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Introduction

ou can tell a lunatic by the liberties he takes with common sense, by his
flashes of inspiration, and by the fact that sooner or later he brings up
the Templars.

—Umberto Eco

Last October, the two of us received some happy news; after a long process
of outlining, cutting, pasting, re-outlining, meetings, major changes, and more
meetings, our editor called to say that victory was ours. This somewhat
unusual project had made it into the list for 2007; in fact, it would be out by
June. We would be doing a project we cared about a great deal, The Templar
Code For Dummies. Any author will tell you that this is always a thrill. But the
next piece of news was a little unnerving. The official launch date for the
project had been set for the following Friday, which happened to be Friday,
October 13th.

For one brief moment, a chill of premonition slithered down our backs, like
ice cubes at a frat-house party. After a few seconds of silence, we did what
many people do when they have an uncomfortable moment of premonition;
we both burst out laughing. It did help the shiver.

The chill we felt wasn’t because we’re particularly superstitious, at least, no
more so than anyone else. It was something far more disconcerting than mere
superstition. Because for anyone who knows the lore of the Knights Templar,
Friday, October 13, 1307, was the date that the Order was rounded up all
across France in one single day, by order of the French king, Phillip IV, to be
indicted on various charges of heresy. In fact, this is sort of superstition in
reverse, because the reason that Friday the 13th is considered an unlucky
day, so the legend goes, is because of what happened to the Templars on that
fateful date, seven centuries ago. Whistling in the cemetery, we decided it
was the perfect launch date for the book.

That particular Friday was the 699th anniversary. By the time this book is on
the shelves, it will be precisely 700 years since the Knights Templar were
arrested, and seven centuries haven’t dimmed the fascination people have
with this mysterious, courageous, and singular brotherhood of knights.

What is known for certain about the Knights Templar is a story with a larger-
than-life aura of myth, that finished in an abrupt and almost unbelievable
tragedy. Founded in A.D. 1119 by nine crusading French knights, the Poor Fellow
Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon (known as the Knights
Templar) shot across the political landscape like a meteor, vaulting from
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obscure guardians of pilgrims in Jerusalem to the most powerful and influential
force of their age. They were fierce warriors, devout monks, and international
bankers. Within half a century of their birth, they were men who walked with
kings and advised popes, brokered treaties, and built castles and preceptories
on a massive scale. Then, even more inexplicable than their rise came their fall,
a harrowing plunge into arrest, trial, flight, and execution that shocked the
medieval world, both East and West. The charges against them of heresy and
sodomy were equally shocking, and are still debated by historians today.

In fact, theories about the Templars are hotter today than ever before.
Historians, researchers, wishful thinkers, and dreamers have claimed that the
Templars lived on after their destruction, placing them in Portugal, Scotland,
Switzerland, Nova Scotia, and Massachusetts. They are alleged to have sailed
pirate ships, founded banking dynasties, and given birth to the Freemasons.
Their explorations in the Holy Land have led to speculation that they found
the Ark of the Covenant, the True Cross of Christ’s crucifixion, the head of
John the Baptist, the Spear of Destiny, and the Holy Grail. They have alter-
nately been described as pious guardians of the most sacred secrets of
Christianity, and as heretical practitioners of occult and satanic rites. And
more than one suicidal doomsday cult has claimed to be descended from the
Templars, living in wait for the Intergalactic Grand Master’s mother ship to
enter low-earth orbit and beam them aboard.

In 2003, an author named Dan Brown published a modest sequel to a moder-
ately successful mystery entitled Angels & Demons. Little did he know that he
was handling fissionable material. The Da Vinci Code has sold more than 60
million copies in 44 languages, and is the eighth most popular book ever pub-
lished. In it, Brown told the tale of the “true” nature of the legend of the Holy
Grail. If you're one of the seven or eight people left on earth who haven’t read
it yet, allow us to spoil the ending for you. According to Brown, the Grail was
not some humble cup used by Christ at the Last Supper, or even a golden,
jewel-encrusted chalice. It was the bloodline of Jesus, a child born to Mary
Magdalene from a union with Christ. The book tells of a mysterious organiza-
tion that was created to keep the secret, and to protect the offspring of Christ
and Mary down through the centuries. And that group, through a succession
of plot twists, was — you guessed it — the Knights Templar.

