PAGE  
6

RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF EUROPE TO 1500

The Byzantine Empire, Islam

and the Crusades

The Crusades

Introduction--From the middle of the eleventh century onwards medieval Europe embarked upon a series of conquests that focused principally upon Muslim-held lands in Spain, Sicily and Palestine.  This wave of expansion expressed the new vitality and vigor of Western Europe, which in the period after 1050 A.D. rode the crest of a wave of population increases, productivity and acquisition of wealth.  What is of importance for the church is that this expansion features a close alliance among the papacy, the feudal lords, and the merchants of the Italian city-states in the Mediterranean.  Furthermore, this was an age of church reform and popular religious revivalism, so that the crusades against the Muslim world reflect the buoyancy of religious enthusiasm in Europe.

Spain--By 1000 A.D. Muslim forces held the southern two-thirds of the Iberian Peninsula (Spain), the Balearic Islands, Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, the coast of North Africa, Palestine, and part of Syria.  Religious enthusiasm, political and economic ambition moved western Europeans to attack these lands.  The feudal lords, in particular, saw an opportunity to acquire spiritual and temporal rewards--salvation and rich fiefs--by engaging in their favorite occupation.  Genoa and Pisa were anxious to free themselves from the danger of Muslim naval raids and to conduct their trade peacefully.  The Church, on the other hand, had been trying desperately to reduce feudal warfare through the "Peace of God" movement and the "Truce of God" edicts.  Armed expeditions or crusades against the Muslim world might be the needed outlet for warrior proclivities.

Muslim Power in Spain--The Muslim conquest of Spain had never been complete.  Remnants of the Visigoth armies had retired in the eight-century before Saracen onslaught to the northwestern corner of the peninsula to establish the kingdom of the Asturias.  By 1000 A.D. it was divided into Leon and Castile.  Along the southern fringes of the Pyrenees, Charlemagne set up the Spain March.  Around 890 the western end of the March had become the independent kingdom of Navarre and the region later known as Aragon.  In 1035 A.D. Aragon became independent also.  The eastern part of the old Spanish March became the county of Barcelona.  So in 1050 A.D. Christian Spain was composed of Castile, Navarre, Aragon and Barcelona.  The Muslims, meanwhile, held their ground while united under the emirs and then the caliphs in Cordoba, a beautiful and sophisticated Muslim city further south.  In 1034 A.D. quarrels among Muslim chieftains disrupted the Cordoban caliphate.  This gave the Christian states their great opportunity.

Alfonso VI & Sancho Ramirez--At the urging of Cluniac monks who set up houses south of the Pyrenees by 1000 A.D. French nobles undertook expeditions against the Spanish Muslima.  By 1050 A.D. most of Christian Spain was ruled by Alfonso VI (1065-1109 A.D.), king of Leon and Castile, and Sancho Ramirez (1063-94 A.D.), king of Aragon and Navarre.  Aided by Norman and Burgundian knights, these two rulers went on the offensive against the Muslims.  In 1085 A.D. Alfonso captured the important town of Toledo.  This was the era of the mighty warrior and semi-legendary Spanish hero Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, also known as El Cid.  The French nobles took part as a crusade for the Church, but the Spanish nobles viewed the matter differently.  The Muslims were neighbors.  El Cid fought for Alfonso VI, but when they had one of their frequent quarrels, El Cid served Muslim princes cheerfully.  Once at the head of a Muslim army he defeated the Count of Barcelona, took him captive and became the governor of the land in dispute around Lerida.

