

			Meanwhile, a grisly scene was unfolding on the field of battle. In keeping with the modus operandi of four centuries of jihad, stretching back to the prophet Muhammad’s treatment of the Jewish tribe of Banu Qurayza, “Yusuf caused the heads of all the Christian slain [to the number of two thousand-four hundred] to be cut off and gathered together in massive piles. And from the tops of those gruesome minarets the muezzins called to morning prayers the victorious soldiers, now worked into a frenzy by the sight of this bestial treading under-foot of human remains: ‘In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful.’”69

			The emir later had the now rotten heads hauled off in carts to all the kingdoms of al-Andalus as material proof of victory—and a reminder of the fate of all who dared resist Allah’s advance.

			Yusuf bin Tashfin is still revered among Muslims, particularly those of a jihadist bent, for his pious exploits during this battle. Indeed, with the exception of the battle of Yarmuk, few if any other jihads of Islamic history are as extolled in Muslim historiography as Sagrajas, known in Arabic as the battle of al-Zallaqa, meaning “slimy”—a reference to the slippery conditions caused by the copious amounts of blood spilt on the battlefield, as echoed by another early Arabic source quoted in al-Maqqari: “For many years after the field of battle was so covered with carcasses of the slain, that it was impossible to walk through it without treading on the withering bones of some infidel.”70

			Strategically speaking, “this memorable battle and defeat of the Christian forces,” concludes al-Maqqari, “inspired new life into the body of [Andalusian Islam].”71 Now fear beset the Christian kingdoms of the north; the jihadist nightmare that was Almanzor had returned to terrorize them—not least as the Almoravids excelled at desecrating and destroying or turning churches under their sway into mosques. Pope Urban II, who appreciated the significance of this turn in events, beckoned the whole of Christendom to Spain’s aid—a decade before he called for the First Crusade to the East. After all, “whereas the Turks were causing concern in the East alone, the Almoravides were reckoned a powerful danger to Europe.”72

			Although offered the lion’s share of the plunder (in keeping with Koran 8:41), Yusuf declined: “I came not to this country for the sake of plunder; I came for no other purpose than that of waging war against the infidel, and thereby deserving the rewards promised to those who fight for the cause of Allah.”73

			Unfortunately for Yusuf, he was unable to capitalize on his victory. Many of his own warriors were killed at Sagrajas; worse, his own son and heir had died unexpectedly in Marrakesh, the Almoravid capital in Morocco, and his African subjects were rebelling. All this prompted the emir to rush back home, though he left three thousand fighters under al-Mu’tamid of Seville—who of all the petty kings had actually proved his mettle at Sagrajas—to help dislodge the Christians from their recent advances. Emboldened by this turn of events, all of al-Andalus’s Muslim kingdoms stopped paying tribute to Alfonso.

			The Cid and the Jihad Meet

			Soon after the Sagrajas disaster of 1086, and rather unsurprisingly, Alfonso recalled and pardoned Roderick—this warrior who, if present at Sagrajas, would have, as the whisperers had it, led to a different outcome. Alfonso further offered his reconciled vassal much autonomy, granting him complete control of any Moorish territory he could conquer.

			Given the green light, the hitherto idle Cid now ruthlessly “fell upon the Moors that dwelt upon the Borders of Aragon and Castile.”74 So sudden and violent was his onslaught that “not one stone was left upon another, nor was there any sign of life,” to quote Ibn al-Qama (1036–1116), a contemporary native of Moorish Valencia.75 Several of the Muslim kingdoms that had declared themselves free after Sagrajas were again reduced to paying tribute.

			Indeed, during this time, “Alphonso was completely overshadowed by the Cid.” Although the “Almoravide armies, with their religious zeal, their strong, cohesive, warlike spirit, and the new tactics of mass formations maneuvered by the beat of the drum, had paralyzed all Christian action in the south [where King Alfonso held sway],” they could do little along the eastern seaboard, where the Cid dominated.76

			Perhaps unsurprisingly, and once again, Alfonso exiled Roderick one year after pardoning him—this time with extreme severity: not only did he strip the Campeador of all lands and titles; he even temporarily threw his wife and children (Alfonso’s own relatives) in a dungeon.77 Whether it was intentional or not, the Cid’s crime was that he had failed to rendezvous with the emperor at the Christian fortress of Aledo, which was under siege by the Almoravids in 1088. The earliest chroniclers assert that Alfonso’s extreme response was exacerbated by envy—which itself was wildly exacerbated by the jealousy and thus slander of his own nobles and entourage, many of whom by now vehemently disliked Roderick.

