
Crusades 
 
Introduction 

From 1096 until the end of the Middle Ages, 
Christian warriors from Europe undertook a series of 
military campaigns, or Crusades, designed to take 
back from the Muslims control of the Holy Land (in 
the region of Palestine). After centuries of wars of 
expansion, Muslim powers had conquered some two-
thirds of the ancient Christian world, including 
Palestine, Syria, Egypt, and Anatolia. Christian 
Crusading expeditions were also undertaken against 
Muslims in Spain, pagans in eastern Europe, and 
perceived enemies of the church in Christian Europe. 
 

Many Christians thought that by participating 
in the Crusades they would atone fully for their sins. 
On the breast of their tunics thousands of knights, 

soldiers, merchants, and peasants wore a cross of blood-red cloth to show they were 
going on Crusade. Those who returned wore the cross on their backs during the 
long voyage home. The Latin word for cross is crux, and from this word comes the 
words crusade and crusader. 

Even though only the First and Third Crusades were successful in reclaiming 
parts of the Holy Land, the Crusades played an important role in the expansion of 
Europe. Historians have written about the excesses of the Crusades for centuries, 
and the Crusades remain today a fascinating and controversial subject in world 
history. 
 
Origins of the Crusades 

The Crusading movement was the result of a number of important factors. 
By the end of the 11th century the countries of Europe had become major powers. 
Their populations as well as their economies had grown dramatically, and their 
governments had become better organized, enabling European leaders to raise and 
command large armies. Such improvements in European society provided the 
necessary foundation upon which to build the Crusading movement. 

The nature of religious belief at the time was another important factor. 
According to the idea of holy war, which took shape in the 11th century, Christian 
warriors had a duty to do God’s work by fighting for the church. The practice of 
pilgrimage to holy sites and the shrines of saints also influenced the Crusades. Before 

Figure 1: During the Crusades, Christian 
warriors from Europe fought Muslims to 
take back control of the Holy Land. The 
artwork shows a battle during the First 
Crusade (1096–99). 



the year 1000 most Christian pilgrims journeyed to the holy sites of Europe, but 
after the year 1000 journeys to Jerusalem became increasingly popular, as a greater 
focus was given to the human Jesus and on the places associated with him. Some 
people believed that they were living at the end of time, and they thought it best to 
be in Jerusalem when Jesus returned at the Last Judgment. Finally, in the late 11th 
century a series of popes reorganized the church and exercised greater influence 
over Christians than had their predecessors. 

These developments were affected by changes in the Holy Land and in the 
Byzantine Empire. In 1071 the Seljuq Turks defeated Byzantine armies at the battle 
of Manzikert (now Malazgirt, Turkey) and extended their control over much of 
Asia Minor (now in Turkey). They also seized control of Jerusalem from the 
Muslim authority there. The previous rulers had allowed Christian pilgrims to visit 
the Holy City, but the Turks, who were recent converts to Islam, did not. They 
also persecuted Christians and attacked Christian holy places. 

As the power of the Turks spread, Alexius Comnenus, the Byzantine 
emperor, sent a plea for aid to Pope Urban II at Rome. The pope called a council 
at Clermont, France, in 1095. Speaking with ringing eloquence, he urged his 
audience to undertake a Crusade to rescue the Holy Land. Fired with religious zeal, 
clergy, knights, and common people alike shouted, “God wills it!” 
 
The First Crusade 

Urban’s speech inspired the First Crusade (1096–99). Many people were so 
deeply stirred that they would not wait until the time set by the council for the 
Crusade to begin. At least four separate bands started for the Holy Land early in 
1096. One of them, a group of knights and peasants known as the People’s Crusade 
was led by Peter the Hermit and a knight named Walter Sansavoir. Peter was a 
brilliant preacher who caused thousands of people to join the Crusade. In Germany 
his preaching inspired other groups of Crusaders, one of which massacred the Jews 
in several cities. His main body of followers was not well supplied and was a rather 
unruly group. They reached the capital of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople 
(now Istanbul, Turkey), where they caused the emperor some difficulties. Most of 
the Crusaders, including Walter Sansavoir, were killed in an ambush by the Turks 
east of the city. 
In August 1096 the first real armies of knights and nobles, but of no kings, began 
their march to Jerusalem. There were four main companies. Their leaders included 
Godfrey of Bouillon, Robert of Normandy, Raymond of Toulouse, and 
Bohemond, a Norman from southern Italy.  



 
The Crusaders went first to Constantinople, where 

their leaders met the Byzantine emperor and unwillingly 
swore an oath to restore imperial land to him. They then 
made a dangerous march across Asia Minor to Antioch (now 
in Turkey). For seven months they besieged the city, 
suffering almost as much as the people inside the city walls. 
After the Crusaders at last captured Antioch, they themselves 
were besieged by a Turkish army. In some three weeks, 
disease and famine killed many. The courage of the 
Crusaders faltered. 

