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“The Healing Practices of the Knights Templar and Hospitaller by Jon G. Hughes is a well-researched and fascinating look into the healing practices and related medicines of the early Crusaders. What makes this book all the more intriguing is the author’s personal journey of discovery, tracing the footsteps of the Crusaders across southern Europe, North Africa, and the Mediterranean as they made their way to the Holy Land and, hopefully, back again. Jon G. Hughes’s rediscovery of the many medicinal plants and spiritual healings is a journey of enlightenment. It’s also a story of East meets West, in that the warrior-monks adopted many of the Eastern healing practices and carried them back to western Europe. In many cases this knowledge and understanding is still in use some eight hundred years later. I have been waiting for a book of this nature for a very long time.”

WILLIAM F. MANN, SUPREME 
GRAND MASTER, SOVEREIGN 
GREAT PRIORY OF THE KNIGHTS 
TEMPLAR OF CANADA AND AUTHOR OF THE 
LAST REFUGE OF THE KNIGHTS 
TEMPLAR

“A truly fascinating investigation into medieval medicine, exploring how the European Crusaders learned of cures and remedies for a variety of aliments from the very people who were meant to be their enemies: the inhabitants of the Holy Land. A wonderful read, well researched, and easy to follow.”

GRAHAM PHILLIPS, AUTHOR OF
THE TEMPLARS AND THE ARK 
OF THE COVENANT

“A treasure trove of historic herbal research and lore awaits the reader—a comprehensive herbal, a traditional ‘cure-all’ of medieval ailments and remedies, and a travelogue of the author’s journeys. This book is a useful historical addition to any modern herbalist’s library and for all interested in medieval healing methods; medicine and the monastic and military orders; cross-cultural and interfaith exchanges of unusual cures, botanicals, and specialist herbal lore; the key role of field hospitals on a battlefield; and historic healing recipes ranging from ales, ointments, oils, and much more. Join in the footsteps of the monastic mediciners, Crusader physicians, and the healers of the Crusades and explore this texte vivant, a living text, of herbal lore for our time. Recommended!”

KAREN RALLS, PH.D.,
HISTORIAN AND AUTHOR OF KNIGHTS TEMPLAR 
ENCYCLOPEDIA AND MEDIEVAL 
MYSTERIES

“An illuminating and well-researched insight into the medicinal knowledge of the Crusader knights, providing an excellent overview of the period as well as the author’s detailed account of his journey across parts of southern Europe and North Africa in search of the remnants of the Templars. The book’s largest section, the cures of the time, provides a sometimes gruesome but fascinating window into their practices. An essential book for those interested in the synthesis of medieval, lost Greco-Roman, and Arab-Turkish ideas that preempted the Renaissance in Europe.”

LUKE EASTWOOD, AUTHOR OF
THE DRUID GARDEN 
AND THE DRUID’S PRIMER



Note to the Reader

This book is intended as an informational guide. The remedies, approaches, and techniques described herein are meant to supplement, and not to be a substitute for, professional medical care or treatment. They are wholly dependent on the correct identification of the botanicals mentioned, a thorough understanding of the potency and dosage of each remedy, and correct diagnosis of the ailment being treated. As such, they should not be used to treat a serious ailment without prior consultation with a qualified health care professional.
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Preface

I have always considered the writing of each of my books as a journey of exploration and discovery. This book, more than any other, has been the living proof of this notion.

Researching the content has indeed been an exploration of the people, cultures, and events that defined much of the Middle Ages. Meanwhile, the physical journey of my adventure has taken me to the principal locations around the Mediterranean Sea and beyond that influenced the use of botanicals and other cures in the restorative and preventive medicine of the age.

The project originally evolved from both the research I had carried out previously in preparation for earlier publications and a lifetime’s experience in ethnomedicine and arcane healing lore, together with a deep personal interest in the events of the Crusades, the Crusading knights, and the medicinal physic gardens of the monastic orders who accompanied the knights on their journeys to the Holy Land. For some this meant an expedition of a few months, but for others it involved the work of a lifetime.

I set myself the objective of researching and compiling more than a simple herbal of the time, but rather a book of healing, similar to ones that, for all intents and purposes, would have been among the possessions of the mediciner-monks who attended and cared for the brave knights and their entourage on their journeys.

In today’s world it may well be good practice for us to add a few sticking plasters, painkillers, and sunblock to our suitcase when we plan to travel abroad, but few of us would consider including cures for elfshot, remedies for witlessness of the mind, or “unctions to cure a blow from something iron” to our traveling accessories. However, these and many more are referred to as priorities in the important medical texts of the time.

In many cases the remedies are as intriguing as the ailments they are intended to cure, with ingredients including vixen fat, pig’s dung, bile of toad, snail slime, and a good number of psychotropic botanicals (which I’m sure would have been well received), often accompanied by incantations and spells, charms, and amulets. This was a time when magic and medicine were one and the same thing. Each was intended to return the body’s humors to their natural balance and restore the patient’s health.

Unsurprisingly, many of these cures, when examined in today’s scientific laboratories, consist of beneficial ingredients that may now be seen in modern-day medicines, and it is fair to say that through a process of trial and error (life and death), these ancient physicians arrived at many useful and effective cures, though they would not have understood why or how they actually worked.

My progress through the many ancient herbals and manuscripts brought me to a point where I felt I should turn my attention to discovering whether any of this arcane tradition is still practiced in today’s culture, and how much of this owes its development to the learning and knowledge of those Crusading monastic adventurers. So I turned my attention from the dusty herbals and manuscripts that had preoccupied me for many months to the technology of the twenty-first century and the internet with the intention of making contact with any practitioner who may still work in the traditional methods that would have been available to the Crusading knights and their mediciners. The results led me to four years of intermittent travel and many months of unraveling the information I had accumulated in order to complete this book. I have kept in contact with many of the fascinating individuals I met and remain intrigued by the various cultures I came into contact with. It is indeed a very diverse world we live in. Some of these ethno-mediciners have visited me at my home in the southwest of Ireland and are equally fascinated with our Gaelic tradition and Druidic heritage.

Between the covers of the book, you will encounter elves and dwarves, enchantments, magical amulets, and dragons, as well as effective, scientific medical practices (whether intentional or accidental). The body of herbal medicine is augmented by cures involving animal parts, sacred earths, minerals, metals, and a fascinating array of strange and unexpected ingredients making up healing compounds that may then be empowered and enhanced by invocations, spells, amulets, and charms.

We will discover exactly what those dedicated mediciner-monks would have taken with them in order to both protect and heal the chivalrous knights in their charge: herbals, manuscripts, surgical instruments, dried herbs, and a prodigious variety of potions and unctions, together with the equipment and tools necessary to replenish their supplies as they traveled.

This was a time when the received knowledge supported the Hippocratic theory of the balance of humors, Dioscorides’s doctrine of signatures, and the later principle of similia similibus curentur, or “like cures like” (which later became the founding principle of homeopathic therapy), a doctrine espoused by mediciners who believed that God wanted to physically illustrate to mankind exactly what each plant was intended to heal. It was these three doctrines that defined the treatments and practices of the Crusading monastic healers.

The practical sections of the book describe how to reproduce many of the preventive and curative potions of the Crusading mediciners, though some of the more bizarre treatments are explained in theory only; however, the whole is intended to give an intriguing insight into the healing practices of the age that helped many Crusading knights survive their wounds, fevers, and lesser ailments and return to their homelands in good health.

Much of what was learned by the Crusading mediciners through their contact with other cultures, and their need to devise treatments for ailments they had not encountered at home, went on to inform and expand the later medical text of European medicine and surgery.
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Introduction

Writing anything about the Knights Templar is to invite controversy. Not necessarily because there is so much speculation about their adventures, as for the greater part these adventures are well documented in a large collection of contemporary accounts that give us a detailed picture of those involved and their exploits. Many of these accounts contribute a great deal to our understanding of medieval history and represent the received knowledge on the structure of much of Europe and the Holy Land throughout the Middle Ages.

However, the controversy begins with the motives of the Knights Templar’s involvement in the holy city of Jerusalem and the reasons behind their rapid increase in wealth and power. It would seem that everyone has their own particular theories as to why the Knights Templar entrenched themselves in Jerusalem and what they discovered that so convincingly contributed to their rapid and widespread success. There is little doubt that their wealth and power were unrivaled in the Western world, posing a threat to popes and monarchs. It was this vast wealth, and the power that accompanied it, that contributed to their eventual downfall.

Any number of theories suggest that the Templars found the Holy Grail, and some go on to speculate what this iconic grail may actually be or represent. Others suggest the discovery of the Ark of the Covenant. Still yet, others suggest a combination of both. There seems no end to the possible permutations of the theories. As is often the case in such circumstances, some are more plausible than others, some are so extreme as to attract ridicule, and others too banal to attract any serious interest. The point is that no one actually knows what underpinned the Knights Templar’s astounding rise to power—no one, that is, who may be prepared to share the secret. So the speculation continues, and as it does, it continues to earn wealth and fame for those individuals who may be bright enough to expound a new theory and add to the growing collection of publications and movies based upon the Templars’ exploits.

In the following chapters I make no attempt to add to this growing speculation or to discuss any of the possible motives for Templar involvement in the Holy Land, other than their own stated objectives and how, through their efforts during the Crusades, they contributed in no small part to the development of the herbal medicines and treatments of the Middle Ages.

The Knights Templar, along with the other chivalric orders, and indeed the main corpus of the Crusading armies, took with them on their quest the very latest medical learning. As with today’s armies, they set forth with only the best medical equipment and the most modern drugs supporting the most up-to-date medical practices. But as they traveled farther and farther from their various homelands, they encountered strange climates, strange terrain, and a host of unknown illnesses and ailments for which they had little response and few remedies. Their saving grace and one of the contributory factors to the success of the Crusader states was their contact with the medicine and healing of the Arabic peoples they encountered.