			Wherever the truth may lie, it seems that, while loyal to Castile, the Cid also possessed a sort of unshakable headstrongness that—as seen at Alfonso’s coronation—inevitably caused him to fall into disfavor among his “betters.” It may even have been him that the twelfth century Chronicle of Alfonso the Emperor had in mind when it said, “The men of Castile were rebellious down the ages. Noble Castile, eager for terrible wars, could scarcely bring herself to bow her neck to any king.”78

			Yusuf returned to Spain in June of 1089. Not only was he set on finishing what he had started—“to rid the peninsula of the Christians is our sole purpose” he regularly declared—but word had reached him of an especially impudent infidel that was not only subjugating Muslims, but being honored by the Arabic honorific al-sayyad—“lord.”79

			Before long, however, and as had happened between Alfonso and Roderick, dissensions arose between the petty kings and their Berber guest. With each passing day and gruff remark from the curmudgeon sheikh, the kings of al-Andalus began to weary of Yusuf. Thus when the emir besieged Toledo—and although he “made havoc of its walls, cut down the trees, and laid waste the country for miles around”80—none of the petty kings joined him, and he ultimately failed to take it. Matters were not helped when he learned that “whilst his own troops were performing a service of danger on the frontier, waging incessant war against the Christians, and leading at the same time a life of hardship and privation, the kings of Andalus were plunged in pleasure and sloth, and their subjects were enjoying a happy and easy life.”81

			Realizing that he could never conquer the Christian infidels until he had first conquered the quasi-apostates—that is, by reuniting all of al-Andalus under strict Islamic rule—he abandoned Toledo and turned his displeasure on his unreliable allies. “I well know your conniving ways and mendacious utterances,” Yusuf casually told Abdullah, the king of Granada, who had made a secret pact with Alfonso; “do not pin your hopes on the long term. The near future is what matters to you.”82 Abdullah and his family were fettered and shipped to North Africa.

			The other Moorish kings suffered a similar fate as Yusuf moved against them one by one. “Did I not tell you,” al-Mu’tamid’s son reminded him, “that this man from the Sahara would be our ruin if we brought him over?”83 Then, the king of Seville had said that he preferred to be a cameleer for the Almoravids than a swineherd for the Christians—but now he would not even be that: he was exiled to Morocco in 1090, where he was later assassinated.

			The fact is the petty kings’ time was up. Through fatwas, their own ulema, experts in Islamic law, had long ago thrown their weight behind the Commander of the Believers: “Far from keeping their promises, [the kings] have allied themselves with Alphonso against you that you might fall into his hands,” they inveighed before Yusuf. “Depose them! We will answer for you to Allah, and if we sin, eternal punishment shall be ours; but, if you leave them in peace, they shall surely surrender the lands of Islam unto the Christians, and yours will be the blame.” Even in distant Baghdad, the Abbasid ulema “endorsed the opinions of their western brethren and authorized Yusuf to carry out the sentence of Allah on the Andalusian emirs.”

			As a result, al-Andalus’s radical clerics “installed themselves in the important posts and through their fatwas, so respected by Yusuf, conducted the highest affairs of State, dethroned kings at will, and instigated the persecution of the Mozarabs,” that is, Christians living as dhimmis under Muslim rule.84

			In 1090, the Almoravids finally took the strong fortress of Aledo, just south of the Cid’s sphere of activity. Now more than before, “the steady approach of Yusuf’s soldiers encouraged Moslems everywhere to rebel against Christian domination, and soon there was not a city or castle where the Almoravide party, swollen with political malcontents and religious fanatics, might not suddenly rear its head.”85

			By 1093—after virtually all of the kings of al-Andalus had been overthrown, their Moorish kingdoms swallowed up by Yusuf’s Almoravid Empire—only two Muslim kingdoms remained outside the fold: Valencia and Zaragoza in northeast al-Andalus—and the Cid was overlord of both.