Dan Brown undoubtedly set out to tell a good story, but he couldn’t possibly
have known that he was writing what would become a worldwide phenome-
non. How could he have known that his book would cause millions of people
to reexamine their own beliefs and those of their neighbors, inspiring thou-
sands to make pilgrimages to the sites of his book in France and the United
Kingdom, in search of a sign or symbol that would reveal some hidden truth
to them? He might not have intended it, but, whether by chance or fate, that’s
exactly what happened. And curiously, in spite of what many alarmed reli-
gious leaders feared, the result has been a greater interest in the origins of
Christianity, and a whole world of readers whose faith seems to have been
strengthened by what they’ve found.
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Brown, like so many others, looked at the Knights Templar and was intrigued
by what he saw. The unanswered mysteries and outlandish legends surround-
ing them didn’t just spring out of nowhere, or even out of Mr. Brown’s fertile
imagination. The Templars have been a pillar of Western mythology for cen-
turies, and there’s no end in sight for the world’s obsession with the Poor
Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon.

About This Book

We wrote this book to assemble the vast, outlandish, popular, and confusing
lore of the Knights Templar into one convenient volume. The first four parts
of the book strictly tell the Templar story; their rise, their fall, and the forces
at work in the world that gave them birth. If you first encountered this stuff in
The Da Vinci Code, you can go straight to Part V; that entire part is devoted
to the questions raised by the novel, including the bloodline of Christ, the
“sacred feminine,” and the mysterious relationship between those concepts
and the Templars. It’s a unique approach, but it should give you a great
overview of the Templars and their world, as well as a definite leg up at the
office holiday party when somebody wants to talk your arm off about the
Black Madonna Cult or the Council of Nicaea.

We're both writers, both history fanatics, and both obsessed with the Knights
Templar. While other people may loll about, wasting their vacations broiling
on the beaches of Cancun or falling down the ski slopes of Aspen, history
cranks like us spend our free time taking off every year for the backcountry
of France and Britain, Portugal, and Turkey, up at dawn every day to strap

on a backpack and go sweat our way up another ruin. We know how to have
a good time. Who wants to spend a vacation lolling on the beach with an
umbrella drink in his hand?

We're hoping that in this book, all that sweat paid off. Together we’ve stood
in the prison cell of Jacques de Molay, last Grand Master of the Knights
Templar, reading the messages scratched onto the walls by the imprisoned
knights. And together we’ve stood on the Isle de la Cité in the shadow of
Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, where de Molay was burned at the stake for
the amusement of the crowd that was, to the vindictive king’s disappoint-
ment, sullen rather than boisterous.

Generally, people in the 14th century enjoyed a good burning or hanging or
quartering, but no one was indulging in any satisfaction on that tragic day. The
Templars had been the most formidable knights of Europe, brave warriors as
well as monks sworn to a life of poverty, chastity, and obedience.

No one gave up more for the sake of his faith than a Knight Templar.
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Consequently, the Poor Knights, as they were sometimes called, had the
respect of the entire Christian world, and even many in the enemy camp.
When the brilliant soldier Saladin won back the Holy Land from the Crusaders,
the prisoners he took who were to be beheaded at once, without question

of ransom or the slave market, were the Templars. As far as Saladin was con-
cerned, they were just too dangerous an enemy to be left alive. And never once
did a Templar knight beg for his life. After the disastrous Battle of Hattin, they
queued up in their hundreds to be slaughtered, each calmly waiting his turn.

Everyone knew the legends of their almost foolhardy courage, and everyone
knew what the Templars had sacrificed in order to secure the Holy Land for
the sake of Christian pilgrims, so that the souls of the men and women on
this journey could be saved from purgatory or damnation. In fact, one partic-
ular biblical quote from John 15:13 was something of an unofficial motto for
the Templars: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his
life for his friends.” The general consensus of the somber crowd on that bleak
execution day in 1314 has been the general consensus of most people ever
since: that the Templars were getting a very raw deal, whether they had fallen
victim to some Eastern heresy or not.

For us, ever since that prophetic launch date, we’ve had the feeling that the
martyred de Molay could be looking over our shoulders, which made for two
very nervous writers. More than anything else, we wanted to get it right. We
think we have.

Conventions Used in This Book

We don’t use many conventions in this book — why use conventions when
you're talking about such an unconventional group of guys? — but we do use
a couple:

v Any time we define a term for you, we throw some italic on it and put
the definition nearby, often in parentheses. (We sometimes use italic
for emphasis, too, because our editor won't let us type in all caps —
something about sounding hostile.)

1 Web addresses and e-mail addresses appear in a funky font called
monofont. It’s there so you can easily tell what to type in your Web
browser and what to leave out.