The exotic herbs and remedies of Byzantium and the Arab peoples of the Holy Land provided a wealth of knowledge and experience that added to the repertoire of the Crusaders’ healers. It all provided a new and more comprehensive body of medical knowledge that was much more appropriate to the foreign environment in which the noble knights and soldiers found themselves.

As we shall see, the healer-monks of the Crusades set forth with what they knew was the very best in Anglo-Saxon and Celtic medicine, soon to be augmented by the “Spicers” accompanying the Norman invasion of Great Britain. But they found themselves ill-equipped for the ailments they were to encounter in the new lands, until they came into contact with the remedies of the Muslim Arabs and Moors.

It is this blending of healing traditions and herbal remedies that forms the content of the herbal that follows.

Much of this coalescence of traditions was due to the growing exchange of medical knowledge as ancient Greek and Roman texts were translated by Muslim scholars during a time when the majority of Europe was experiencing the early Middle Ages, sometimes called the Dark Ages.

Subsequently, as Europe emerged from the dark times, these texts were translated into Latin, the language of the learned monk-healers of the Christian cloisters. Along with these original texts came the additional Muslim/Arab medical text that expanded many of the new herbals that later appeared.

But as we have seen above, like all aspects of herbal medicine, these remedies related to the environment in which they were composed, and many of the herbs involved were not native to the lands of the Templars in northern Europe.

History suggests that much of this new medicine seemed inappropriate and irrelevant to the prevailing maladies and resources of the healer-monks of Christian Europe, in whose hands lay the responsibility of healing the sick and curing disease.

We can then ask ourselves, Just how much of this new medicine would have found a home in the medical texts of Europe if it had remained “inappropriate and irrelevant”? And if it were not for the Crusades and the protracted involvement of the Knights Templar in the Holy Land, would these new herbal remedies and cures have been included in the medieval herbals of Europe at all?

To answer these questions, and many more that appear as we journey through this book, we need to take up a number of challenges. First, it will be necessary to look at the period in history when all these events unfold. It is essential to “set the stage” in a time and place that explains how and why these events took place. Second, we must look at the development of medicine up until the time of the Crusades. This of course will give us a benchmark by which we can compare the contribution made by each of the main elements of our journey.

As the third, and arguably most important, part of this book is a detailed collection of cures, it will also be necessary to consider the role of such books and manuscripts in medieval healing, and to see just how important a part they play in the education and practices of the monkhealer of the Middle Ages.

Called leechbooks, these mateials are of the type that most certainly would have accompanied the Knights Templar on their journey. They contain remedies and applications drawn from a collection of the seminal medical manuscripts of the period, together with the traditional healing methods maintained in the oral tradition of the Celtic tribes, a lore that may be considered to be the folk medicine of the time. But much, much more on that later.

For now, we begin our exploration at the decline of the Holy Roman Empire, as Europe enters a dark period of tribal warfare and strife, abandoning all attempts at learning, intellectual progress, and any form of cohesive political development—a period popularly known as the Dark Ages.


Angles, Saxons, Jutes, and Normans

By the middle of the first century BCE, most of what we now call Europe, along with the areas bordering the Mediterranean Sea, were all part of the mighty Roman Empire.

Julius Caesar had finally conquered Gaul and invaded Britain in 55 BCE. In a matter of a very few years, a great part of Britain was subsumed into the Roman Empire, a governance that was to last for more than four hundred years.

During these years of occupation, all of Europe came into closer contact with the sophisticated culture of Rome, and to its lasting credit, Rome brought many social and political advancements to the much simpler and arguably less-developed cultures of continental Europe and Britain. But ultimately, its remoteness from the heart of the Roman Empire was its downfall, and by 401 CE all was not well.

The Roman armies of Britain, increasingly aware of their remoteness from Rome and their emperor, declared Constantine III as their own emperor. Contstantine III then subsequently, and for reasons of only his own knowing, moved a large portion of the Roman forces garrisoned in Britain to Gaul. This left the country’s main defenses undermanned and incapable of providing adequate protection against increasing forays by the Picts from the north and the Saxons from the southeast.

Despite repeated appeals from the Britons to Honorius, the legitimate Roman emperor, no reinforcements were to appear. Instead, in 401 CE, Honorius authorized the city governors of Britain to provide their own defenses. In this one simple act, Honorius abolished the centralized political rule that had kept the greater part of Britain in a stable political balance for the past four hundred years. Rome would never again reestablish its rule in Britain and instead became preoccupied with its attempts to maintain its hold over the many other regions of its holy empire, which by then was on the verge of collapse.

Just fifty years later, in 450 CE, Rome itself was to fall to Alaric the Visigoth, and the once magnificent Roman Empire was destined to end.

As Roman occupation of continental Europe collapsed in the latter half of the fifth century CE, Britain, together with most of western Europe, entered a dark age that was to last for almost half a millennium.

For the latter half of the Roman occupation of Britain, the Roman authorities permitted many of their tribal Germanic allies, or foederati, to migrate to other regions of their empire, including Britain; by the end of Roman rule the migration was widespread.

The British sixth-century monk historian Gildus (also spelled Gildas) tells us in his De excidio et conquestu Britanniae (“The overthrow and conquest of Britain”) that the first migrants arrived just after the Romans left around 450 CE. According to Gildus, these tribal warrior-mercenaries were invited by British tribal kings to help them defend their kingdoms against the invading Picts and Scots of the north. The Scots, descendants of the warring Irish clans, were (and still are) avid warriors and had proven to be worthy opponents in many battles. The Picts were the pre-Celtic inhabitants of east and northeast of Scotland who, according to many accounts, were fearless in battle and merciless foes. Their name comes from the Latin word picti, meaning “painted” (and the source of the word picture), and refers to their habit of painting (or maybe tattooing) their bodies as part of their tribal custom.

Later, the Anglo-Saxon scholar, historian, and theologian known as the Venerable Bede (circa 672–735) tells us in his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (“ecclesiastical history of the English people”) that these early mercenaries were drawn from three continental European cultures: the Jutes from the Cimbric Peninsula, now continental Denmark or Danish Jutland; the Saxons from modern-day Schleswig and the Baltic coast; and the Angles from the Angeln district of Schleswig. It was the Angles who eventually gave their name to England (Angle-land), and similarly the English language took its name from Englisc (or Anglisc), which was the Angles’ native tongue.

In time, it was the revolt of these invited mercenaries, and in particular that of the Angles and the Saxons, against their British paymasters that led to the domination of what was to become the Anglo-Saxon culture, a society that was to prevail until the Norman conquest of 1066.

As the Roman armies left Britain and northwest Europe, the whole area entered a decline. Central government was lost and many of the social and cultural innovations brought by the Romans to aid public life were abandoned. The Roman road system fell into disrepair, political debate and representation were abandoned, and tribal warfare became the preferred method of settling land or family disputes. Many of the cultural and educational pursuits introduced by the Romans were put aside in favor of local warmongering and bitter feuding.

The greatest stabilizing influence on the population was the Roman Catholic Church, another legacy of the Roman occupation. The church began to play an ever-increasing role in the everyday lives of the people. It offered some solace and sanctuary from the troubled times that surrounded them.

This ubiquitous focus on the church eventually resulted in the concept of Europe as a single church-state, and so it was that Christendom was born.

Christendom was to be controlled by two groups of leaders: the church hierarchy, called the sacerdotium, and the secular or lay leaders, called the imperium, providing both spiritual and secular leadership to the populace. The supreme authority, as always, was the pope. As might be expected, this did not prove to be an easy task for church or secular leaders. Constant disputes and rivalry resulted in an open conflict, as emperors and the pope’s officials engaged in one bitter dispute after another. It was not until the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries that any form of cultural and economic revival was to be seen.

By the twelfth century CE, the beginnings of an economic and cultural revival could be seen, and the foundations of the Renaissance were being laid as the balance of power began to shift from the Mediterranean to western Europe. The influence of the Goths became apparent in architecture and the arts, with the beginnings of the classic style we now call Gothic. As the tribal conflicts of the feudal system began to subside, towns and villages became more established.

A growing merchant class began to flourish, providing food, clothing, and other necessities to these burgeoning communities, and as a direct result, travel and communication became both quicker and safer. With the introduction of bean crops, an improved diet became available to all levels of society and the population soon began to increase.

It is said that the medieval period reached its peak during the twelfth century CE, as more and more towns began to emerge throughout continental Europe and Britain. This was the period of the guilds and newly formed commercial associations, as the merchant classes began to organize themselves into autonomous groups and look for a voice in the governance of the areas in which they lived and traded.

The new towns organized civic councils to attend to their communal needs, and people began to look for stability and a return to law and order. Political assemblies were established to represent the interests of the towns’ people, drawing up laws and taking on the authority to enforce them. The elected representatives of these new councils were, for the first time, given the power to make decisions that were binding upon the communities that had elected them. Slowly but surely, Europe began to emerge from one of its darkest periods.

Eventually, throughout the latter part of the Middle Ages, the feudal system began to break down and national monarchies began to dominate much of Europe. The major monarchies of France, Spain, and Britain, along with the city-states of Italy, rose to the forefront, and a new age of prosperity and spirituality began to appear.

But before this age of early enlightenment gave way to the true Renaissance, a major series of events was to unfold that had a crucial impact on the history of European culture and religion during the eleventh century. These events touched upon the lives of nearly every individual living in continental Europe and Britain at the time and were to preoccupy many of the crowned heads of Europe for more than two hundred years.

They were, of course, the Crusades.




The Call to Arms

By the eleventh century CE, Europe was developing at a prodigious rate. The population was growing at a rapid pace and many of the noble families were experiencing wealth and political security that they had not encountered before. The feudal states were being replaced by monarchies, and more secure systems of government were becoming established throughout Europe. This was by no means an easy transition, and wars, conquests, and incursions still continued as each country struggled to define its borders. But as the necessity to defend their homelands from attack by brigands and invading warring tribes declined, the thoughts of the young noblemen turned to other forms of adventure.