			Mío Cid

			Now began the final and most dramatic stage of the Cid’s career, as evidenced by his own words overheard by a Moor: “A Roderick lost this peninsula”—he said of his namesake, the Visigothic king who lost Spain to the Muslims following his defeat at Guadalete in 711—“but another Roderick shall save it.”86 The Cid’s premiere modern biographer, Professor Ramón Menéndez Pidal (d.1968), summarizes the mood and stakes:

			With the Almoravide invasion, the struggle between the two civilizations had reached its height. Before, as we have already seen, the slight racial differences between the Caliphate and the northern kingdoms had been more or less satisfactorily settled…. But now, with the invasion of the desert races and the recrudescence of Islamic fanaticism, a new chasm opened out between the two. And, on the Christian side, it was the Cid who, as the leader of the resistance against the victorious invaders, showed himself the most determined to carry on the war without giving or seeking quarter…. [I]t was upon the Cid that the task devolved of resisting, unaided, the whole might of Islam….87

			He began by expending all his energies to the defense of Spain’s eastern seaboard, which was dominated by Moorish Valencia, then his tributary. In 1092, while fighting elsewhere he learned “that the barbarian Saracen peoples,” to quote from the Historia Roderici (“History of Roderick”) an important and contemporary biography, “had penetrated the eastern region and laid them to waste most savagely; that they had even got as far as Valencia, and had already obtained control of it,” where they “were carrying on with their evil deeds.”88

			A secret plot between the Almoravids and the Moors of Valencia, led by its qadi (sharia judge) Ibn Jehhaf, resulted in the overthrow of its king, Yahya (John) al-Qadir, who had “increased their [Valencians] hatred by being a friend to the Christians”—that is, by being a vassal to the Cid.89 During the uprising, fanatical Muslims discovered al-Qadir trying to abscond out of Valencia dressed in and concealed by a woman’s burqa. To cries of “Allahu Akbar,” the mob slaughtered him as an apostate and hurled his body in a camel dung pit.

			On learning of the Valencians’ treachery and murder of his vassal, the Cid’s “anger was kindled, and his soul was inflamed,” writes al-Maqqari.90 Like a fierce storm he came and with extreme violence thrashed the Valencian countryside, taking all the castles and suburbs up to the city’s very walls. He “fought so fiercely,” writes Ibn al-Qama, “that the Moors were terrified at the havoc he played among them.”91

			From the wreckage of the lands he stormed through, and as an indication of Roderick’s iron determination, he had a small town built in a few weeks—complete with granaries, ramparts, and even churches—near and to launch operations against the walls of Valencia. In short, “with growing harshness,” he “gave the Spanish Moslems to understand that no mercy would be shown to any who sought an alliance with the Africans.”92

			Several months into the siege, the terrified Valencians “sent envoys to him, asking and indeed beseeching him to be peaceable towards them and to allow the Moabites [Almoravids93] to live with them. But he would in no wise allow himself to live at peace with them unless they cut all connections with the Moabites and expelled them from the city altogether. But they were not willing to do this and shut themselves up together in the city.” During this time, the Historia continues, Yusuf, who was in Africa, “sent letters to him strictly forbidding him to dare to enter the land of Valencia.”

			When he heard this Roderick was mightily angered. Warmed by the flame of his rage he spoke of Yusuf in terms of the strongest contempt and mocked him with daring words. He sent letters to all the princes and leaders of the Spains, telling them that for fear of him Yusuf did not dare to cross the sea and come to Valencia. When Yusuf heard this he ordered that an immense, innumerable army be gathered and prepare to cross the Strait without delay.94

			By July, 1094, Valencia’s besieged Muslims had become desperate; but still there was no sign of this “immense, innumerable army” to relieve them. So they opened talks with Roderick and indicated a willingness to surrender. Knowing that they much preferred Muslim over Christian rule, and hoping to once and for all win their sincere submission, the Cid made the Valencians a magnanimous offer: “Men of Valencia,” declared he, “I freely offer you a period of truce until the month of August. If Yusuf should come in the meantime to your assistance, and should defeat and expel me from these lands and liberate you from my dominion, serve him and remain beneath his rule. But if he should not do this, serve me and be mine.”