Enter the Berbers--The Muslim princes in Spain became quickly convinced that they could not resist the Christian power, so the appealed to the aid of the Almoravides, a Berber people who were the masters of northwest Africa.  They arrived in Spain in 1086 and soon forced Alfonso VI to evacuate his extensive conquests.  However, the Almoravides also began to quarrel with the Muslim princes.  In 1118 A.D. Aragon captured the Muslim principality of Saragossa, and 1137 A.D. they united it to Barcelona.  Alfonso VII (1126-1157 A.D.), king of Castile and Leon, made deep raids into Muslim territory, once occupying Cordoba itself.  As a result of this campaigning Portugal emerged as an independent kingdom.  Alfonso VI married his illegitimate daughter to a crusader chieftain, Henry of Burgandy, and gave him the northern third of the modern country of Portugal.   Henry's son, Alfonso Henriques (1112-85 A.D.) became king of Portugal as a vassal of the papacy in 1139, and four years later a squadron of English, Flemish and German crusaders stopped off in Henriques' lands and captured Lisbon to the south.  They gave it to Henriques before going on to Palestine.  Thus, by 1150 A.D. Christian Spain was largely made up of the kingdoms of Portugal, Aragon and Castile.

The Almohades--In 1146 A.D. a new vigorous Muslim people, the Almohades, arrived in Spain at the invitation of the Muslim princes.  The Almohades spent twenty years consolidating their power and then embarked upon a campaign against the Christians.  After regaining much territory the Almohades faced Alfonso VIII (1158-1214 A.D.), king of Castile, and the most able warrior king in medieval Spain.  He began a counteroffensive.  In the battle of Alarcos in 1195 Alfonso suffered a crushing defeat.  His uncle, the king of Leon, and the king of Navarre, who had failed to send promised troops, invaded Castile.  Alfonso drove them out and prepared another attack on the Muslims.  Both sides spent ten years preparing for a decisive campaign.  The Almohades mustered all the Muslim forces of Moorish Spain and brought more troops from North Africa, while many Christian knights throughout Europe joined Alfonso's forces.  On July 16, 1212 A.D. the armies met at Las Navas de Tolosa.  The Christian armies won an overwhelming victory and ended the power of the Almohades.

Aftermath--Usually when the Spanish Christians defeated the Muslims they would then fight each other.  So, it was not until 1230 A.D. when the grandson of Alfonso VIII, Ferdinand III (1217-52 A.D.), became king of Leon and Castile, that war against the Muslims was renewed with any vigor.  In 1236 Ferdinand III captured Cordoba and Seville in 1248 A.D.  Meanwhile, James I (1213-76 A.D.) of Aragon took Majorca and Minorca.  In 1238 James took Valencia.  By the death of Ferdinand III in 1252 A.D. the Muslims had lost all of the peninsula except Granada in the south, which they held until the fifteenth century.

The First Crusade--While the Spanish Christians were waging war against Muslims in the West in the eleventh century, so also Christians in the East struggled with Islam but with far differ-ent results.  Emperor Basil II (976-1025 A.D.) was succeeded by a series of weak and incompetent rulers who maintained an extrava-gant court life and neglected frontier defenses and provincial order.  Through legislation and imperial edict Basil II had stopped provincial aristocrats from absorbing small land holdings into their great estates, thereby weakening the small independent farmer who was the backbone of the Byzantine army.  His feeble successors, however, let it go unchecked.  Provincial aristocrats became less reliable and less loyal to central government.  In 1081 Alexius Comnenus (1081-1118 A.D.) came to power, but by then the situation had grown desperate.

Seljuk Turks--While Byzantium had been through periods of feeble government before and survived them, the danger in the eleventh century was that at a very weak point a powerful, aggressive enemy in the Islamic world had arisen, the Seljuk Turks.  Late in the tenth century a band of tribesmen from Central Asia led by Seljuk ibn Takah and his sons entered the eastern part of the Muslim world and took service under a local sultan.  They became Muslims themselves.  In the third quarter of the eleventh century the Seljuk princes became masters of the eastern provinces of the caliphate.  In 1055 A.D. a grandson of Seljuk seized Baghdad and was solemnly proclaimed sultan by the caliph.  In 1071 Emperor Romanus IV (1067-1071) advanced against the Seljuk armies and met them at Manzikert in Armenia.  The imperial army was wiped out and the emperor captured.  The sultan then went on a campaign in Turkestan, leaving his second cousin, Suleiman, to carry on war with Byzantium.  Soon Suleiman had a sultinate embracing all of Asia Minor with a capital at Nicaea.  The Byzantine empire had lost all of its Asiatic territory, which had been among the richest of the Empire and immensely important for recruiting the military.