During the earlier part of the Middle Ages there had been limited options for the sons of noble families. An auspicious marriage or religious vows awaited most young men of noble birth. But now, in this age of increased wealth and enlightenment, the thoughts of many a noble young sire were more disposed to adventure than ever before, and soon the church and the crowned heads of Europe were to provide a worthy outlet for their audacious spirits.

At the time, the Holy Land was under Islamic rule, much to the disdain of the Latin Catholic Church, and in November 1095 Pope Urban II assembled the Council of Clermont in the town of Clermont, Auvergne, France, to discuss this and other ecclesiastical matters of growing importance. Just months earlier, in March of the same year, the Byzantine emperor, Alexius I Comnenus, had petitioned the Council of Piacenza with a request for military assistance against his longtime foe, the Seljuk Turks, who continued to threaten the city-state of Byzantium. The pope would of course have had great sympathy with the Christian emperor’s predicament and saw the opportunity to grant the emperor’s request and at the same time undertake a holy war to capture Jerusalem and the rest of the Holy Land for the Catholic Church.

As a result, on November 27, the penultimate day of the council, Pope Urban II issued a “Call to Arms” for all able-bodied men of the Holy Catholic Lands to join a crusade, a holy war, to recapture Jerusalem and establish a new Kingdom of Jerusalem and to help the Byzantine emperor defeat his (and Christendom’s) mortal enemy, the Seljuk Turks. Pope Urban declared, “Christus autem imperat!” (“Christ commands it!”), and so began the conflict that was to last more than two hundred years: the Holy Crusades.

The call was met with enthusiasm from all across Catholic Europe, with lords and peasants alike volunteering to serve church and country. Souls would be saved, a place reserved in heaven for every participant, and great fortunes would be made by all. The great military pilgrimage was about to begin.




The Crusades

In order to fully understand the way in which the events of the Crusades influenced the medicine and curative practices of the time, we must first address two of the most widely misunderstood assumptions about the Crusades, their fighting men, and their accompanying mediciners.

First, some people may assume that the Crusades can be defined as a single event, when in fact there were at least nine individual Crusades taking place over a total period of more than two hundred years. We shall look at the evolution of each of these in the sections below and see in some detail how each one evolved from its predecessor.

The second popular misconception is that the Crusades were undertaken by a body of well-disciplined, chivalric knights of holy orders who conducted themselves in a manner most suited to the aristocracy and noblemen of western Europe. The reality was that, although the various armies were, for the greater part, each headed by at least a noble knight and his entourage, the vast majority of the fighting cohort was made up of serfs, farmers, and vagrants who joined the Crusading army either to fulfill the obligation of the vassal lords to provide fighting men at their command as part of their grant of land or leasing agreement or because they were motivated by ideas of gaining personal wealth from plunder and booty gathered during their journey.

The overall result was that the vast majority of the Crusading armies were an undisciplined, ill-behaved rabble that included men, women, and children more intent on gaining personal wealth than fulfilling the pope’s altruistic ideals, if indeed the pope’s motivation was actually so high minded. There is ample evidence to suggest it may not have been.

As a brief aside, and of particular interest in our subject matter, it is worth noting here that a further obligation of the vassal lords, in addition to providing fighting men to their overlord, was to provide sufficient mediciners to care not only for the fighting men from their estate, but also for any others that may have need for them. These obligatory mediciners were drawn from the monasteries and abbeys of the vassal lords’ estates, where the monks represented the cutting edge of medical knowledge and whose physic gardens contained many of the botanicals their remedies required. Failure to provide either the stipulated number of conscript fighting men or adequate numbers of mediciners could result in the offending lord being stripped of his lands and titles, given crippling fines, or losing his head, along with members of his family.

It would be useful at this point to look briefly at the sequence of the various Crusades, along with their individual objectives and outcomes. While this is not intended to be a detailed account of the Crusades, it is meant to give the reader an insight into how the various Crusades, lasting in all more than two hundred years, influenced the development of healing and extended the knowledge of the medieval mediciners as they journeyed abroad and encountered new threats and illnesses. It is not my intention here to provide a fully detailed, comprehensive account of the entire Crusades but to illustrate, in a simplified way, how the sequence of the Crusades unfolded and the journeys and encounters of the knights on their pilgrimages.

We have seen that it was during the Council of Clermont, in November 1095, that Pope Urban II issued the “Call to Arms,” appealing to Christians far and wide to join the holy war to regain the Holy Land for the Christian church, declaring in no uncertain terms, “Christus autem imperat!”

The People’s Crusade—The First Crusade (April 1096)

Just months after Pope Urban II’s call to arms, the Crusaders began assembling in preparation for their journey. The first force, led by the French Catholic priest Peter the Hermit, consisted mainly of groups of poor French peasants who marched from France through Germany toward the Holy Land, using the opportunity to indulge in atrocities along their way. The entire army, numbering thousands of men and women, was annihilated in its first significant engagement with Turkish forces at Civetot in October 1096.

The four principal Crusader armies, assembled from the areas we now know as France and Germany, departed from Europe in August 1096 and assembled outside the city of Constantinople at the beginning of the following year. The force, which became known as the Prince’s Crusade, reputedly numbered one hundred thousand and was made up of around ten thousand knights-at-arms and some fifty thousand fighting men, the remainder being noncombatant men, women, and children. These Crusader forces began their campaign in the spring of 1097 and laid siege to Nicaea, their first objective, in May of the same year. The city, a major garrison for the Turkish forces, finally surrendered to the Crusaders in June, and there was widespread discontent among the Crusader forces when they were forbidden by their leaders from ransacking and looting their prize.

They soon moved on to their next objective, Antioch, laying siege to the city in October 1097. The siege ended on June 2, 1098, following a long and complicated conflict that was reported to have caused the death of thousands of the Crusaders from starvation and disease. Just four days after the fall of the city to the Crusaders, an army of forty thousand Turkish fighters arrived at the walls of the city and began their efforts to regain control. Following an unsuccessful four-day sustained assault, the Turks decided to lay siege to the city in order to starve out the battle-weary Crusaders. On June 28, less than a month after the Turkish forces had set the siege, the Crusaders marched out of the city to face the Turks on open ground. Though outnumbered, the Crusaders overran the disorganized opposition, and the Turks quickly fled the battlefield.

There was little time for the victors to enjoy their spoils, and following a breakout of the plague through the summer of 1098 that further decimated their forces, the Crusader army continued its journey to Jerusalem. Short of food and other essentials, and as the local population refused them supplies, the forces set siege to the town of Ma’arrat al-Numan. It was at this time that reports arose of the Crusaders resorting to cannibalism. A chronicler of the time reported, “In Ma’arrat our troops boiled pagan adults in cooking pots; they impaled children on spits and devoured them grilled.” Finally, in the early months of 1099, the Crusader army began the last stage of its journey to Jerusalem, eventually arriving at the holy city on June 7 of the same year.

By the time of their arrival, the governor of Jerusalem had already expelled all Christian inhabitants of the city and poisoned the surrounding water supplies in anticipation of the Crusaders’ assault. Although they faced a formidable task in attacking the city, it is said that those Crusaders who survived the journey and the months of campaigning wept openly as they first laid eyes on their goal, the holy city of Jerusalem.

With their forces depleted to around twelve thousand fighting men, all on the edge of starvation, it was decided that laying siege to the city was not a feasible tactic. So, it was agreed that an all-out frontal attack was the only option with the potential for success.

The Crusaders’ first assault was repelled, and the Crusader army regrouped for a second, more concerted attack. In the meantime, there was news of reinforcements from Genoa arriving with much needed supplies and fighting men, together with divine intervention by means of a vision predicting that if the Crusader troops marched around the city walls (in the style of Joshua at Jericho), their assault would be successful, and they would gain the holy city for Christ and the Catholic church. On July 8 the Crusaders began their procession around the walls of the city, and on July 13 they began their final assault. After two days of unrelenting fighting, the Crusaders finally entered the holy city on July 15.

As the Crusaders entered Jerusalem they slaughtered all who stood before them. Men, women, and children, Muslims and Jews—all fell before the victorious Crusaders’ swords. A week later, on July 22, 1099, Godfrey of Bouillon was elected as the first Defender of the Holy Sepulchre and Ruler of Jerusalem by the council at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

For many of the Crusaders, this signaled the end of their Crusade and the fulfillment of their obligation. Most of the knights and menat-arms returned to their homelands, leaving a force of less than five hundred knights and a ragtag army of a few thousand men-at-arms to defend Jerusalem and the whole of Palestine. Godfrey’s rule over Jerusalem lasted less than a year before his death in 1100. After his death, Baldwin of Boulogne, who had already been elected as the first Count of the Crusader State of Edessa two years earlier, was appointed as the first king of Jerusalem. There followed a period of relative peace in the area, with no substantial attempts from the Turks to regain sovereignty of the city, giving the Crusaders the opportunity to consolidate their hold of the newly formed kingdom. However, continuing skirmishes and unrest within Palestine forced Baldwin to issue a request for reinforcements, and the new pope, Paschal II, who had succeeded Urban II upon his death, called for a new Crusade in 1100.

The Crusade of 1101

While the victorious Crusading knights returning from the First Crusade were considered heroes by their countrymen, and their seats in heaven guaranteed, a good number of their fellow knights never reached Jerusalem, having returned early following the various encounters and conflicts of their journey, and their obligation was not considered fulfilled. Yet others never actually set out on the Crusade despite having taken holy oaths obliging them to do so. It was to these individuals that Pope Paschal II aimed his call, appealing to them to fulfill their holy oaths and begin a Crusade to join their brothers in arms in the Holy Land. As a result, the 1101 Crusade became known as the Crusade of the Faint-Hearted in recognition of those who had returned early from the First Crusade.

The response was limited, and it only ever amounted to what has been called a minor Crusade. The formation of the Crusading army adopted the same pattern as that of the First Crusade, with small groups of fighting men from all across Christian western Europe joining together as they journeyed across Europe toward the Holy Land. They fought a series of bloody battles along their way, and by the time the Crusaders arrived at their final destination, the vast majority of the army had been wiped out, leaving only a small number of fighting men to reinforce the city’s defenses.