			The Moors of Valencia enthusiastically agreed and wrote letters to Yusuf, urging him “to come to Valencia with a huge army” to overthrow “the hand and authority of Roderick,” the Historia continues: “If this were not done before the month of August, they emphasized, they would undoubtedly have to bow to Roderick’s power.”95

			When August came and went without the Almoravids appearing, the Valencians “dishonored the agreement which they had made with him.” Their logic was that, sooner or later, their African coreligionists would arrive; and, so long as the Cid and his much smaller force could be kept outside of the walls of Valencia, the Almoravids would eventually overwhelm and crush the Christians. In reneging, however, “they made themselves in every way rebels against Roderick and [became] his enemies,” asserts the Historia: “and he well understood this. So he again laid siege to Valencia with intense hostility, and pressed the city from every side with the most aggressive tactics possible.”96 Mass starvation soon plagued the Moorish kingdom.

			At long last, an immensely large host of Almoravids was espied marching to Valencia’s relief. Acting fast, the Cid destroyed all of the bridges leading to the city and flooded the countryside with water from the canals, so that only one strip of land, which he now controlled, was dry. Done none too soon, a massive dust storm heralded the arrival of the Islamic hordes of North Africa.

			[Now] when the news came that the Africans had arrived at Alcira, the Valencians, frantic with joy, rushed to the walls to scan the horizon for signs of their saviors and watch by night the twinkle of the numberless fires of the Almoravide bivouacs…. And all the time the citizens prayed unceasingly for Allah’s aid against the Cid and agreed in council to plunder the Christian camp and the stores and hostels of the suburb when the battle reached the wall.97

			When morning came, the Cid and the Valencians awoke to a strange sight: empty fields. The jihadist saviors of Valencia had retreated in the dark over the flooded plains, abandoning the city to its fate. Roderick’s chronicler allots two sentences to this ignominious event: a large “army of Moabites, swiftly on its way to relieve the siege, approached Valencia. But they did not dare to commit themselves to battle with Roderick. Greatly fearful of him they dispersed by night and retired to their bases in confusion.”98

			Black despair now fell on the Moors of Valencia: “they were like drunkards who understand not one another,” wrote Ibn al-Qama, who was present; “their faces grew as black as pitch, their memories deserted them; and they became as one that falls into the sea.”99 Their mood was not helped by the Cid’s army. Completely unopposed, it now surrounded the city’s walls and loudly reviled the oath-breaking Moors with vows of unrestrained vengeance. Topping it all off, the famine had reached the point that “the poor were driven to eating the flesh of human corpses.”100

			With no hope, Valencia finally surrendered to “the kanbittur [Campeador]—may the curse of Allah fall on his head!” to quote al-Maqqari—on June 15, 1094, after a nearly nineteen-month-long besiegement; and Roderick Díaz of Vivar became its undisputed lord—literally, its sayyad, Cid.101

			Although it did not ostensibly concern them, even Europeans outside of Spain rejoiced at this outstanding feat; for “the conquests by the Cid” were seen as “a barrier protecting, not only Spain, but the whole of Western Europe from the Moslem peril.”102 Henceforward, and as lord of Valencia, he formally adopted the title, “Prince Roderick Campeador,” as seen in one of his extant signatures affixed to the dedication of the Virgin Mary Cathedral at Valencia, “in the year of the Incarnation of Our Lord in 1098.”103

			The Battle of Cuarte

			With the loss of the great Moorish city, the pride and prestige of the glorious jihadist victor of Sagrajas, who had subsequently unified virtually all of Muslim Spain under his authority, was shaken to its core: “He has forcibly invaded my territory and he attributes all his success to Jesus Christ!” blurted Yusuf, who, on hearing of the fall of Valencia, “was powerfully moved to anger and bitterness,” and, according to Ibn Bassam, “determined to recover the city at all costs.”104

			The contemporary Muslim adds that “the news of the fall of Valencia filled every Moor in Spain with grief and humiliation.”105 Nor did this disaster affect the western world of Islam alone. Having acknowledged the supremacy of the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, Yusuf had only recently “been proclaimed in every mosque of Islam as ruler of Spain, the Maghreb, and the other territories under his dominion.”

