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Origins of the Crusades

Following the Byzantine defeat by the Seljuk Turks at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071,
the eastern empire lost its position of dominance in Asia Minor, restricting it to and
around Constantinople. It was not long, however, before the Byzantines seized an
opportunity to reclaim some of the lands lost to the Turks. This opportunity came with
internal strife following the death of the Seljuk sultan, or ruler, Malik-Shah (r. 1073-1092)
in 1092.  Feeling the time was right to strike, the Byzantine Emperor Alexius I
Comnenus (r. 1081-1118) started to lay plans.  However, he had one big problem: troop
supply. The empire, sorely reduced, lacked the manpower to launch an attack. He
appealed to his fellow Christians in the west. Writing to Pope Urban II (r. 1088-1099),
Alexius I Comnenus asked the pope to gather mercenary soldiers to join the fight. Pope
Urban II, too, saw division in the Muslim east as an opportunity. The papacy had been
championing a reform movement meant to assert the authority of the church over
secular rulers. Urban II expressed this authority by guaranteeing the protection of the
property and wealth in this world and the souls in the next world to all those who joined
the Christian cause to liberate the Holy Land from Muslim control. Without the chance
to confess one’s sins or receive a blessing before death, what would happen to the
soul? Urban II declared that any soldier who died in battle would be granted full
remission of sins. In a 1095 sermon to clergy and laypeople in France, Pope Urban II
invoked the perceived mistreatment and harassment of Christian pilgrims in the Holy
Land. He also cited the threat Muslim forces posed to other holy places in the eastern
Mediterranean. In this manner, the First Crusade (1096-1099) began.

To organize and head up the crusade, Urban II entrusted Adhemar, Bishop of Le Puy.
The military force was not unified but rather consisted of several militias, each
commanded by a different leader who was personally authorized by the pope. In total,
there were approximately 50,000–60,000 fighting men, but women and children went
along as well. One fighting force, however, was not authorized by the pope. Starting
out ahead of the authorized militias was a band led by Peter the Hermit (ca. 1050-
1115), a monk from Amiens who preached the divine will of the crusade to peasants in
the countryside. Sometimes referred to as the “Peasant’s” or “People’s” Crusade,
Peter’s band, poorly armed, traveled through the Rhineland in Germany on its way to
Asia Minor. Along the way, members of the band took aim at perceived enemies of
Christ closer to home: Jews. Jews in the west usually lived in their own communities,
receiving certain protections from local rulers or bishops in exchange for taxes.
Nevertheless, they had regular interactions with the surrounding Christian community
and had a vital role in medieval economies. Attacks on Jews occurred along the route
Peter the Hermit’s band took, including cities such as Speyer, Mainz, Worms, Trier,
Metz, Prague, and Cologne.

Because the crusaders all took different routes, they arrived in Asia Minor at different
times. The crusaders took Nicaea in 1097, Antioch in 1098, and Jerusalem in 1099.
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During the battle for Antioch, the crusaders were trapped by a Turkish force. Alexius I
Comnenus’s army set out to relieve the crusaders but retreated when the crusader
Stephen of Blois falsely reported that the Christians had been defeated. By the time the
crusaders took Jerusalem in 1099, both Pope Urban II and the man whom he put in
charge of the crusade, the bishop of Le Puy, were dead and the crusaders felt betrayed
by Alexius I Comnenus. Under these circumstances, the crusaders claimed the lands
they conquered in their own right. They organized associated states in the territories of
modern-day Lebanon, Israel, and Palestine under a central figurehead in Jerusalem.
Muslim forces would soon regroup though, and the fragility of the Christian foothold in
the Holy Land would come under attack. Three more crusades followed in the years
1147-1204, but none were as successful as the first.  During the Fourth Crusade,
western crusaders intervened in a succession dispute in Constantinople. Instead of
moving on to fight Muslim armies, the crusaders stayed in Constantinople, establishing
their own regime until 1261, seriously weakening the Byzantine Empire.