When this book was printed, some Web addresses may have needed to break
across two lines of text. If that happened, rest assured that we haven’t put in
any extra characters (such as hyphens) to indicate the break. So, when using
one of these Web addresses, just type in exactly what you see in this book,
pretending as though the line break doesn’t exist. And if you do see a hyphen
in a Web address, that means you're supposed to type it.
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What You're Not to Read

You don’t actually have to read anything in this book — we won’t test you

on it, we swear — but we know you won'’t be able to resist turning the page.
When you do, you can safely skip anything marked by the Technical Stuff
icon (see “Icons Used in This Book” for more on that). You can also skip side-
bars (text in gray boxes), because they’re not critical to your understanding
of the subject at hand.

Foolish Assumptions

The Templar Code For Dummies was written for a lot of different people, but
we make a few superficial assumptions about you, without even knowing you
or asking your relatives about your most embarrassing moments. With luck,
one of these descriptions fits you like a chain-mail gauntlet:

+* You know nothing about the Templars. If so, the whole story is here: the
Crusades from which they emerged; the Christian society back home in
Europe and the strange combination of religions and cultures they were
surrounded by in the Holy Land; their skyrocketing fame among the
movers and shakers in Rome and the capitals of the world; their lavish
wealth and their creation of the banking business; their mysterious
reputation as the “Grail knights”; and their abrupt fall and destruction.

v You know a little about the Templars. If you've already studied some
about the knights, this book will put it all in perspective for you. It
covers the facts and the legends, from the plausible to the downright
preposterous.

+* You first heard about this stuff in The Da Vinci Code. The Templar
Code For Dummies is the book you need to make sense of Dan Brown’s
connections between the Templars, the Priory of Sion, the Holy Grail,
and the sacred feminine. As good as The Da Vinci Code is, what Brown
wrote wasn’t a new theory — it’s been around for a while — and he left
a lot out of the whole picture. In this book, we explore what the connec-
tions really are and where they might have come from.

+ You are either a Christian or an interested bystander. Especially if
you’re a Catholic, or just wonder what they say about all this hullabaloo,
we clue you in on the Church'’s position on the Templars, Constantine,
Opus Dei, celibacy, Black Madonnas, and killer albinos.

+* You are a Freemason. If so, this book is an essential. The fraternity of
Freemasons has a modern Order of Knights Templar, and though they
don’t profess a direct descent from the original 12th-century knights,
an awful lot of claims have been made over the years about the Templar
origins of the Masons. There’s more to the Templars than what the
Masonic version says, and in this book we clear up the confusion.
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How This Book Is Organized

If you sped right past the Table of Contents without bothering to signal, go
back and take a look. You'll see this book is divided into six easily digestible
slices. Feel free to read them in any order. We don’t care. Really. Here’s what
you’ll find inside.

Part I: The Knights Templar
and the Crusades

You can’t tell the players without a program, and you can’t understand the
Knights Templar without knowing a little bit about the Crusades. In this part,
we give you the overall lay of the Templar landscape. In Chapter 1, we set out
the road map that leads from Jesus and Mary Magdalene to the Templars and
the Holy Grail. In Chapter 2, we cram hundreds of years of crusading history
into one densely packed, whirlwind tour of mucking about in the Holy Land.
Finally, in Chapter 3, we trace the very beginnings of the Order as protectors
of pilgrims, through their incredible rise in power and prestige as the
bankers, landlords, and ecclesiastical fat cats of the Christian world.

Part I1: A Different Kind of Knighthood

This section is the red meat of the Templar story — who they were, what
they became, how they got whacked, and who did it to them. In Chapter 4, we
give you a rundown on the harsh daily lives of the men who chose to become
these warrior monks. Chapter 5 examines their annihilation just two cen-
turies later by a king, a pope, and possibly their own successes and excesses.
Chapter 6 takes a closer look at the accusations against the Order made
during their trial, and pieces together the evidence that was used to make
the case — from the serious and creepy, to the outlandish and cockamamie.

Part I11: After the Fall of the Templars

In this part, we pick up the trail of mythology that followed the destruction

of the Templars. Chapter 7 takes a closer look at what we do know about the
Templars after their arrest, trial, and convictions, as well as what we think we
know. Chapter 8 examines the possibility that the fraternity of Freemasons
crawled out of the ashes of the Order, along with taking a peek at the modern-
day Masonic Knights Templar. And in Chapter 9, you discover some other,
lesser-known groups that claim to be the 21st-century heirs to the Templar
legacy.