Though it is not considered one of the campaigns that contributed to the major progress of the Crusades, the most significant result of the 1101 Crusade was that it demonstrated to the Islamic armies that the Crusading knights were not the invincible soldiers of the Christian God, as they had appeared following their overwhelming success in the First Crusade, resulting in their taking and occupying their ultimate goal, the holy city of Jerusalem.

As the victorious armies of the First Crusade and minor Crusade fought their way to Jerusalem, they established three new Crusader states encompassing the lands they conquered. The Kingdom of Jerusalem was at the heart of their new empire, and further to the north lay the Principality of Antioch and the County of Edessa. They later established the County of Tripoli, which joined the Kingdom of Jerusalem to the states along the Mediterranean Sea.

The County of Edessa was the first of the Crusader states. Established during the First Crusade, it was the most northerly and venerable of the Crusaders’ territories, lying furthest from Jerusalem and almost entirely surrounded by Islamic states that maintained a continuous campaign of aggressive assaults along the borders.

In 1144, Edessa finally fell to the forces of Imad al-Din Zengi, commonly known as Zangi, the charismatic atabeg (leader) of the Oghuz Turks, who already ruled the strategic areas of Mosul and Aleppo.

The fall of the first Crusader state to the Turks not only was a major strategic loss but also delivered an embarrassing blow to both the Crusader leaders and the Holy See. It was a loss that could not be tolerated by either group, and the reaction was inevitable. And so began the Second Crusade.

The Second Crusade (1147)

It took some time for the returning pilgrims to bring the news of the loss of Edessa to the ears of the pope and other European leaders, but their reaction at receiving the news was, without exception, predictable. In December 1145, Pope Eugene III issued the papal bull Quantum praedecessores, calling for the Second Crusade. The result of the call was poor, and the papal bull was reissued on March 1, 1146, this time with the support of King Louis VII of France, who was already planning his own independent Crusade. The result was much more successful.

By 1147, the Crusaders embarked from their homelands with the intention of recapturing Edessa and further consolidating and reinforcing the lands and armies of the Crusader states, which were still being continually harassed by their Islamic neighbors. This time the Crusader force was made up of two separate armies, one led by King Louis VII of France and the other by King Conrad III of Germany. This then became the first of the Crusades to be led by royal kings of Europe, and the prestige of being involved attracted the support of a number of other lesser countries and their leaders. The two forces, each led by their respective monarch, made their way independently across Europe toward the Holy Land. Just as with the minor Crusade of 1101, they experienced crippling defeats along their route, although they did successfully assist the forces of the Portuguese in retaking Lisbon in 1147 and hastened the ousting of the occupying Moorish invaders. Eventually arriving in Jerusalem, having failed in their attempt to retake Edessa, and with many of the French having returned home as a result of continuous infighting within their leadership, the Crusader army was now a severely depleted force.

Although the Crusaders had failed miserably in securing their prime objective, King Baldwin II and the ruling Council of Jerusalem welcomed them enthusiastically and soon decided that the now reinforced Crusader army at Jerusalem should plan to capture the city of Damascus. A previous ally of Jerusalem, Damascus was now in the hands of aggressive Islamic leaders, but its capture had long been the ambition of King Baldwin III. So, with the support of the newly formed Order of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon, or the Knights Templar, as they became more commonly known, the Council of Jerusalem ordered the siege of Damascus to begin.

The Crusader army was attacked and routed before it even reached the walls of the city of Damascus, and the Turkish army, now reinforced by other local fighters, continued to harass the Crusaders as they retreated to Jerusalem. King Conrad II left Jerusalem and returned briefly to Constantinople, while King Louis VII remained in Jerusalem for an additional two years. The Crusade had been a disaster on all fronts, and the splits in the two armies fostered a long-lasting distrust between them that would eventually add to the demise of the Crusader states and the loss of Jerusalem and the Holy Land.

With the failure of the Second Crusade and the embarrassment of the Damascus campaign still in the forefront of his mind, King Baldwin III turned his attention to the Egyptian fortress of Ascalon. This important border fortress was not only one of Egypt’s foremost defenses, it was also the launching point of continuing incursions into the Crusader states. A number of attempts had been previously made to gain control of this strategic Egyptian fortress. In 1153, King Baldwin III made the bold decision to commit the entire army of Jerusalem to march on the fortress. The assault was eventually successful, and attempts to advance further into Egypt resulted in mixed results, with Baldwin’s forces briefly occupying Cairo during the 1160s.

Following the death of Baldwin III in 1163, his younger brother Amalric was anointed King Amalric I of Jerusalem. Over the subsequent years, Amalric continued to foster Jerusalem’s relationship with the Byzantines. In 1169, they mounted a joint invasion of Egypt; again the invasion was unsuccessful, and the invading force failed to subdue the Egyptians, but there was worse yet to come.

Just two years later, in 1171, the young nephew of one of Egypt’s favorite generals was proclaimed the new sultan of Egypt. Sultan An-Nasir Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, more commonly known as Salah ad-Din, or Saladin, was to have a major influence on the future of the region.

Saladin was the first sultan of a combined Syria and Egypt, meaning that he controlled all the lands that surrounded the Crusader states. The sultan’s fortune was to further improve when, in 1180, the Byzantine emperor Manuel I died and the Byzantine allegiance with Jerusalem collapsed.

Jerusalem now stood alone and vulnerable, completely surrounded by the territories of Saladin. Seizing his opportunity, Saladin set siege to Jerusalem on September 20, 1187. The siege lasted just twelve days, and on October 2, Barisan the Younger, the French nobleman leading the defense of the city, surrendered the holy city to Saladin.

The greatest holy city was now in the possession of the Muslim sultan. The sultanate forces swept north and closed in from their territories on every side to capture all the Crusader states; only the well-fortified capital cities remained in the control of the beleaguered Crusader forces. The leaders of the Kingdom of Jerusalem quickly moved their capital to the Christian city of Tyre. The pope was incensed. All of Christian Europe was outraged. And the Third Crusade was about to begin.

On October 20, 1187, two weeks after Jerusalem was surrendered to Saladin’s army, Pope Urban III died, having been in his papal role for less than two years. The new pope, Gregory VIII, was elected the following day, and in less than a week he was promoting the idea of a new Crusade to recapture the holy city.

The Kings’ Crusade—The Third Crusade (1189)

Saladin had ruled Jerusalem for barely three weeks when the new pope’s invitation to participate in the new holy war was issued. Within the month, Frederick I of Prussia, the Holy Roman emperor, was being urged by the rulers of the newly regained Crusader states to reinforce their strongholds against continued threat from the sultan’s forces.

In response to these events, the three most powerful states of western Europe were to combine to lead the Third Crusade, which came to be known as the Kings’ Crusade.

At the time when the call to arms was issued, King Henry II of England and King Phillip II of France were at war, but their conflict was abruptly called to an end in January 1188 so that both could join Fredrick I in leading the new Crusade. But when Henry II died on July 6, 1189, while preparing for the journey, England’s army came under the control of the newly crowned King Richard I, who was to become probably the most famous of the Crusader kings, Richard the Lionheart.

The first cohort of Crusaders set out on May 11, 1189, under the command of Frederick I, known also as Frederick Barbarossa (his name meaning “red beard” in Italian). Frederick’s army was one of the largest Crusader armies ever assembled, estimated by some to have comprised one hundred thousand fighting men, with up to twenty-five thousand mounted knights and noblemen, women, and children, plus the inevitable contingent of sex workers. His route took him across the Balkans, through Anatolia, and toward the Holy Land, successfully defending against a number of ambushes, skirmishes, and minor battles on the way.

A month after setting out on his pilgrimage, the elderly Frederick Barbarossa was killed when he fell from his horse and drowned crossing the river Saleph. As a result, the majority of his German army returned home, some because they saw his death as a bad omen for their holy mission, others using participation in the upcoming imperial election to replace the unfortunate emperor as good reason for their return. In desperation, Frederick’s son, Frederick of Swabia, who had been accompanying his aged father on his crusade, led the remaining German army to the safety of the Christian-held city of Antioch. There, the dead emperor’s flesh was removed from his body and laid to rest in Saint Peter’s Church in the heart of the city, while his bones were placed in a bag so that he could continue his Crusade and complete his holy obligation.

In the meantime, in the summer of 1189, while Frederick I was making his way toward the Holy Land, Henry II, the English king, died while preparing for his Crusade. His successor, Richard I, determined to fulfill his country’s commitment to the Crusade, continued preparation for his army’s departure.

By April 1190, King Richard I’s preparations were complete, and his fleet left the English port of Dartmouth to meet the French army of King Philip II in France. The two armies set out independently in July of the same year, with the intention of meeting again in Sicily, where the new King Tancred had imprisoned Joan of England, the previous Sicilian king’s wife and, most importantly, Richard I’s sister. Quickly capturing the seaport of Messina, Richard was able to free his sister in October 1190 and set to work making the port available for the planned arrival of Philip II of France.

Following a short stay in Sicily, Philip II left on the next stage of his journey to the Holy Land in March of the following year. Stopping briefly in the Christian city of Tyre, the French army went on to join the siege of Acre two months later in the month of May.

Richard I remained in Sicily with his sister for two weeks following Philip II’s departure then set sail for Cypress, where Isaac, the emperor of Cypress, had promised his army safe passage. When Richard I finally arrived at the island’s port of Limassol with his army, Isaac promised to return to him treasures he had previously looted from the English fleet and to provide a cohort of seven hundred fighting men to join Richard’s holy Crusade. Having pacified Richard with his offerings, Isaac, now secure in his stronghold at Famagusta, sent orders to Richard to leave the island immediately as he was no longer welcome. By way of response, Richard and his Crusaders conquered the entire island within a few brief days and, leaving a force of occupation behind, left to continue their Crusade on June 5, 1191, just a month after their arrival. Later Richard would sell the island to the Knights Templar, rather than return it to the rulers of the Byzantine Empire.