The Crusaders’ almost hopeless situation changed in a 
strange way. A visionary, Peter Bartholomew, told the 
leaders of the Crusade that St. Andrew had revealed to him 
the location of the lance that had pierced Jesus’s side. Many 
were skeptical, but Peter found the spear. His discovery, real 
or feigned, and other heavenly visions fired the Crusaders 
with valor. They decided to fight the Turks outside the city and won a great 
victory. Many Crusaders believed that they were helped by an army of angels and 
the ghosts of dead Crusaders. 

The Crusaders departed Antioch for Jerusalem in January 1099. A much-
reduced Crusading army reached the Holy City on June 7, 1099. They then 
besieged the well-supplied and well-fortified city. While the siege proceeded, a 
Muslim army set out from Egypt to attack the Crusaders. Meanwhile, to assist their 
cause, the Crusaders made a religious procession around Jerusalem on July 8, 1099. 
The Crusaders finally took the city on July 15. Then they engaged in a shameful 
massacre of all the city’s men, women, and children. After the slaughter, the 
Crusaders walked barefooted and bareheaded to kneel at the Holy Sepulchre. One 
week later, they defeated the army from Egypt. 

Many Crusaders returned home, but many stayed and were joined by new 
companies of Crusaders. Those who stayed chose Godfrey of Bouillon as ruler. 
They built castles and established Crusader states in the Holy Land. Special orders of 
knighthood, including the Knights Hospitallers, the Knights Templars, and, later, 
the Teutonic Knights, were also created to protect the Holy Land. 
 
Second Crusade and the Fall of Jerusalem  

The loss of the important Crusader city Edessa (now Sanliurfa, Turkey) and 
the renewed spread of Muslim power in Asia Minor inspired the Second Crusade 
(1147–49). The pope proclaimed the Crusade in 1145, and the preaching of St. 
Bernard of Clairvaux inspired many to take up the cross. Unlike the First Crusade, 

Figure 2: The Crusaders siege of 
Jerusalem in 1099 is depicted in a 
miniature from Descriptio Terrae 
Sanctae (Description of the Holy 
Land) by Burchard of Mount Sion, 
13th century. 



the Second was led by Europe’s greatest rulers, Emperor Conrad 
III of Germany and King Louis VII of France, who was joined 
by his wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine. The Crusade was a disaster. It 
was poorly managed and succeeded only in worsening relations 
between the Crusaders and the Byzantine Empire and in 
encouraging Muslim leaders. 
 

For the next several decades the Crusader states enjoyed 
relative stability. In the 1180s the situation worsened because of 
internal problems and the rise of a new Muslim leader, Saladin. 
In 1187 he won two great victories against the Crusaders. In July 
he wiped out a Crusader army at the Battle of Hattin in 
northern Palestine and executed 200 Knights Hospitallers and 
Knights Templars who survived the battle. In October he seized 
Jerusalem. Unlike the Crusaders in 1099, he did not slay his 
defeated foes. He permitted many to go free, some even without 
ransom. 
 
Third Crusade Gains a Treaty for Pilgrims 
Saladin’s conquest inspired the Third Crusade 
(1189–91).  

The leaders were Richard the Lion-Hearted 
of England; Philip Augustus of France; and the 

powerful emperor of Germany, Frederick I, or Frederick Barbarossa, 
so called because of his red beard. The German expedition collapsed 
when Frederick drowned while trying to swim in a mountain stream 
in Asia Minor in June 1190. 

Richard and Philip took their armies by sea, sailing from the 
French Mediterranean coast. When they reached the Holy Land, they 
joined the Christians besieging Acre. After a siege of 23 months, Acre 
fell in July 1191. Philip and Richard then quarreled, and Philip 
returned to France. Richard stayed but could not capture Jerusalem 
from Saladin. However, he did recapture several other cities and 
arranged a three-year truce with Saladin in 1192. The truce permitted 
pilgrims to visit the holy sites. 
 
The Fourth Crusade 

In 1198, the new pope, Innocent III, proclaimed a new Crusade, and four 
years later it was launched. The Fourth Crusade (1202–04) was aimed at Egypt 
because of the general opinion at the time that the Holy Land could be protected 

Figure 3: An altarpiece of 
the 1500s depicts St. 
Bernard of Clairvaux, an 
influential monk whose 
preaching inspired many 
people to go on the Second 
Crusade. Bernard asserted 
that the Crusade was not 
merely an act of charity or 
a war to take back the holy 
places. 

Figure 4: Frederick I is 
depicted as a Crusader, with 
a cross on the breast of his 
tunic. At right, a man 
dedicates to Frederick a 
copy of the History of the 
First Crusade by Robert of 
St. Remy. The artwork is a 
miniature from a 
manuscript in the Vatican 
Library 



only by attacking Muslim power centers. The Venetians were commissioned to 
provide the fleet the Crusaders would use to cross the Mediterranean Sea. But 
fewer Crusaders than expected arrived, and they could not raise the amount of 
money promised to the Venetians. The leader of Venice said they could have ships 
if they would help to capture Zara (now Zadar, Croatia), a commercial city that was 
a rival of Venice. Even though it was a Christian city, the Crusaders seized it in 
November 1202. 