Introduction

Part JU: Templars and the Grail

The Knights Templar and the story of the Holy Grail were twin sons of the
same mother, born out of the Crusades. This part explores the Grail myths
of the West, their connection to the Templars, and the place of the knights in
the new Grail-mania brought on by The Da Vinci Code. Chapter 10 goes back
to the beginning to examine the very first Grail stories, their links to both
Christians and pagans, and how they led to the ideas of chivalry, courtly love,
and King Arthur. Chapter 11 discusses the Grail myth of the 21st century, the
supposed bloodline of Christ, starting in the B.D.B. (Before Dan Brown) era
with the first modern researchers who proposed the startling notion that
Jesus had a wife. From there the tale heads to the south of France, to the
mysterious hill town of Rennes-le-Chateau, and to the legends of the Cathars,
who play a major role in the Grail stories of the past and present.

Part U: Squaring Off: The Church versus
the Gospel According to Dan Brown

If you picked up this book because The Da Vinci Code was the first place
you’d ever read about the Templars and you wanted to find out more, you
may want to turn to this part first. For every Christian reader who found new
interest in the history of his faith, there was another who was upset or
angered by Dan Brown’s alternative theories of his alleged “true” story of
Christianity. And the Catholic Church wasn’t exactly thrilled with Brown’s
version either.

Dan Brown said that his famous novel was a fictional account based in fact,

so this part examines the historical claims put forth in The Da Vinci Code.
Chapter 12 looks at Dan Brown'’s version of the Knights Templar as the warrior
wing of the secretive Priory of Sion, their survival, and their ongoing secret
mission to protect the bloodline of Christ. Chapter 13 explores Brown’s many
assertions about the history of women before and after the Christian era, the
Church’s real historical attitude toward women, and some surprising aspects
about Christian women and the sacred feminine. Chapter 14 presents the
amazing behind-the-scenes politics in the creation of the Bible we know today:.
We delve into the significance of the Apocryphal biblical books, and the story
behind the recently discovered Gnostic Gospels that have caused many to
change the entire structure of their faith. We fearlessly tread on the role of
celibacy in history and in the Church, and its survival into the present day. We
finish with the place of the Knights Templar in the newly emerging picture of
Christianity, and the latest theories of Templar influence on the survival of
these alternative gospels and the secrets they contain.

/
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Part Ul: The Part of Tens

This part of the book cuts to the chase and taunts travelers, tourists,
treasure-trove hunters, and tall-tale tellers with tantalizing tidbits and
Templar tchotchkes. (Please, make him stop.) Chapter 15 explores ten
possible candidates for the location of the Holy Grail. Strap on your back-
pack, grab your camera, and strike out for the ten must-see Templar sites in
Chapter 16. Chapter 17 points you in ten different directions to start hunting
for the hiding place of the fabled Templar treasure: long forgotten gospels,
secret documents, gold and silver, the fabled Ark of the Covenant, or even
the Holy Grail itself.

Icons Used in This Book

You'll find the following icons lurking in the margins of this book. Beyond just
giving you a little scenery to gaze at, they help you find what you’re looking
for and navigate the potentially scary parts.

The Grand Master was the head of the Knights Templar, the Mr. Know-It-All of
the Order. He was in charge of both military and spiritual matters, and it was
a tough job. That’s why he’s wearing a helmet for protection. He helps sort
out pesky issues about the Templar origins and rules.

This icon marks key points that are vital to understanding the Crusades, the
Templars, the Grail myth, or other truly important topics. Don’t skip these!

This icon highlights stuff like additional data, explanations of obscure rituals
and practices, or other information that may interest you, but can be ruth-
lessly skipped over without missing the important themes of the chapter.

This one points out handy tidbits and topical advice.

This icon alerts you to subjects specifically having to do with topics from
works of Dan Brown. If The Da Vinci Code is what piqued your interest in this
book, these are the hot topics to look out for.
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When it comes to the Templars, there are many conflicting sources of misin-
formation and fantasy masquerading as history. This little icon alerts you to
those tantalizing bits of speculation, romantic wisps of wishful thinking, or
burgeoning cartloads of crap.