Lost Lands and Help--The First Crusade was a response to an appeal by Emperor Comnenus for help in recovering the lost land.  Relations between the West and the East had been uneasy for two hundred years before this period, sometimes outright hostile.  The Byzantines ignored claims by the Bishop of Rome to oversight of the entire Christian church.  In addition Byzantium maintained a political presence in southern Italy.  The most recent problem had been Cardinal Humbert, who visited Constantinople and presented an intransigent statement of papal superiority to the emperor.  When not fully accepted, Humbert declared the patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated and then fled the city to escape an angry mob.  Despite the formal divisions, many westerners thought their fellow Byzantine Christians deserved aid in their struggle against Islam.  Emperor Michael VII (1071-78 A.D.) asked Pope Gregory VII for aid against the Turks after the battle of Manzikert, and Gregory was inclined to help.  Only twenty years had passed since the bitter confrontation with Humbert in 1054 A.D.  Before he could go anything, however, Gregory VII got into a bitter quarrel with Henry IV and was subsequently in no position to embark on any other ventures.  Emperor Alexius Comnenus (1081-1118 A.D.) in 1094 A.D. made another appeal to Gregory's successor, Urban II (1088-1099 A.D.).

Contrasting Visions--Urban was attracted to the idea of inspiring and directing a crusade, but he had something in mind far different from Alexius Comnenus.  The Byzantine emperor wanted a cohort of knights to help him recover his Asiatic provinces.  Urban, however, wanted to attack Turkish power in Syria and Palestine to recover the holy places of Christendom.  On 27 Nov. 1095 Urban preached the idea of a crusade to a council of Frankish warriors assembled at Clermont in the hills of Auvergne.  Urban appealed for an end to Christian fighting Christian.  Instead, they should turn their swords towards the East to recover the Holy Land.  It would be a Holy War, and all who died would go to heaven.  Urban then toured France preaching the same thing.  Urban was determined to send an army of heavily armed knights from Western Europe under the leadership of Bishop Adhemar, of Le Puy.  Many important baronial leaders signed up:  Robert, duke of Normandy; Hugh, count of Vermandois; Count Baldwin of Flanders and his brother, Godfrey de Bouillon, duke of Lower Lorraine.  Philip I, king of France, and Henry V of Germany, did not take part, but they were embroiled in a dispute with the papacy and were excommunicated at the time of the crusade.

The Message Produces a "Peasants' Crusade"--Unfortunately, Urban conveyed his enthusiasm but not his good sense to the itinerant preachers who promoted the idea throughout the country-side.  Urban envisioned responsible lords equipping and financing knights to go on the crusade, but the itinerant preachers attracted penniless knights and adventurous peasants.  Such men marched to the Holy Land in bands in the spring of 1096 A.D.  Peter the Hermit, one of the most widely known and successful of the itinerant preachers, and Walter Sansavoir, a poor French knight, led the first two bands.  In southern Germany a mass of German crusaders and a few lords joined Peter.  Neither group had financing, so they supported themselves by alms or plunder.  In Hungary the king liked the group and helped them generously, but in Bulgaria they received little help and so took to plundering the countryside.  Despite severe attacks by the angry Bulgarians, the crusaders finally reached Constantinople, where Emperor Alexius Comnenus, frightened by this half-armed undisciplined mob, immediately shipped them across to Asia Minor.  The Turks quickly cut them to pieces.  A few managaed to get back to Constantinople to await other crusaders.

Other Bands--The other bands who formed this so-called "Peasants' Crusade" never made it to Constantinople.  Two bands started plundering in Hungary, and the Hungarians destroyed them.  A third band led by a noted robber baron similarly was routed by the King of Hungary at his border.  These three bands unfortun-ately started something characteristic of many crusades:  whole-sale massacres of Jews before leaving Germany.  These pogroms began with the idea that the Jews had killed Christ, so why spare His murders at home at the moment of debarking to liberate the Holy Land from other infidels?  Further, many non-Jews resented Jewish wealth and their profession of money-lending.  Robber barons and penniless knights found it tempting to rob and kill estate owners especially if they were Jews and if they owed these same Jews money.  One pogrom at York just before the Third Crusade was patently an attempt to clear up pending debts.