Afterward, Alexius, a rival of the Byzantine emperor, offered to assist the 
Crusaders if they helped overthrow the emperor. They did so, and Alexius became 
emperor. When he could not uphold his end of the bargain, however, the 
Crusaders seized Constantinople. They not only pillaged the magnificent city but 
also divided the lands of the emperor. They then set up the Latin Empire of 
Constantinople, which lasted from 1204 to 1261. The Byzantines eventually 
regained control of their empire, but the Crusader conquest seriously weakened 
them. 
 
The Children’s Crusade 

In 1212 the religious enthusiasm that led knights to go on Crusade touched 
the common people, including many young people. The Children’s Crusade 
involved many kinds of people, including the elderly, women, and the poor as well 
as young adults and children. It emerged in France and Germany without papal 
approval. It revealed that many in the Middle Ages were inspired by the idea of 
rescuing the Holy Land. 

The French phase of the Crusade was led by Stephen, a shepherd boy from 
an area near Cloyes. In the spring of 1212 he said that Jesus had appeared to him in 
a vision and given him a letter for King Philip Augustus of France (presumably 
encouraging the king to go on Crusade again). Stephen led his large band of 
followers to Paris to deliver the letter. The king graciously received Stephen and 
then ordered him and his followers to return home. 

News of Stephen’s preaching spread into Germany. It inspired the young 
man Nicholas of Cologne to band German children and others together to free the 
Holy Land. He believed that God would open up the Mediterranean Sea to allow 
them to walk there. Nicholas led his many followers over the Alps into Italy. They 
reached Genoa, where the sea did not part. Some of them then went to Rome, and 
Pope Innocent III gently ordered them home. Few apparently ever reached their 
homes in Germany. Some accounts indicate that merchants sold many of the 
children into slavery. It is also likely that many found jobs in Italy. 
 
Later Crusades 



In the 13th century Crusades were launched against new enemies of the 
Christian church. Pope Innocent III approved the Albigensian Crusade against 
heretics in southern France. Northern French knights helped suppress heresy in the 
south and restored the king’s control of that region. The Teutonic Knights began to 
shift their Crusading efforts from the Holy Lands to eastern Europe, where they 
fought pagans and converted them to Christianity. The pope also used the Crusade 
to undermine his political rivals in the Holy Roman Empire. 

Crusades to the East also continued in the 13th century. The Fifth Crusade 
(1218–21) took place in Egypt and failed because of disagreements among its 
leaders. The Crusade of Emperor Frederick II (1228–29) differed from all the other 
Crusades in two ways: the pope had excommunicated the emperor rather than 
supported him, and Frederick freed Jerusalem by peaceful negotiation instead of 
military conquest. In 1244 the Turks seized Jerusalem. This led to the first (1249) of 
two Crusades headed by Louis IX of France. The Crusaders tried to take Egypt as 
the western key to Palestine, but Louis was captured and forced to pay a “king’s 
ransom.” Further Muslim successes against the Crusaders inspired Louis’s second 
Crusade (1270). Louis died of plague shortly after he landed in North Africa, and 
the Crusade failed. 

In 1291 the Muslims took Acre, the last Crusader stronghold, and the 
Crusaders were finally expelled from the Middle East. Despite this loss and the 
failures of the earlier Crusades, the ideal of Crusading remained important. Crusades 
were called to protect Constantinople and southeastern Europe in the 15th century, 
though these efforts ultimately failed. The Christian reconquest of Spain that had 
begun in the 11th century ended successfully in 1492 when Granada, the last 
Muslim outpost in Spain, fell to Christian knights. 
 
Results of the Crusades 

The Crusades formed an important part of the transformation of European 
society in the 12th and 13th centuries. They were part of the expansion of Europe 
and laid the foundation for the Age of Discovery. The Crusades also introduced 
new ideas and goods to Europe. 

By the late 11th century the population of Europe had grown significantly. 
Over the next two centuries large numbers of people would need to find more 
living space. They found this in Europe and in the Middle East. The Crusades 
opened up trade contact with the East, and new foods and textiles began to appear 
in the markets and fairs of Europe. The new products included spices, cane sugar, 
buckwheat, rice, apricots, watermelons, oranges, limes, lemons, cotton, damask, 
satin, velvet, and dyestuffs. Europeans also learned the art of papermaking from 
Muslims. 



The Crusades introduced western Europe to the great civilizations of the 
Islamic and Byzantine worlds. The reconquest of Spain helped introduce Western 
Christians to Arabic science and philosophy. Crusades to the East exposed 
Europeans to the great cities and culture of Islam and to new forms of castle 
building, and contact with the Byzantine Empire provided access to ancient Greek 
learning. The Fourth Crusade, however, also seriously worsened relations between 
the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches. 

The Crusades ultimately failed to regain the Holy Land, but they succeeded 
in creating new religious orders and shaping religious practices in Europe. They also 
prepared the way for a later wave of European expansion in the 15th and 16th 
centuries and the European discovery of the New World. 
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