Where to Go from Here

The best news you’ve heard all day is that this is not like a textbook. The
genius of the For Dummies series is that it’s designed so you can come and
go as you please. If you want to know it all, get all the hot dates, and find the
secrets to cutting in line at the bank, start at the title page and read until you
hit the back cover. If you prefer, you can skip chapters that don’t interest
you without hurting our feelings. Does the prospect of reading about the
Crusades make your head throb like you're at a Bow Wow concert with your
kid sister? If so, skip Chapter 2. Want to know why your grandfather has a
sword in the attic that says he’s a Knight Templar, even though he can’t wear
armor with his bad knee? Head over to Chapter 8. Want to know where the
Holy Grail might be hiding so you can grab a pickax and get right to work
chopping through some old church floor? (Don’t get caught.) Go directly to
Chapter 15.
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The 5th Wave

By Rich Tennant

Oh, for God’s sake, Richard !
Tt’s a couple of mice in the
basement stealing grain.
Quit makKing a crusade out
of ev




In this part . . .

Fis part begins, appropriately enough, with a general
overview of the Knights Templar — who they were
and what they believed in, as well as a condensed version
of the symbols, accomplishments, and legacy of the Poor
Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon.

You can’t tell the story of the Knights Templar without at
least a nodding acquaintance with the turbulent period of
bloodshed known as the Crusades, so buckle your seat belt
for Chapter 2, which is the top-speed, full-blast, high-gear
version of the medieval wars in the Holy Land. We start
with the Very Big Picture — the battle between the Christian
West and the Islamic East — and then narrow down to the
Holy Land itself — the prize that both sides were after.
Then we zoom in even closer in Chapter 3, to the inci-
dents on the road to Jerusalem that gave birth to the
Knights Templar, the most powerful force in Christendom,
and how their meteoric rise to the halls of power and the
splendor of gold catapulted them to a dizzying height.




Chapter 1
Defining the Templar Code

In This Chapter
Getting your feet wet on the subject of warrior/monks
Following the Templars through the Holy Land
Seeing Templars as bankers, diplomats, and nation builders

Discovering Templar codes

Thus in a wondrous and unique manner they appear gentler than lambs, yet
fiercer than lions. I do not know if it would be more appropriate to refer to
them as monks or as soldiers, unless perhaps it would be better to recognize
them as being both. Indeed they lack neither monastic meekness nor
military might. What can we say of this, except that this has been done by
the Lord, and it is marvelous in our eyes. These are the picked troops of
God, whom he has recruited from the ends of the earth; the valiant men of
Israel chosen to guard well and faithfully that tomb which is the bed of the
true Solomon, each man sword in hand, and superbly trained to war.

—St. Bernard of Clairvaux, In Praise of the New Knighthood (1136)

In A.D. 1119, the Order of the Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the Temple
of Solomon formed in the wake of the First Crusade, and the world had
never seen anything quite like them. They were knights, dedicated to the
same unwritten, medieval, chivalric code of honor that governed most of
these fierce, professional fighting men on horseback throughout Europe
and the Holy Land. But they also took the vows of devoutly religious monks,
consigning themselves to the same strict code of poverty, chastity, and obe-
dience that governed the brotherhoods of Catholic monks who spent their
ascetic lives cloistered in monasteries. These were no mercenaries who
fought for money, land, or titles. They were Christ’s devoted warriors, who
killed when it was necessary to protect the Holy Land or Christian pilgrims.

The Templars became the darlings of the papacy and the most renowned
knights on the battlefields of the Crusades. They grew in wealth and influence
and became the bankers of Europe. They were advisors, diplomats, and trea-
surers. And then, after an existence of just 200 years, they were destroyed,
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not by infidel warriors on a plain in Palestine, but by a French king and a
pliant pope. In the great timeline of history, the Templars came and went in
an astonishingly brief blink of an eye. Yet, the mysteries that have always sur-
rounded them have done nothing but circulate and grow for nine centuries.

In this chapter, we give you a quick tour of who the Knights Templar were,
and the two seemingly contradictory traditions of war and religion they
brought together to create the first Christian order of warrior monks. We also
discuss the meanings of the codes they lived by, both the code of behavior
that governed their daily lives and the secret codes that became part of their
way of doing business.

Knights, Grails, Codes, Leonardo da Vinci,
and How They All Collide

Everyone loves a mystery. Agatha Christie wrote 75 successful novels in a
career that spanned decades, with estimated total sales of over 100 million.
Her stories remain a fixture in the bookstore, as well as in film and television.
But Agatha Christie always neatly wrapped up the mystery by the end of the
story. The historical mysteries examined in the tale of the Templars are far
more complex, and it’s rarely possible to tie them up with a ribbon and pro-
nounce them solved.