A Manifestation of Faith--The "Peasants' Crusade" was completely disorganized, and even if all the bands had reached Constantinople they probably would still have been cut to ribbons by the Turks.  However, the movement was a remarkable manifesta-tion of faith.  Thousands of sincere men, undoubtedly joined by disreputable thieves and pirates whose only hope was plunder, took off on a long journey.  Many believed literally that God will this trip and would get them to their objective and grant victory over the Turks.  Late in the summer of 1096 A.D. an entirely different group headed out for Palestine.  Crusading barons and their followers took three different routes to Constantinople.  Godfrey de Bouillon went down the Danube through Hungary and Bulgaria.  The count of Toulouse marched across Italy, through Venice, and down the Adriatic coast to Durazzo.  He lost many men to wild mountains and wild people along this rather bizarre path.  The Normans and North French went down the Italian peninsula to Apulia and from there to Durazzo.  Bohemond joined them in Apulia.  His sole purpose was to win a fief in Palestine or Syria he had failed to acquire in Italy.

More Nerves in Constantinople--Alexius again was upset by the baronial bands.  He thought of a cohort of well-armed mercenaries, but instead he got a well-supplied army under baronial control that had little interest in helping him but much interest in taking Palestine.  One leader, Bohemond, son of Robert Guiscard, a notorious Norman lord in Italy, was a bitter enemy who had led an invading army into Greece.  The Byzantines viewed these men as wild barbarians, while the westerners considered the Greeks to be degenerate, soft, luxury-loving, effeminant, and totally untrustworthy.

Byzantine Preparations--Emperor Alexius had some difficul-ties with Godfrey de Bouillon and Hugh of Vermandois, but these were eventually ironed out.  The troubles made Alexius more care-ful with the other baronial bands.  Byzantine troops escorted them through Greece to stop plundering and then on to Asia Minor.  In May 1097 A.D. the crusaders laid seige to Nicaea, a Turkish fortress dangerously near Constantinople.  When it fell imperial troops began to clear the area of Turkish enemies, while the Crusaders went on to Palestine.  Muslim chieftains on the western fringes of the Abbasid Empire fought fiercely among themselves.  The crusaders split into two columns, the north under the command of Robert of Normandy and Bohemond, while the southern was headed by Godrey of BOuillon and Raymond of Toulouse.  The crusaders numbered about 2-3,000 knights and 8-12,000 infantry accompanied by a horde of noncombatants--male and female pilgrims, servants and prostitutes.  It was tough going because the countryside had been ravaged by Turkish/Greek war, and the Turks had carefully destroyed everything consumable or transportable.

Battle of Dorylaeum--In July of 1097 A.D. Bohemond and Godfrey de Bouillon defeated a body of mounted Turkish archers of superior numbers.  The battle broke the spirit of the Turks, but the Crusaders were still without supplies.  Their army would have been destroyed had they not been able to reach the friendly Christian state of Armenia where they stayed for many months.  Once there, Godfrey's brother, Baldwin, left with a small band to set up a fief in Edessa, while the remainder of the army went south to Antioch.  Eventually, they captured it under the claims of Bohemond, who declared himself Prince of Antioch.  Then a Turkish relief column appeared in July 1098 A.D.  The Crusaders defeated it and then marched on to Jerusalem capturing it in July 1099 A.D.  What followed was a frightful massacre of the inhabitants.