In the holy city of Jerusalem, the sultan Saladin heard of the preparations for the new Crusade. In 1189, just as the first Crusader armies began their departure, Saladin released Guy of Lusignan, the imprisoned Christian king of Jerusalem, having held him captive since the fall of the city two years earlier. Guy had become king of the holy city in 1186, just a year before he was forced to surrender it to Saladin’s army. When he was released, he immediately fled to the new Christian capital of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, Tyre, where he expected to take control of the city and its forces. His efforts were rebuffed by Conrad of Montferrat, who had taken control of the city when Guy had been captured, and who had gained popular support as a result of his sustained success in defending the city against repeated Muslim attacks. Seeing that his efforts were destined to fail, Guy turned his attention to the powerful coastal city of Saladin’s sultanate, Acre.

Acre had been the major port of the Kingdom of Jerusalem from its capitulation to the Christian armies of the First Crusade in 1104 until its fall to the forces of Saladin in 1187, some eighty-four years later. During its time in the hands of the Crusader states it had become the wealthiest port in the kingdom, with a population surpassed only by that of Jerusalem itself. Guy knew that such a valuable prize would not be easily wrested from the hands of the sultan, but despite his concerns, he gathered his army in order to lay siege to the city. His forces were soon reinforced by the arrival of the Crusader army of Philip II of France, and the joint forces began the siege of Acre in late 1189. In response, Saladin moved his army from Jerusalem to surround the combined armies, who now found themselves battling on two fronts, on one side attempting to lay siege to the city, while simultaneously defending themselves against Saladin’s assaults on the other. In the autumn of the following year, Guy and Philip II’s armies were devastated by disease and fever, which ravaged the armies for nearly two years, claiming the lives of many and reducing their number to a precariously low level.

The English army, led by Richard I, arrived in early June of 1191, relieving the beleaguered force and reinvigorating the effort to take Acre. On July 12, the city fell to the combined Crusader forces. But the three Crusader kings, Richard I, Philip II, and Leopold V, the Archduke of Belgium, could not agree on the division of the spoils of the conquest, nor could they agree on who should become the king of Jerusalem once they had recaptured it. Richard supported the idea that Guy, as the previous king, should be returned to the throne, while Philip and Leopold both supported Conrad, who had ruled during Guy’s captivity, and was coincidentally related to them both. Eventually it was decided that Guy should return to the throne and Conrad should succeed him upon his death. But first the holy city had to be recaptured. Unhappy with this compromise, both Philip II and Leopold V assembled their armies and left the Holy Land in August 1191, without ever having set eyes on Jerusalem.

Richard I had tried to communicate with Saladin soon after he had arrived at Acre, but the sultan had refused his requests to meet and requested the release of the captured Muslim forces and Muslim inhabitants of the conquered city of Acre. Richard refused Saladin’s request and the sultan immediately tried, unsuccessfully, to rescue them. Realizing Saladin’s intense desire for the return of his people and feeling that the sultan had delayed too long in his negotiations, on August 20, just two months after arriving at Acre, Richard ordered the beheading of twenty-five hundred Muslim men, women, and children prisoners in front of the sultan’s army. Saladin responded by executing every single Christian prisoner his forces had captured since he had become sultan. Neither of these actions did anything to enhance the relationship between the warring forces.

Richard was determined to continue his Crusade, and having secured the city of Acre, he turned his attention to the city of Jaffa, one of the major Muslim strongholds on the road to Jerusalem. Hearing of Richard’s advance, Saladin intercepted the Lionheart’s army outside the strategically important city of Arsuf, just thirty miles from Jaffa. It was only due to the brave efforts of the Knights Hospitaller—of who we shall hear much more later on—that Richard’s army finally won the day. The defeated Muslim army retreated, having lost a reported eighty-five hundred fighting men, together with their reputation as Saladin’s undefeated and invincible Muslim army. Richard I took Jaffa, establishing his new headquarters in the fortified city. His troops’ morale continued to rise, and his reputation as a fearless, relentless leader grew. Saladin’s grip on Jerusalem was now severely threatened, and Richard’s forces held Jaffa and the port of Acre. Saladin no longer had access to the coast and the sea, and his army’s movement around the Crusader states was ruthlessly restricted. By November 1191, Richard was confident enough to assemble his army for an advance on his ultimate objective, the holy city of Jerusalem.

Realizing their vulnerability, Saladin’s emirs demanded the demobilization of Jerusalem’s defensive army, refusing to sacrifice their fighting men to the forces of the invincible Lionheart and anticipating that Jerusalem could not be held against the advancing Crusader army. Hearing this, Richard’s army advanced to within twelve miles of Jerusalem, where they encamped in order to celebrate Christmas. The weather worsened, and Richard decided that rather than besiege Jerusalem, he would order a strategic withdrawal, returning to the coast to avoid amassing huge losses due to the atrocious weather and the experience of the disease and fevers of the siege at Acre.

Following Richard’s return to the coast, Saladin’s army quickly recaptured Jaffa and vented their anger for the executions following the capture of Acre by massacring any non-Muslim inhabitants. On hearing the news, Richard returned to Jaffa by sea, and his forces once again captured the city from the sultan. Driven then from the city, Saladin’s army regrouped and forged a counterattack. Despite outnumbering the Crusader army, Saladin’s attack failed miserably and he was forced to retreat in disarray.

As a result of this humiliating defeat, Saladin lost the confidence of his supporters and was forced to agree to a treaty with Richard I on September 2, 1192. The terms of the Treaty of Jaffa allowed Jerusalem to remain under Muslim control, while allowing free passage and access to all unarmed Christian pilgrims and merchants. In return, Richard I was to return the city of Ascalon to Saladin’s control, with the undertaking that all its defenses would be demolished and never rebuilt.

With this agreement in hand, Richard I left the Holy Land a month later, and the Third Crusade came to an end. Unfortunately, Richard was taken captive on his journey home; following a short period of imprisonment, he was ransomed and continued his journey home.

The Lionheart arrived in England in 1194, four years after taking the cross and leaving on his Crusade. He was to die five years later from a wound inflicted by a crossbow bolt, having reached the age of fortyone. His decision to return home without taking Jerusalem, the main religious focus of the Crusade, would result in the call to arms for the Fourth Crusade, for which his retaking of the cities of Acre and Jaffa would prove invaluable.

Saladin died of yellow fever in 1193, a year after signing the Treaty of Jaffa and a year before Richard I arrived back in England. His successors proved incapable of holding together the fragile allegiance of the sultan’s emirs.

Richard I’s truce with Saladin would last for three years and eight months before the divided Sultanate of Ayyubid that succeeded Saladin’s rule resumed their aggressive stance against the Crusader states. It took a further six years of hostility before Pope Innocent III called for the Fourth Crusade to retake Jerusalem and reestablish the Christian Kingdom of Jerusalem with the holy city at its heart.

The Fourth Crusade (1202)

The prime religious reason for the new Crusade was the recapture of the Muslim-controlled city of Jerusalem, but this time the campaign plan took a different form. The Christian leaders recognized that the main strength of the Muslim state was the Ayyubid Sultanate, which had its headquarters and main strongholds in Egypt. The decision was therefore made to defeat the Ayyubid in Egypt before moving to attack Jerusalem, which would then be deprived of its support from the Egyptian Sultanate.

The Crusader army came to an agreement with the Venetian state to provide transport ships to carry their troops to Egypt. In return, the Crusaders would, in addition to paying a much-reduced fee, help the Venetians capture the Christian city of Zara on the Adriatic coast. The city had long been a thorn in the side of the Venetians.

The Crusaders set sail in the Venetian fleet at the end of 1202, reaching Zara on November 10, when they duly besieged the city. It took exactly two weeks for the city to surrender to the Crusader forces and to be taken into the control of the Venetians. When Pope Innocent III heard of the conquest, he immediately excommunicated the entire Crusader army and its leaders.

The Crusaders, now preparing to continue their journey to Egypt, found themselves under financial pressure that forced them into another unplanned diversion, this time through an agreement with the Byzantine prince Alexios Angelosto to attack Constantinople and restore his father, Isaac II, as emperor. In return, Alexios and Emperor Isaac II would provide the Crusaders with military and financial support for their Crusade. Not all of the Crusader army agreed with the new plan, and they decided to continue directly to Acre and prepare for the rest of the campaign.

The remaining Crusaders arrived at Constantinople on June 23, 1203, and laid siege to the city. At the time, Constantinople was the Greek Christian-controlled capital of the Byzantine Empire, the focal center of the Eastern Orthodox Church, and often in direct opposition to the doctrines of the Holy Roman Empire, the Catholic Church, and the pope.

The city fell in August 1203, and Alexios was crowned co-emperor, along with his father. Their reign was to last only until January of the following year, when he and his father were deposed following a popular revolt. With the co-emperors no longer in power, the Crusaders were not going to receive their financial or military support. When Alexios was murdered in February, the Crusaders decided on an all-out invasion of the city. During a brief but bloody conquest, the Crusaders took the city, slaughtered much of the population, and plundered the vast wealth that occupants had accumulated during their lengthy rule.

When the sacking of the city was complete, the Crusader army was much depleted. Many had been killed, even more decided to return home with their newfound wealth, and some simply had no appetite for further fighting and bloodshed. The remaining small force set sail for Acre to join their colleagues. On arriving at the Christian stronghold, they agreed with those who had arrived earlier that the cause was lost, their objective unobtainable. As a result, the Fourth Crusade was abandoned in 1204 and the Crusaders dispersed.

The Crusade had been an abject failure and the bulk of the army had returned home without ever reaching the Holy Land. It had dealt a fatal blow to the Christian Byzantine Empire, from which it would never recover, and had driven a wedge between the Holy Roman Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, widening the east-west schism.