			The humiliation was too much; a showdown was inevitable: “Islam and the Occident were now each represented by an outstanding personality,” writes Pidal: “Yusuf the Saharan and the Castilian Cid stood face-to-face in the struggle between the two civilizations.”106

			The elderly sheikh responded by sending the supreme Almoravid general of Spain, his nephew, one Muhammad, “with an infinite number of barbarians and Moabites [Almoravids] and Ishmaelites [Moors] drawn from all over Hispania to besiege Valencia and to bring Roderick to him captive and in chains.”107 Reportedly consisting of some fifty thousand fighters, the Almoravids dwarfed the Cid’s Valencian garrison of four thousand men. By late 1094, “the infidel hordes” had arrived and “pitched their tents and encamped” at Cuarte, three miles from Valencia.108

			Now, “all the Moors in the vicinity”—the same who had only recently pledged their loyalty to the Cid—“came forward with barley and food supplies, which they either sold or gave away” to their invading coreligionists. “As a matter of fact,” asserts Pidal, “the Cid never could count on the loyalty of the Valencian Moors, who, far from being resigned to their subjection, supported every attempt of the Africans to extend their dominions.”109 On learning of their treacherous designs, and to safeguard against having to fight on two fronts, Roderick ordered the Valencians to surrender all their weapons—including all iron tools—on pain of death and ejected the most able-bodied male Muslims outside the city.110

			The final showdown between the Cid and his African adversaries—both contenders being then undefeated—had come and is recorded in both song and chronicle. According to the Historia Roderici,

			This Moabite army lay about Valencia for 10 days and as many nights, and remained inactive. Every day indeed they used to go around the city, shrieking and shouting with a motley clamor of voices and filling the air with their bellowing [references to the takbir, i.e., spasmodic cries of “Allahu Akbar,” and other jihadist battle-cries]. They often used to fire arrows…. But Roderick…comforted and strengthened his men in a manly fashion, and constantly prayed devoutly to the Lord Jesus Christ that he would send divine aid to his people.111

			The sources emphasize the ominous beat of the African drums, the thundering roll of which seemed to rend the earth asunder. It filled the hearts of all—especially those unacquainted with its booming sounds, including Roderick’s wife and daughters, who were then holed up with him in Valencia—with dread and consternation.

			With every day that the Cid remained on the defensive, the Muslims became more emboldened and encroached closer to his city’s walls. Before long they had surrounded Valencia’s gates in very tight formations—precisely what the Cid was waiting for. On October 21, 1094, when “the enemy were as usual going around outside the city yelling and shouting and scrimmaging, confident in the belief that they would capture it,” Roderick Díaz, “trusting with his whole mind in God and his mercy, courageously made a sortie from the city,” whereupon “a major encounter ensued.”112

			Thus, at the height of Muslim confidence, heavily armored knights astride even heavier steeds of war burst out of one of the gates, taking the jihadists by complete surprise. Before they could effectively retaliate, another Christian sortie burst out from another gate. Though unclear which, the Campeador led one of these two forces which now crisscrossed each other in a medieval style blitzkrieg, causing mass confusion and carnage among the densely packed Muslims. After a “multitude” of the enemy “fell to the sword,” the panicked Africans and Andalusians “turned their backs in flight,” the Historia concludes, many of them falling and drowning in the river Jucar.113

			Not unlike Yusuf’s strategy at Sagrajas, the Cid’s “was the classic tactic of feint followed by attack from a different quarter, carefully planned and boldly executed.”114 A modern biographer of the Cid summarizes its effectiveness:

			The maneuver Rodrigo used that day has come to be known as “la tornada,” or, the tornado. Once the Christian knights had charged through the enemy lines in one direction, they turned and passed through again in a different direction. Whole units were disrupted, broken apart and irreversibly separated. The Africans were packed so tightly together, and their shouts and screams and the clash of steel so loud, that few commands could be heard over the din of battle. Besides, the attack was so swift that there was no tactic that could be successfully employed to neutralize it.115