Second Crusade--The fall of Edessa to Muslims in 1144 A.D.led to calls for another crusade.  Conrad of Germany and Louis of France led it in 1147-48 A.D.  They had at their disposal many of Europe's most considerable knights and lords, accompanied by the usual camp followers.  Pope Eugenius III launched the crusade to protect the "Christian" kingdoms which had been established on the first crusade.  He commissioned St. Bernard to appeal for crusade volunteers.  Bernard's eloquence created a fervour comparable to that of 1095-96 A.D.  Once again a rabble filled with apocalyptic hopes and sadistic dreams joined the procession to the East.  Conrad abandoned the crusade when his army was defeated by the Sultan of Rum early in the campaign.  Louis made it to Antioch with a small band of troops, but those left behind were left to the mercy of the Turks by the Byzantines who felt threatened by a large uncontrolled group.  The Turks cut the men Louis left behind to ribbons.  Emperor Manuel (1143-80 A.D.) acquired a reputation for treachery, but he did not invite the crusaders to the East, and in light of the troubles suffered by Alexius, Manuel had every reason to be afraid of the crusaders.  Nothing was accomplished at Antioch.  A seige of Damascus failed owing to fighting among the Crusaders.  The entire affair was a failure.

Saladin--Meanwhile, the Islamic world found a warrior-prince, Saladin, to lead them.  He captured Jerusalem in 1187 A.D. which provoked another crusading effort.  The Third Crusade (1189-93 A.D.) was led by Emperor Frederick Barbarossa of Germany, King Philip Augustus of France and King Richard the Lion-Hearted of England.  Unfortunately, Frederick drowned on the way over and his army went back to Germany.  Philip quarreled with Richard and went home too.  Richard failed to take Jerusalem, and then on the way home was captured by Frederick Barbarossa's son, Emperor Henry VI, who kept him for ransom.  More crusades would follow.  The Fourth took place in 1201-04 A.D. at the instigation of Innocent III, the most powerful of the medieval popes.  Great territorial lords like Baldwin IX, count of Flanders, took the lead.  The crusaders angered Innocent by agreeing to capture Zara for the Doge of Venice on the way to Palestine, so he excommunicated all of them.  Then they were permanently sidetracked by the wealth of Constantinople and ended up capturing it and setting up their own emperor who ruled until 1261 A.D.  This "great blessing" of a Latin ruler in Byzantine east made Innocent swallow his pride and restore the spiritual fortunes of these men who had ruined the city of his great ecclesiastical rivals.

More Crusades--Tragic crusades followed.  The Children's crusade in 1212 A.D. which sent thousands of young children into the slave markets of the East; the Fifth Crusade (1217-21 A.D.) directed at Egypt, the true center of Muslim power in the East.  It was a military disaster again owing to dissension in crusader ranks.  Three additional crusades took place in the thirteenth century.  Louis IX, the saint king, led the Sixth and Seventh against Egypt in 1248 and against Tunisia in 1270 A.D.  Both failed, and the second cost Louis his life.  Crusading enthusiasm died out by the end of the century.  In 1291 A.D. Acre, the last Christian bridgehead on the Syrian coast, was captured.

What did it all mean??--During the greater part of the High Middle Ages Christian lords ruled portions of the Holy Land.  Their activities caught the imagination of Europe and held it for two centuries, uniting Western Christendom in a single vast effort.  At the same time European merchants set up permanent bases in Syria.  This enlarged their role in international commerce.  When the Crusaders departed, the merchants remained, continuing their economic domination of the Eastern part of the Mediterranean.  The Crusades also gave rise to several monastic orders.  The Knights of the Temple or Knights Templars, servants at the Hospital of St. John in Jerusalem, which eventually became the Knights Hospitalers, and the Teutonic Knights became involved in far-flung banking and business enterprises as well as manning several garrisons and fortresses along the border between the Christian and Muslim world.  They were the ultimate synthesis of piety and warrior ideals.  Finally, the papacy played a demanding role in the Crusades by exhorting and inspiring the warrior aristocracy and, unwittingly, penniless knights and adventurers of Western Europe to undertake violence for the sake of Christ.  It demonstrated that the papacy rode a tide of growing power and influence and was emboldened to seize the leadership of a moral and military opportunity.  Yet, the papacy ruled over a church beset by great difficulties, corruption and conflict of interests, such as simony and failure to adhere to the standards of clerical celibacy.  As we will see in the next section such conditions called for the best efforts of a series of reformed bishops and popes that brought the longstanding church-state tension in Western Europe to a climax.
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