La Croisade des Enfants

“The Children’s Crusade” (1212)

Though a prominent feature within the cultural memory of the Crusades, the Children’s Crusade has consistently given rise to widespread speculation and heated debate. Possibly apocryphal, contemporary accounts tell us that this Crusade, made up of young people and children from across the western Christian lands, took place in 1212, with two conflicting accounts placing its origin in either northern France or Germany. The traditional folklore accounts of both versions are remarkably similar. Both begin with a young boy being visited by a vision of Jesus, who tells him that he must lead a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. There, he must peacefully convert the Muslim peoples of the kingdom to Christianity and convince them to relinquish the Holy Land to the Christian church.

According to the tales, the Crusade from northern France was led by a young shepherd boy, Steven of Cloyes, while the German one was led by Nicholas of Cologne. The two young men preached the Crusade within their own countries and through a series of visions and portents gathered an army of thirty thousand children before setting out for the Italian coast on the first stage of their Crusade.

The children were promised that when they arrived at the coast the sea would part, allowing them to continue to walk to Jerusalem. Here the accounts differ a little. In one case they arrive at the edge of the Mediterranean Sea only to find that the sea did not part for them. Many returned home disheartened; others remained, waiting for God to reconsider and separate the waters, and eventually this group was offered citizenship in Italy and settled down to live as fishermen and merchants. In the other account the children, finding that God had not parted the seas, took up an offer from local merchants to sail them to the Holy Land. One account has them boarding the vessels and arriving in what they thought was the Holy Land, but was in fact Turkey, where the children were sold into slavery. The second has the children and merchants being lost at sea in a shipwreck off the Sardinian coast.

A more recent interpretation suggests that the pilgrims were not children at all, and that the Crusade consisted of a large body of Christian peasants who rose in response to the failure of the Fourth Crusade. This theory is based in the belief that the monks of the age preferred to call the many wandering poor “children” or “the children of God,” as being poor was considered pious and less embarrassing when contrasted to the wealth of the organized church.

Whatever the case may have been, the Children’s Crusade made little or no impact on the balance of power at the time, or the status quo of the Kingdom of Jerusalem. The Holy See, however, was not content with the Muslim occupation of Jerusalem, and in 1217 the pope moved to correct the situation.

The Fifth Crusade (1217)

In 1208, Pope Innocent III had already begun his preparation for a call to arms and a Fifth Crusade. In April 1213 he issued a papal bull calling on all of western Christendom to join his new crusade. His bull, Quia major, received little support, and following its lack of success, he issued a second bull, Ad Liberandam, in 1215, in the hope of an improved response. The pope was adamant that the new Crusade should be led by the church in the fashion of the First Crusade; more importantly, he wanted to avoid the secular takeover of the Crusade that had resulted in the failure of the Fourth Crusade. In support of this, he promised papal indulgence to every Crusader, including those who offered financial help but were unable to take up arms themselves.

When Pope Innocent III died in July 1216, his successor, Pope Honorius III, took over the final organization of the Crusader armies. The religious intention of the Fifth Crusade was once again to recapture Jerusalem and the remaining states of the Holy Land. Like the unsuccessful Fourth Crusade, the strategy was to first conquer the capital of the powerful Egyptian Ayyubid state, Cairo, and follow this by attacking the then-weakened city of Jerusalem, before driving the Muslim armies from the rest of the Holy Land and reinstating the Crusader states within the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

With France and England preoccupied with their own troubles, Pope Honorius III focused on organizing the armies of Andrew II of Hungary and the Austrian army led by Leopold VI. He barred any involvement by Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, as he was out of favor, having challenged the papacy of Pope Innocent III.

Pope Honorius III placed the control of the Crusader army in the hands of Andrew II, as he had gathered what is considered to have been the largest army in the history of the Crusades.

Andrew II departed on August 23, 1217, along with Leopold and Otto I, duke of Merania, aboard the Venetian fleet and arrived in Cyprus on October 9. From there they sailed to the city of Acre, where they were greeted by the ruler of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, John of Brienne. The growing army was joined by Hugh of Cyprus and the prince of Antioch, Bohemond IV, in preparation for their expedition.

Later that month, Andrew II presided over a council of war that included all the leaders of the assembled armies together with the masters of the Knights Hospitaller, the Knights Templar, and the Teutonic Knights. By this time the chivalric orders of knights had firmly established their reputations, and their influence and power earned each a place around the council table. The council ratified Andrew’s campaign plan and began preparation for their army’s departure from Acre.

In their first two encounters, Andrew’s army overran the sultan’s forces, and the surviving Muslims fell back to their strongholds. As the Crusaders advanced, news of their progress reached Jerusalem, and fearing another massacre like that of the First Crusade, the Muslim population fled the city, demolishing the defenses before them as they left to deprive the Crusaders the ability to defend the city against any counterattack from the sultan.

Andrew’s advance toward Jerusalem was halted as his army failed to secure the fortresses of Lebanon or that of Mount Tabor, and as a result Andrew, with his health failing, abandoned the expedition in order to satisfy his passion for collecting religious relics. Finally, in February 1218, Andrew, who by then had become very ill, left the Holy Land with his large army and returned to Hungary. He was soon followed by Bohemund of Antioch and Hugh of Cyprus, who, feeling the Crusade was about to collapse, returned with their armies to their homelands.

In the following months a new German army led by Oliver of Cologne arrived to swell the Crusader ranks, and soon afterward William I of Holland joined the expedition with an army made up of Flemish and Dutch fighting men. With their numbers increased, the leaders of the reinforced Crusader army reviewed their plan and decided to press on with the attack on the Egyptian city of Damietta before advancing of their main target, the Egyptian capital of Cairo.

The Crusaders arrived at the port of Damietta in July 1218 and immediately besieged the city. The forces of Sultan Al-Adil resisted the repeated onslaughts of the Crusader army and the siege entered its second month. The sweltering conditions of the Egyptian summer took its toll on the Crusaders, with many lost to starvation and disease, joining those killed by the continued skirmishes against the city’s fortifications. Al-Adil died during the siege, and his successor, al-Kamil, took command of the defense of the city.

Unhappy with the progress of the Crusader army, and frustrated by Andrew II’s abandonment of his obligation, Pope Honorius III felt that the Crusade was on the brink of collapse. In response, in the spring of 1219 he sent his trusted cardinal, Pelagius of Albano, to take control of the army. Honorius had been obsessed by the fear that his Crusade would fall into the hands of secular leadership and was determined that it should now be within the control of the Holy See, supported by his loyal chivalric orders of knights.

Hearing of the arrival of the new religious leader of the Crusade, the new sultan tried to sue for peace, offering to surrender Jerusalem to the Crusaders in return for lifting the siege of Damietta. Pelagius, in his first action as leader, turned down the sultan’s offer, to the outrage of the other Crusader leaders. Within days, William I of Holland gathered his army and set sail for home. The strict siege continued, taking its toll on both the besieged and the besiegers, with continuing losses on both sides. The sultan finally capitulated and in November 1219 surrendered the city to the Crusaders. Even in victory, the secular and papal leaders could not agree on which should control the city. John of Brienne, the ruler of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, felt the city should be added to his kingdom and should come under his control, but Pelagius disagreed, so John returned to his throne in Acre in 1220, before returning a year later in 1221 to take over the governance of the city.

In July 1221 the Crusader army, garrisoned in Damietta, decided to march south and attack their main objective, Cairo. When the army set out it was repeatedly attacked by al-Kamil’s fighters, and a contingent of twenty-five hundred German fighters returned to Damietta, fearing the army would never reach its goal. As if destined to fulfill the Germans’ worst fears, the march to Cairo ended in disaster. Their lack of local knowledge found the army trapped by the flooding river Nile, unable to advance or retreat. Crippled by illness and lack of food, the beleaguered Crusaders were subjected to sustained attacks from the sultan’s army. Suffering overwhelming losses, Pelagius pleaded for terms of surrender.

Al-Kamil demanded the return of Damietta in return for the release of the exhausted Crusaders. Pelagius and the sultan signed an eight-year peace agreement between the sultanate and the Christian lands of western Europe. By the end of 1221, Pelagius and the Crusader army had returned home and the Fifth Crusade had ended in abject failure. Papal authority had suffered a devastating blow, and a fragile peace hung over the Holy Land, with Jerusalem remaining in the hands of the Islamic sultan.

The Crusade of Frederick—The Sixth Crusade (1228)

Frederick II had been barred from direct involvement in the Fifth Crusade by Pope Honorius III. He had sent German troops to help in the expedition but had not gone on Crusade himself.

The emperor had taken an oath at his coronation in 1220 to take the cross and go on a Crusade, and following the previous disasters, he now felt the time was right to fulfill his holy vow. He was spurred further by the fact that he also considered that he had a legitimate claim to the throne of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, as he had recently married Isabella II of Jerusalem, the daughter of John of Brienne, the current ruler of the kingdom, and his wife, Maria of Montferrat. So, when his longtime opponent, Pope Honorius III, died and was succeeded by Gregory IX in March 1227, Frederick and his army departed for Acre, where his father-in-law had his throne, with the intention of restoring the former glory of the diminished kingdom and securing his inheritance.

Once again, though, Frederick II’s Crusade was thwarted when the entire Crusader army was hit by an epidemic and was forced to return to Brindisi in Italy. Pope Gregory, well aware of Frederick’s enmity with the Holy See, took the opportunity to excommunicate the emperor for breaking his Crusader oath.

Having overcome the widespread epidemic, Frederick II’s army set out again for Acre in August 1227, while the emperor remained in Italy. Further reinforcements were sent to join them in April 1228. Frederick, the still-excommunicated emperor, left Brindisi with a small force of men-at-arms in June of the same year. Having made brief stops at the islands of Corfu, Cephalonia, Crete, Rhodes, and Cyprus, Frederick II arrived in Acre to a mixed reception.

Frederick continued to enjoy the support of his Crusader army, together with the Teutonic Knights; however, the leaders of the church were not supportive of the excommunicated emperor. News of Frederick’s excommunication had reached the Holy Land before his arrival, and the huge majority of the Christian population refused to support his Crusade. Even the orders of the Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller refused to join Frederick’s Crusade until he agreed to have his name removed from all official orders and commands. Like the pope, they were suspicious of his ulterior motives.