Interest in the Templars, the Holy Grail, and various mysteries of the Bible
have something in common with lace on dresses or double-breasted suits;
over the course of the last couple of centuries, the mania will climb, reach a
peak, then recede into the background, consigned to the cutout bin of life, to
be picked up, brushed off, and brought to rousing life once more by a new
generation with a fresh perspective.

The bare facts are simple. After two centuries of pride and power, the
Templars went head to head with the dual forces that would destroy them —
the Inquisition, and the man who used it as his chief weapon, Phillip IV, called
Phillip the Fair, king of France, whose nickname definitely described his looks
and not his ethics.

In the heresy trials that followed, the Templars were often accused of being
Cathars, a form of Gnostic Christianity that was deemed a heresy by the
Catholic Church. We explain Gnosticism in greater detail in Chapter 14, but
speaking simply, the Gnostics were dualists, believing that the world was a
place of tension between good and evil, light and darkness. The Templar
Code may best be defined in the same way — a dual ethic, with two mean-
ings: the decidedly unspiritual violence of the warrior knights on the one
side, contrasted with the devoutly spiritual nature of religious life as monks
on the other. The most common image signifying the Templar Knights was
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that of two Templars, armed for battle and riding the same horse together
(see Figure 1-1). It was the perfect shorthand for both their fierceness in fight-
ing, and the vow of poverty they lived by.

|
Figure 1-1:
A statue
outside of
the London
Temple
church
depicting
two Templar
Knights on
the same
horse —
symbolizing
both

poverty and
fierceness.
|

Christopher Hodapp

You’'d be hard pressed to find a more important and enduring myth in the
Christian West than that of King Arthur, his Table Round, and the quest of

his knights for the Holy Grail. The Templars were always another pillar of
Western mythology, side by side with the Holy Grail legends. The two fables
cross constantly along the way, and the many parallels between the Templars
and the story of Arthur and the Grail, the parable of a man’s reach exceeding
his grasp, may explain, at least in part, the continuing hold of the noble
Templar legend on the Western imagination, seven centuries after the
destruction of the Order.

And then Dan Brown wrote a book called The Da Vinci Code, and people’s
perceptions of the Knights Templar, and just about everything in their world,
changed almost overnight. The Templars were described as sinister gray emi-
nences, dark powers behind the throne, keepers of the true Grail, the most
dangerous secret of Christianity. Nowadays, truth can be almost anticlimac-
tic. Yet the truth of the Templars is anything but a bore. It’s a story of the
highest in the land brought low by greed and envy, of Crusader knights and
Islamic warlords, of secret rituals, torture and self-sacrifice, and mysteries
that still beguile the historians of the Middle Ages and beyond.
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Right now, we're living in a time when interest in the Templars is at an all-time
high, and the reason for it is the intriguing way that all these mysteries, and
many more, weave in and out of one another, touching, drifting apart, and
then coming together again: Templars, the Grail, the Gnostic Gospels, the
Dead Sea Scrolls, the Spear of Destiny, the heresy of Mary Magdalene as the
wife of Jesus — they’re all tied to one another, with all the same players, in all

the same events. The Templar story begins 900 years ago.

The Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ
and of the Temple of Solomon

Yep, that’s the full name of the Knights Templar. This name changes here and
there, depending on the translation. Obviously, St. Bernard and the others
who gave the order this final moniker wanted to make sure that everything
about them but their shoe size was reflected in their title.

The Temple of Solomon

The origin of the temple that makes up the name
of the Templars is King Solomon's Temple,
described in the Old Testament books of 2
Chronicles and 1 Kings. It was believed to have
been constructed in approximately 1,000 B.C. by
the wise Solomon, son of King David.

The temple was the most magnificent monument
to man’s faith constructed during the biblical era.
Its innermost sanctuary, the Sanctum Sanctorum,

was built to hold the Ark of the Covenant, which
contained the sacred words of God — the tablets
Moses was given that contained the Ten
Commandments. (The temple complex occupied
what is known as the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem, dominated by the Islamic Dome of the
Rock; see the first image in this sidebar). It was
destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.

Israel images / Alamy




Chapter 1: Defining the Templar Code ’ 7

A second temple (see the second image inthis  King Herod the Great in 19 B.c. (This is the
sidebar) was rebuilt on the same spot by temple that Jesus threw the moneylenders out
Zerubbabel in 516 B.c. after the Jews had been  of, described in Matthew 21.) The Second
released by the Babylonians 70 years before. Temple was destroyed by the Romans in A.D. 70
This Temple was of a slightly different design  during the Jewish rebellion.

and was extensively renovated and enlarged by
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The Templars were granted the area of Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, former site
of King Solomon’s Temple (see the nearby sidebar “The Temple of Solomon”)
as their Holy Land headquarters. This is where the term Templar originated.

