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Iberia

In 711, Muslim forces from North Africa entered Spain. Led by the governor Tarif, they
did so at the invitation of opponents of the Christian Visigoth king. Taking advantage of
their position, the Muslim forces advanced through Christian Spain and crossed the
Pyrenees in 732, where the Frankish commander Charles Martel at the Battle of Poitiers
halted them. Turning back, they consolidated their position on the Iberian Peninsula,
pushing the Visigoth nobility to the northwestern corner of the peninsula in Asturias.
Ruling from Córdoba, Muslim Spain—or al-Andalus—developed into a civilization in
which Muslim, Jewish, and Christian communities lived side-by-side in relative harmony,
with each group guaranteed legal protection. Christian leadership in the north,
however, including the Visigoth nobility in Asturias and the increasingly centralized
Franks on the other side of the Pyrenees, did not stay idle for long.

As Christians took steps to reclaim lands lost to the Muslims, they created new pockets
of leadership resulting in a series of small kingdoms. Developing out of Asturias, the
kingdoms of León and Castile were the first to emerge. Charlemagne, the king of the
Franks and newly anointed emperor of the Romans, intervened on behalf of
Christendom and reconquered some land south of the Pyrenees and east of Asturias,
creating the defensive region of the Spanish March. From this region emerged the
kingdoms of Navarre, Aragon, and Barcelona. Charlemagne’s intervention, like Charles
Martel’s before him, became a regular feature in Iberian affairs. Frankish knights and
adventurers were encouraged to join in the mission to reclaim land for Christians on the
peninsula. The need for extra men became increasingly apparent and pressing after
the year 997. More than a century before, around 830, Christians uncovered what they
believed to be the grave of the apostle James at Compostela. The site immediately
became a major pilgrimage site for Christians.  In 997, Muslims forces from Córdoba
sacked the town of Compostella. Such an affront to what had become one of the most
important religious sites for Christians in the west could not go unavenged. Pilgrims
demanded protection and many knights travelled from all regions of the Frankish
Empire to Spain in order to meet this demand.  To further the cause, the pope issued an
indulgence for those who would fight to reclaim Christian lands in Spain, relinquishing
knights from the obligation of penance for sins they may have committed up to that point
in their lives. Moreover, the more knights who traveled to Spain to take on the Muslims,
the fewer there were to fight against one another in the private, regional wars that
plagued the former Carolingian Empire, which had broken up within two generations
after Charlemagne. Stories of adventure and honor, such as those of Duke Roland of
Brittany, circulated about these knights for centuries.

Frankish knights, however, were not the only warriors to heed the call. As the various
Christian kingdoms in Spain grew in individual strength, they too sent knights and, at
various times, coordinated their efforts. This coincided with internal strife among the
leadership in Córdoba, which left the caliphate, the jurisdiction governed by a caliph, or
ruler, fragmented. In the early eleventh century, Sancho the Great (r. 1000-1035) of the
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kingdom of Navarre took advantage of this fragmentation of Muslim power and led the
united effort of Christian kingdoms in Spain against the Muslims. His grandson, Alfonso
VI (r. 1065-1109) of León and Castile, continued the charge and retook Toledo in 1085.
Alfonso’s victory at Toledo, the traditional center of the Christian church in Spain, paved
the way for León and Castile to become the dominant military power in the region.
Alfonso extracted tribute from prominent Muslims in the region and proclaimed an end
goal of Christian re-conquest of all of Spain, or Reconquista. Muslim forces regrouped
the following year with the help of the Almoravides, their co-religionists in Northern
Africa. They recovered some of the land around Toledo, but their efforts would continue
to be marred by disunity. In 1212, Christian kingdoms, which now included an
independent Portugal, came together once again to defeat Muslim forces at the Battle of
Las Navas de Tolosa. In 1236, Christians conquered Córdoba, the very seat of Muslim
governance, pushing Muslim forces and rule to the southeastern city of Granada, which
did not fall to Christians until 1492.