Frederick’s Crusader army was drastically depleted, having been hit hard by the epidemic. A large number of his fighting men had also become disillusioned with the cause and returned home, with the enthusiasm and trust of those who remained suffering a devastating blow. Recognizing the weakness and poor morale of his fighting force, the emperor decided that his best chance of success would be to negotiate some form of accord with the sultan, rather than engage in a battle where he would be vastly outnumbered. In an effort to move the odds to his favor, he decided to demonstrate a show of force by advancing his army along the coast toward Egypt in order to intimidate his enemy. The Egyptian sultan al-Kamil had, for the greater part, ignored the peace treaty he had agreed to, bringing the Fifth Crusade to an end, and was preoccupied with rebel forces both inside Egypt and on his borders with Syria. Not wanting to engage in further conflicts, and seeing the Crusader force advancing along the coast, al-Kamil agreed to surrender Jerusalem, Nazareth, Sidon, Jaffa, and Bethlehem in return for his Muslim sultanate retaining the al-Aqsa Mosque, the Dome of the Rock, and the Temple Mount. This meant that the most holy sites within Jerusalem would remain under Muslim control. Frederick was happy to agree with these compromises and the final treaty was signed on February 18, 1229, and was supposed to last for the next ten years. Although it was apparently not a deliberate intention of the agreement, one of its most significant and long-lasting effects was to prohibit Jews from living within the city.

The Crusader army entered Jerusalem a month later, on March 17, 1229, and Frederick immediately proclaimed lordship over the city, which pleased neither the pope nor his father-in-law in Acre. He remained there until May, then returning to Italy and bringing an end to the Sixth Crusade.

In regaining a large amount of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, Frederick II had proved that success could be achieved without engaging the Muslim forces, even though his army was much smaller than his foe’s. Furthermore, he had succeeded without the support of the pope. In fact, it could be argued that the pope had tried to frustrate his efforts by his excommunication and lack of patronage. Pope Gregory IX was still very much aware of Frederick’s desire to wrest power from the papal throne and consolidate it in the holy Christian empire under his control; he was also suspicious of Frederick’s negotiated treaty with al-Kamil and intended to use the agreed ten-year truce to raise a new Crusader army and regain the remaining Crusader states for the Catholic Church before the treaty expired in 1239.

In 1234, Gregory issued a call to arms in England, France, and Hungary for a new Crusade with limited response; the result was a disorderly enterprise that became known as the Barons’ Crusade.

The Barons’ Crusade—The Crusade of Theobald I of Navarre (1239)

The Barons’ Crusade has never been considered one of the main nine Crusades, despite the fact that that it resulted in regaining more land than the earlier Sixth Crusade. Like the previous Crusade, it was a confused and disorganized affair that, once again, obtained its major gains not through military engagements but through diplomatic negotiation that took advantage of the war being played out between the two major Islamic factions in the area.

This Crusade is often discussed as two separate Crusades, that of King Theobald I of Navarre, beginning in 1239, and the later expedition of Richard, earl of Cornwall, second son of King John of England, who began his Crusade one year later in 1240. Neither Crusade enjoyed the wholehearted support of either Frederick II, the Holy Roman emperor, or Pope Gregory.

Theobald’s army of French barons departed from Marseilles in August 1239 and encountered ferocious storms on their way to Acre. The fleet was scattered and Theobald’s flagship lost contact with the remainder of his army. He arrived in Acre much delayed, on the first day of September, where he waited for the remainder of his fleet to arrive, boosted by a small fighting force of Crusaders from Cyprus.

Having garnered the support of the barons of the Crusader kingdom and the military orders, an army consisting of more than fortyfive hundred knights with their retinue began their march toward the strategic port of Ascalon on November 2. They carried with them the intention of reconstructing the fortifications that had been destroyed decades earlier by the sultan Saladin.

The Crusaders reached Jaffa on November 12, at which time a contingent of around six hundred knights decided to break away from the main army, defying the wishes of Theobald and his co-leader Peter of Brittany, and ignoring the advice of the leaders of the orders of the Knights Templar, the Knights Hospitaller, and the Teutonic Knights.

The principal leader of the breakaway group, Henry II of Bar, was joined by four other lords from the Crusader states. Together they set out to journey through the night, reaching Gaza the following day, where they were engaged by an Egyptian force. Henry’s force was completely overrun, and although they had dispatched a plea for help to Theobald, they were roundly defeated before any reinforcements could arrive. Henry was killed early in the battle, and many hundreds of fighting men were taken prisoner by the Muslim army. The surviving Crusaders who fled the field of battle made a forced march all the way back to the safety of Acre.

In December 1239, less than a month after his victory over the Crusaders at Gaza, the emir of Kerak, An-Nasir Dawud, in response to Peter of Brittany’s seizure of his caravan heading for Damascus, set siege to a totally unprepared Jerusalem. It took just days for the city to surrender to the Muslim forces, who promised safe passage to Acre for its occupants. Jerusalem was in Muslim hands again, taken back from the Christian conquerors just ten years after they had taken it in the Sixth Crusade.

Despite their successes at Gaza and Jerusalem, the Muslim emirs of Damascus and Egypt were locked in a bitter and long-lasting conflict, and Theobald saw his opportunity to take advantage of their disagreement. On the advice of the local lords, he decided to ally his forces with the emir of Damascus, As-Salih Ismail, in his war against Abu al-Futuh of Egypt and the emir of Kerak, An-Nasir Dawud. His agreement with Ismail ceded to the Kingdom of Jerusalem both Nazareth and Bethlehem, together with the holy city of Jerusalem itself. It also handed over to the Crusaders large areas of Galilee that contained a great number of castles and fortifications built by the Templars. Theobald was to discover later that much of the lands given by Ismail were not his to give. With this agreement in hand, Theobald and his Crusaders began occupying the new territories he had gained, many of which were in fact controlled by Dawud. They took Jerusalem, then subsequently entered Ascalon and began to rebuild the city and its fortification. Seeing the success that Theobald’s combined armies were achieving, Dawud began his own negotiations with the Crusader leader, and by the late summer of 1240, the emir had conceded large areas of land, most of which had already been given by the previous treaty with Ismail of Damascus.

Theobald returned to France from Palestine in September 1240, accompanied by Peter of Brittany, just before Richard of Cornwall arrived in October and the second wave of the Barons’ Crusade began.

Richard had left England on June 10, 1240. He set sail with a small force of around eight hundred men, including a handful of barons. Stopping briefly in Marseilles, they arrived in Acre at the beginning of October. With such a small force, it became obvious that Richard’s intention was to avoid any direct combat, preferring instead to continue negotiations with the Muslim leaders in an effort to build on Theobald’s recent treaty and secure a lasting peace in the region. Richard supervised the continued rebuilding of the fortifications at the city of Ascalon and was later able to recover the remains of the Crusaders killed at the battle of Gaza and bury them in the Christian cemetery within the city. He was also able to secure the exchange of the Crusaders captured at Gaza following Henry of Bar’s catastrophic raid on the city.

The relationship between Frederick II’s ruling forces and the local lords and barons of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, who remained allied to the pope and opposed to Frederick’s rule, continued to deteriorate. Even so, when Richard decided to leave the Holy Land, he handed the rebuilt city of Ascalon to Frederick’s agent, rather than to the barons of the Kingdom of Jerusalem at Acre, a curious move that greatly offended the local barons and lords.

Richard returned to Acre, from where he set sail for England on May 3, 1241, a year after leaving on his Crusade. He later married and was enthroned as the king of Germany in 1256.

The joint efforts of Theobald and Richard during the Barons’ Crusade had significantly increased the lands of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, but their successes were not to endure. The Egyptian sultan Ayyub still remained hostile to the Crusaders and was determined to recapture Jerusalem and extend his control over the Holy Land. In early 1244, the sultan forged an allegiance with the nomadic Turkic clans in the north of Syria, who had been displaced by the expansion of the Mongol Empire. In July 1244 they began their march on Jerusalem. The siege of Jerusalem was about to begin.

On July 15, the city fell to the invading forces, who set about slaying the Christian inhabitants and razing the city to the ground. They eventually left the city in a state of complete ruin, devoid of any population, and joined the Egyptian sultan in preparation for the Battle of La Forbie.

The fall of Jerusalem sent shock waves through the ranks of the Christians of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and a number of the Muslim emirs, who also felt under threat from the rise of the Egyptian sultanate under as-Salih Ayyub. The emirs of Damascus, Homs, and Kerak joined the Christian Crusaders in opposing the Egyptians at the Battle of La Forbie. The joint forces were further swelled by the support of the Christian orders. The Knights Templar, the Hospitallers, the Teutonic Knights, and the Order of Saint Lazarus all joined the Crusader army in support of the Kingdom of Jerusalem against the sultan of Egypt.

The two armies met at La Forbie, northeast of Gaza, on October 17, 1244. The following day the Crusader army, having suffered huge losses, withdrew and the Egyptian sultan’s forces won the day. The Christian army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem had not only lost the city of Jerusalem but also suffered an embarrassing crushing defeat at La Forbie. Their reputation was never to be recovered and their lands would never again be regained.

Their humiliating loss was to lead to the calling of the Seventh Crusade. It also saw the beginning of the disintegration of Christian power in the Kingdom of Jerusalem and the wider Outremer.

The Seventh Crusade (1248)

Innocent IV had been anointed pope in 1243 while the disastrous Barons’ Crusade was still under way. Following the humiliating defeat of the Crusading army, the new pope issued a call to arms at the Council of Lyon in 1245, with the intention of recapturing Jerusalem and reinstating Christian control in the Holy Land.

Innocent’s call for a Seventh Crusade received a disappointing response, as many of the western Christian kingdoms were in no state to undertake a new Crusade, with their leaders preoccupied with their own domestic problems.