			A document drawn up by Valencian clerics three years later confirms that the Cid won “in a moment with incredible speed and very few casualties on the part of the Christians.”116

			After the battle, and now “sated with slaughter,” the twelfth century Poem of the Cid resumes the narrative: “the Cid returned to his wife and daughters, his helmet gone, the hood of his coat of mail thrown back and the linen under-cap pushed over his brow. His sword was dripping with blood, which had run up the blade to the hilt and along his arm up to the elbow.” With the other arm he hurled a mutilated drum at their feet, crying “Thus are Moors vanquished!” In terror and awe, they fell to the ground before him—“We are thy servants!”117

			The battle of Cuarte was a shattering blow to the hitherto undefeated Almoravids: four thousand knights had defeated and driven off fifty thousand jihadists. Christians everywhere wildly celebrated. Even one modern historian, who specializes in Cid “reductionism,” concedes that the battle of Cuarte’s “fame spread far and wide. It was the event of the year.”118

			Having reestablished his authority over Valencia, Roderick again treated its traitorous Moorish inhabitants leniently. In a post battle speech meant to create reconciliation between Christian and Muslim in Valencia, the Cid said:

			Now that he [king Yahya al-Qadir, whom the Valencians assassinated] is dead and God has willed that I be Lord of Valencia, I want her for myself and for those who helped me win her, subject to the overlordship of Alfonso of Castile, my liege Lord, whom God preserve for many years. Now are you all in my power to do with as I will. Easily could I take your all, your persons, your women, and your children; but it is not my wish to do so. I desire rather and command of those among you who have always been loyal, remain with your folks in Valencia, and in your own homes. …I desire you to have your mosques in Valencia and Alcudia, your fakirs, your laws, your qadi, and you’re vizier, whom I have appointed. You shall retain all your lands, paying me the tithe of the fruits thereof, and I will administer justice and mint such coin as I please. Those who wish to remain under my rule, let them remain! Those who do not let them go whither they will, though taking naught with them, and I will grant them safe conduct.119

			For those who remained, there was another word of advice: “[Y]ou must bow to my ruling in all such things as I shall tell you. Fail not to do so, nor disobey my commands! Keep strictly whatever pact you make with me and abide by whatsoever I ordain, for I love you and desire your weal.”120

			These were no idle threats. Ibn Jehhaf, the Islamic jurist who led the pro-Almoravid rebellion that led to the butchering of the Cid’s vassal, al-Qadir, was arrested and, as a lesson to all, burned alive. “Rodrigo de Vivar was certainly a hard man,” observes Bertrand while discussing this incident, but “in the environment in which he lived, it was essential that he should be.”121 Only extreme punishments could be hoped to keep such a recalcitrant people at bay.

			Given the two choices, most Moors profusely thanked him and kissed his hands, swearing fealty; a few purists, not deigning to be ruled by an infidel, left, as required by sharia, unmolested. For those who remained, and based on the admission of an Almoravid, “He dispensed justice so fairly that none had any grievance against him or his officials, for he strictly observed the Moslem Law [meaning he allowed Muslims to govern themselves according to sharia] and exacted only the legal tithes.”122

			The Battle of Bairén

			Despite their losses to Roderick, the Almoravids continued to terrorize the Christians elsewhere. Even on the same year of their humiliating defeat at Cuarte, in 1094, distant Lisbon fell to the jihadists and “vast numbers of Christians were slaughtered or taken captive.”123 Yet, for every Almoravid victory, one insolent infidel continued to counter. After a brief respite, the now fifty-two-year-old Roderick resumed the offensive and expanded his territories in the eastern seaboard of al-Andalus, taking Olocau and the castle of Serra in 1095.