The Templars soon had a nickname, simply the Order of the Temple. Then
later came Knights Templar, as well as White Knights, Poor Knights, and just
plain Templars.

Defining knighthood

Templar Knights started life simply as knights. The word knight carries with
it so much mythological baggage that it may seem a ridiculous question, but
just what is a knight, anyway?

You probably think you know all about knighthood, because you’ve seen Sean
Connery, Orlando Bloom, and Heath Ledger each play one. Well, actually, if
you have, then you do already know quite a lot. The Hollywood treatment

of knighthood and its rituals has been right more often than it’s been wrong,
which is an amazing thing from an industry known the world over for its
cavalier contempt for historical accuracy.
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Roman origins

The concept of knighthood is an old one. The word itself — whether it was
knight in English, chevalier in French, or ritter in German — simply means a
cavalry warrior, one who did battle from the back of a horse instead of
clomping along in the mud with the infantry. In the beginning, this didn’t nec-
essarily make him a person of higher rank than an infantryman. The cavalry
warriors of the Roman army were called equitatae, a pretty squishy word that
just means “mounted.”

The medieval knight

The cavalry knight of the Middle Ages grew into a powerful force as the
centuries passed. And the knight was inseparable from the feudal system in
which he lived. As with everything else in Europe, Rome had a hand in the
creation of the feudal system. This feudalism, from its very inception, was
essentially a contract. The knight and his own vassals made various promises
to their lord, to pay taxes or to serve him in wartime for a certain number of
days each year, often 40 days, while the lord also made various promises.

Knights were proud and powerful men, with squires and servants, and so on,
but their influence shouldn’t be overstated. Where the feudal chain of power
was concerned, knights were close to the bottom, at least at first. A knight
errant was a knight who had no lands, a little higher than a paid mercenary.
For the knight errant, his first goal was to gain lands in battle, and he fought
in the hope of being granted a fief by his overlord in gratitude for services
rendered. Eventually, this knightly rank and vow of service became heredi-
tary, and with these inherited titles came land and greater privileges.

A strange development in the history of knighthood was that these warriors,
who were not necessarily of noble birth or great wealth, were great military
leaders. As a result, the nobility became envious of this “lower class” of men,
and became knights themselves. Later orders of knights, Templars included,
always preferred their knights to be at least the petty nobility to be a part of
their groups, to lend them greater prestige. By this time, sons of earls, dukes,
and even kings proudly bore the title of knight. Eventually, it made economic
sense for the nobility to be knights — it was an expensive way of life to buy
horses and equipment, and working slobs didn’t have the kind of leisure
hours needed to train themselves for battle.

The decline of the knight

After the fall of Rome, battle tactics changed quite a bit in the following cen-
turies. With the development of body armor, a mounted knight became a far
more powerful adversary than a much larger number of men on foot, and
knights formed the power core of armies in the way foot soldiers once had.
Socially, the feudal system lingered for centuries. But the real end of knight-
hood, military knighthood, came with changing military tactics. More than
any other factor, the development of greater speed, power, and accuracy in
the bow and arrow would spell the doom of the knight in the field.
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Flipping the bird: The sign of victory

Like many coarse and vulgar Americanisms that
have gone worldwide, if you travel in England,
you'll see people from cabbies to pub brawlers
use a classic American gesture of defiance —
arm extended, fist closed, middle finger pointing
in solitary contempt into the air. But this is a rel-
atively recent development, the U.S. pollution of
a much funnier British hand gesture. As late as
The Benny Hill Show or the terrifically funny
Carry Onmovies of the 1960s, you see the British
using their own, centuries-old method of “flick-
ing thine enemy the royal bird.” The English ver-
sion looked more like a victory sign — once
more, arm extended, fist in the air, but with two
fingers up, the index and middle finger. This ges-
ture has a noble, if mythical, history. In several
battles with the French, the British military dis-
covered that their most valuable force against a
superior number of mounted knights was their
skilled archers. The technology of armor-pierc-
ing arrows was getting better all the time. And
so, the government unleashed a program of
training the peasantry in archery, with prizes
awarded, clubs formed, and such, to try to make
it fun, as well as a point of national pride. They

succeeded. All across England, at dusk on the
village green after the day’s work was done, men
practiced their archery, every day. At the Battle
of Agincourt in 1415, British archers as a military
force reached their peak of rapid fire, power, and
skill, bringing down thousands of French
mounted knights and winning a battle in which
they had been greatly outnumbered.