Henry III of England was engaged in bitter power struggles within his kingdom and was not on good terms with Louis IX of France, but he was prepared to sign a peace treaty with Louis, promising not to invade his country while he was away on Crusade. The kingdom of Hungary was recovering from the Mongol invasion of 1241, and Haakon IV of Norway, though invited by the pope, had no appetite for the venture. Most importantly, Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II was in no position to take part in the Crusade, as he had been formally deposed by the pope in 1245 as a result of Frederick’s men having captured a number of Christian clerics as they traveled to the Council of Lyon.

Amidst all this confusion, it fell to Louis IX to be the only European king prepared to take the cross and undertake a Crusade in the East. Eventually he was joined by the English nobleman and knight William Longespee, together with a small contingent of fighting men.

Louis had prepared for his Crusade, assembling more than three thousand French knights and around fifty-five hundred specially trained crossbowmen in his Crusader army, which in total numbered about fifteen thousand men-at-arms. The army set sail from the south of France in 1248, intending to winter on the island of Cyprus. While laying over on the island, Louis received a number of requests for aid, the chief of them being a request from the leaders of the Latin Empire in Constantinople asking for assistance in their conflict with the Byzantine Empire in Nicaea and Antioch. Another request for aid came from the Knights Templar in Syria, where they had recently lost Sidon to Muslim forces.

Refusing to be distracted by these appeals, Louis continued his journey to Egypt, arriving at the port of Damietta in June 1249. There, he intended to take the city before advancing through Egypt to attack Jerusalem.

The Egyptians ceded the city with little resistance, but Louis’s advance was delayed by the flooding of the river Nile, and Louis used this time to set up the city as his Egyptian base. Later that year, Louis set out for Cairo, while a second force made up of the English army, led by William Longespee and Robert of Artois and including a large contingent of Knights Templar, advanced on the Egyptian army at Gideila and at Al Mansurah. The Crusaders were roundly defeated at both battles, with their forces all but annihilated. Both Robert and William were killed.

The main Crusader force under the command of Louis was engaged by the Egyptian general Baibars. Louis’s army was defeated and withdrew, only to attempt to besiege the city of Mansourah. The battle-weary Crusaders were in no fit state to sustain a siege and many hundreds died of starvation, dysentery, or disease. In March 1250 Louis gave orders to abandon the siege and for the army to return to Damietta. The Crusaders’ retreat was cut off by the Egyptian army at Fariskur, where the remains of Louis’s army, originally numbering more than fifteen thousand, were slaughtered or deserted to the sultan’s army. King Louis was taken captive.

Louis contracted dysentery while in captivity and was saved only by the skill of the Arab physicians. After two months in Muslim hands, the French king was ransomed in May. With half the ransom paid together with the surrender of Damietta back to the Egyptians, Louis returned to Acre, one of the last remaining Christian strongholds.

Once recovered, Louis began rebuilding the remaining cities of the Kingdom of Jerusalem with funds from his own treasury. Three years later, Louis’s money came to an end, and learning of the death of his mother, he decided to return to France in 1254. From there, he maintained his interest in Crusading and continued to finance the French garrison at Acre, by now the capital of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, along with a number of other Christian cities in the Outremer.

One by one, the Christian towns and cities of the kingdom were being captured by the new sultan, Baibars, who by 1265 had taken Galilee, Nazareth, and Caesarea. By the end of 1268, and with the fall of Antioch, an enraged Louis IX of France took up the cross and informed Pope Clement IV of his intention to embark on another Crusade.

King Louis’s Crusade—The Eighth Crusade (1269)

The first contingent of Louis’s Crusade, under the charge of James I of Aragon, set sail from Barcelona in September 1269, only to be devastated by a severe storm soon after embarking. A number of ships were lost and the majority of the survivors returned to Spain. Only a small contingent, under the command of James’s two sons, continued their journey to Acre, at which point the small force, stricken with sickness and in no fit state to engage the sultan’s army, also returned to their homeland in Aragon.

Louis himself had originally planned to follow the proven route of the earlier Crusaders and arrive in Egypt via the island of Cyprus, but at the last moment he and his council of war decided to change the plan and instead begin the assault at Tunis, which they had identified as a strategic supply route for the sultan’s army.

The first of Louis’s two fleets set sail under his personal command on July 1, 1270, with a second fleet under the command of the king of Navarre departing the following day. The two fleets met again, as planned, off the coast of Sardinia, and the combined fleet made their way to Tunisia. They arrived at the Tunisian coast on July 18 and set up camp near the ancient city of Carthage to await the arrival of Sicilian reinforcements promised by Louis’s brother, Charles of Anjou.

As they waited for Charles’s army to arrive, the Crusaders were struck with a severe outbreak of dysentery. The disease spread quickly through Louis’s men, and on August 3 Louis’s son, John, died at the encampment. Three weeks later Louis himself died, just days before his brother Charles arrived with the Sicilian force.

The disease continued to ravage the French Crusader army, and Charles abandoned any hope of laying the city of Tunis to siege. Hearing of the death of Louis, and realizing the limitations of the Crusader army, Sultan Baibars of Egypt called off his plans to send troops to defend Tunis. Instead, the two leaders negotiated a suitable treaty on October 30. The Treaty of Tunis gave free trade rights with Tunis to all Christians and allowed Christian priests and monks unhindered residence in the city. Having signed the treaty, Charles decided to withdraw the Crusader army and return to his waiting fleet. As Charles’s army prepared to set sail, Prince Edward of England, who had only recently taken the cross, arrived with his fleet and was surprised by both the devastation of the Crusader army and Charles’s decision to withdraw from Tunis.

The English joined the Crusader fleet as it returned to Sicily, but once again the fleet was seriously damaged by storms on the way, arriving at Sicily weeks later. It took the English army some months to repair and restock their fleet, and it was the spring of 1271 before Edward, soon to be King Edward I of England, felt ready to continue his Crusade.

Lord Edward of England’s Crusade—The Ninth Crusade (1271)

By the time the Crusader army arrived back in Sicily, there was little enthusiasm among them or the rest of Europe for a further holy war. All but the English contingent returned to their homelands, leaving Edward and his army alone to fulfill his holy obligation. Edward set sail from Sicily in April of 1271, heading for Acre, and assisted in defending against the threat of the Muslim sultanates on what was left of the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

He arrived at the port of Acre on May 9 with a small fleet carrying less than one thousand men-at-arms, including around two hundred knights. When Edward arrived in Acre, which was still the capital city of the Kingdom of Jerusalem at the time, the city was under siege by the army of Baibars. The sultan of Egypt, upon seeing the Crusader army arrive, withdrew his army and abandoned the siege, moving his army to Aleppo to defend the city against Mongol attack.

It had never been Edward’s intention to engage in a full-scale battle with the sultan’s forces, but rather to progress slowly, retaking as many towns and cities as he could as he advanced. His first victory was in storming Nazareth, capturing the city and putting its population to the sword. However, he was unable to sustain this initial success and failed to capture any of the other towns he attacked. His army was soon reinforced by the arrival of his younger brother, Edmund, with additional English forces and a contingent of fighting men under Hugh III of Cyprus. Edward had also gained the support of the chivalric orders, and it was with the assistance of the Knights Templar, the Knights Hospitaller, and the Teutonic Knights that the enlarged Crusader army was able to take the town of Qaqun, killing some two thousand of the defenders in the process. Without sufficient numbers to defend the city against a counterattack from the Muslims, Edward made an immediate strategic withdrawal and returned to the safety of Acre, from where he was able to repel an attack by Baibars’s army.

Expecting the new Crusader army to launch a full-scale land and sea attack on Egypt, Baibars began building a fleet to defend his seaports against Edward’s fleet. When no attack came, and seeing that the Crusader army was content to remain safely in Acre, Baibars, disguising his galleys as Crusader vessels, launched a sea attack on Limassol, the major port of Cyprus. He made this move with the hope of dividing the Crusader force by enticing Hugh III of Cyprus to leave the Crusaders in Acre to defend his own island kingdom, thereby isolating Edward’s depleted forces in the Holy Land. Hugh’s remaining forces in Cyprus fought valiantly and destroyed Baibars’s before they gained a foothold on the island, forcing the remainder of the sultan’s force to return to Egypt.

In light of this success, Edward was determined to make one last attempt to fulfill his Crusader vow and regain Jerusalem. With this in mind, he and Hugh began negotiating a truce agreement with the sultan. Meeting at Caesarea in May 1272, the leaders signed a treaty agreeing to a peace for ten years, ten months, and ten days.

With the treaty signed, Edward’s brother Edmund returned to England, while Edward remained to finalize the new arrangements for the settlement. Within weeks an attempt was made to assassinate Edward. He was able to kill the assassin, but not before receiving a serious wound from a poisoned dagger that confined him to his sickbed for the following months, delaying his return to England.

In September, Edward, still a sick man, journeyed from Acre to Sicily en route for England, but during his passage he experienced a relapse and was forced to remain on the island longer than planned. While there, he received news of the death of his son John and then, a few months later, the death of his father, the king. With his health returned, Edward continued his journey home. Traveling through Europe, he finally arrived in England in the summer of 1274 and was crowned king on August 19 of the same year.

Edward’s Crusade was to be the last Christian Crusade to the Holy Land, and the last remnants of the Crusader states continued to crumble as time went on. Repeated demands for tributes by the Muslim sultans and increasing persecution of Christian pilgrims put the fragile peace under strain until finally, in 1289, the sultan Qalawun overran the County of Tripoli, successfully took the capital, and occupied the former Crusader state. Two years later, pilgrims traveling from Acre were attacked and in retaliation killed a number of Muslim traders in a caravan from Syria. When the Christians refused to pay compensation for the killings, Sultan Qalawun set siege to Acre. The city fell, but not before the sultan himself lost his life in the siege. With the last of Crusader states and the capital of the Kingdom of Jerusalem now in Muslim hands, the remaining population under the protection of orders of knights withdrew north, eventually abandoning the Holy Land and setting sail for Cyprus.

The age of the Crusaders coming to the Holy Land had come to a humiliating end. The Crusader armies were disbanded, and each of the orders of knights returned to their respective homelands, some immediately and others, like the Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller, taking a more circuitous path, which in the latter case took many, many years.
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