			Rage turned to fury in the lands of Islam. “Valencia was a mote in Yusuf’s eye that robbed him of all ease,” writes Ibn Bassam; “it was constantly in his thoughts and on his tongue; his one aim was to recover it, and he sent troops and money for that to be done; but the results he achieved were negligible.”124 Sometime in 1097, he dispatched Muhammad—the same disgraced nephew who fled the carnage at Cuarte—with another massive host of Almoravids and Andalusians. On learning that they were headed to besiege his fortress in Benicadell, Roderick, with the aid of Peter I, the young king of Aragon (1068–1104)—who, although formerly an opponent of Castile and the Cid, had entered into an alliance with him “against our common foes”—rushed to fortify Benicadell.125

			On their way, “they encountered Muhammad,” continues the Historia. “He had a huge army of 30,000 well-armed soldiers and was intent on battle. However, that day the Ishmaelites and Moabites did not offer battle with them but throughout the day remained in the mountains thereabouts howling and shouting,” evidently in an effort to lure and finish off the Christians in the high places.126 The Cid ignored them and continued to fortify Benicadell.

			On its way back to Valencia, the Cid’s army camped at Bairén, a narrow strip of land between the coast and mountains. There, on an unknown date in 1097, the Muslims sprung their trap: the Christians found themselves pinned between rising ground on one side, and water on another—and both were packed with enemy forces. The Historia explains:

			Here, on the hill, was the Saracen camp. Opposite it was the sea, and on it, a great number of Ishmaelite and Moabite ships, from which they harassed the Christians with bow and arrow. And from the mountain quarter they attacked them with other weapons. When the Christians realized what was happening, they were not a little afraid.127

			Vastly outnumbered and surrounded by the Muslims—who held both the high ground and sea—this is certainly an understatement. Yet the Cid maintained his reserve; he instantly armed himself and sprang atop his war horse: “Hearken, my followers and allied knights!” he cried as he galloped around his disheartened men. “Let each of you bear himself in the field like a man. Fear not their numbers. Smite them!… For, of a surety, Christ has delivered them into our hands this day.”128 With that, “he embraced his shield, lowered his lance, put spurs to Babieca, his fiery white stallion, and dashed into the fray, laying about him with heart and soul. The Campeador, bursting through the first ranks, overthrew seven and killed four.”129

			Once again, “the Cid’s presence had its magical effect: confidence in their leader took the place of fear and all plunged into the fray.”130 As they charged,

			[T]he Christian knights reached the enemy’s front line and smote them with a terrific, irresistible blast.… The Moors reeled at the shock of the thunderous Christian onslaught, but the sheer press of thousands of Muslim horsemen eventually slowed the dramatic, uphill charge [of the Christians]. Now, sword bent against scimitar, and the Cid fought with such vehemence that he became a relentless, unstoppable force. He knew that the battle must be won quickly, or else the superior numbers of the Moors would decide the outcome.131

			In the end, and because the Christians “attacked with such impetuosity…the Moslems gave ground, broke and fled in all directions.”132 “Some were killed by the sword,” concludes the Historia; “some fell in the river, and enormous numbers fled into the sea where they were drowned.”133 The aftermath is vividly described by the Poem of the Cid:

			When they had driven them out they fell to the pursuit. You might have seen many a mailed arm hacked off, many a head with its helmet fall to the ground, while riderless horses ran hither and thither…. [The Cid] killed King Bucar [Abu Bakr, an Almoravid general and another relative of Yusuf]…and won his sword, Tizon, which was worth a thousand golden marks…. The far-famed Campeador, carrying two swords134 which he valued highly, rode swiftly over the scene of slaughter with his mail thrown back, showing his creased face and his coif somewhat rumpled on his hair.135

			As he celebrated this great victory with his men, the “Cid raised his hand and grasped his beard,” saying “Thanks be to Christ, Lord of this world, I have seen my desire fulfilled!”136 Months later he would celebrate the marriage of his daughter Maria to his young ally, King Peter I of Aragon, a union that would ensure that the Cid’s blood would course in the veins of future kings (including one featured in this book).

			Loyalty and Enmity

			Not one to be granted a break, the crowned champion returned to his Valencian kingdom only to find another Muslim rebellion brewing. Although his Moorish subjects were free to worship and enforce sharia on themselves, and although they paid fewer taxes to the Cid than to their former Muslim overlords, they always rebelled whenever the opportunity—in this case, his absence—presented itself.137
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