Consequently, the French cooked up a coun-
teroffensive. Whenever a British foot soldier
was captured in battle, the first two fingers of
his right hand were amputated, so that he could
never again draw a bow. For centuries after-
ward, when British soldiers wanted to razz the
enemy, they would raise their two fingers high
up into the air, with a “you didn’t get mine, you
froggy so-and-so” attitude, usually accompa-
nied by colorful raspberries and shouts about
the morals of the French soldiers’ mothers.
During the dark days of the Blitz in World War
II, when Hitler's rockets rained down on London,
killing thousands, it became, once more, a trea-
sured symbol of British defiance. That's the
legend, anyway.

By the late 16th century and the development of field artillery, the warrior
knight of the Middle Ages was already more of a mythic figure than an effec-
tive force on the battlefield. Though some still rode horses and wore armor,
and hereditary knighthood continued to be passed from father to son, the
legendary knights of the crusading period were already the stuff of moldy

tapestries and mythic tales.

Defining monasticism

Monasticism grew out of an idea as old as knighthood. In even the most
ancient pagan faiths, there were legends of monks and hermits, men who sep-
arated themselves from society, living in caves or the out of doors, in order to
achieve a closer relationship to the spiritual. Despite the fact that monks live
in communities, the word monasticism comes from the Greek word monachos,
which means “living alone,” in reference to these lone hermits who inspired
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it. Not just Christianity, but Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Jainism

(a peaceful Indian sect of ascetics) all practice monasticism. Organized
Christian monasticism goes back at least as far as the fourth century. As
the ideal picked up speed, it formed into the more common orders we know
today — the Benedictines, the Franciscans, the Dominicans, and so on. But
the name of the game was the same for all. Though each order had its own
character, patron saint, and principle type of devotion (as in aiding the sick,
teaching, or being strictly a “contemplative” order, devoted to prayer), all
monks lived a bare and vigorous existence.

Both jobs — knight and monk — were definitely enough to keep you busy.
They were also about as opposite in their goals, actions, and beliefs as two
occupations could be; monks were not even allowed to carry a weapon, no
matter how dangerous was the pagan territory they were sent into to spread
the gospel to the barbarians, mostly the descendants of the Visigoths and
Huns who’d brought down the might of Rome. Nevertheless, rather than
fight, monks were expected to die for their faith if necessary. Moreover, they
were expected to die well, because first impressions are so important where
nonbelievers are concerned.

Warrior Monks: Their Purpose

What made the Knights Templar unique in history was that they decided to
take on both obligations, knight and monk. They would be warriors for God,
sworn to a life of poverty, chastity, and obedience. It was a startlingly new
concept to the Christian West, and there was a great deal of resistance to it
at first. But the idea seized the imagination of the charismatic figure of the
Cistercian Order, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who pushed it through the ecclesi-
astical bureaucracy.

And so, by papal command, the Order of the Poor Knights of Christ and the
Temple of Solomon was born. They were also given, in a series of papal bulls,
powers and privileges that had never before been extended to any single arm
of the Church. (A papal bull is an official statement-of-position document
issued by a pope, named for the bulla, or round wax seal, affixed to the docu-
ment.) The Templars were, in effect, now answerable only to the pope in
everything they did. But, like most things in life, that power came with a price.

In the recent wave of books and movies featuring Templars, one thing seems
to come across above all else: They were loaded. Everyone seems to know
that there’s a lost Templar treasure out there. But this had nothing to do with
the way a Knight Templar lived in the day to day. In the Middle Ages, faith
was woven into the fabric of life in a way that would be nearly impossible to
explain to the modern, secular mind. Only the life of a person in a religious
cult would come close, and even that is a flawed comparison. In this medieval
world of faith, laymen gave up all sorts of things for the sake of their belief in



Chapter 1: Defining the Templar Code 2 ’

God. Monks, priests, and nuns gave up a great deal more: love, marriage, chil-
dren, freedom, luxury, and any sort of self-indulgence, down to the smallest,
most inconsequential comforts.

But few gave up more for the sake of his faith than a Knight Templar. We dis-
cuss the daily life of a Templar in more detail in Chapter 4, but for the time
being, suffice it to say that the wealth belonged to the order and most decid-
edly not to any individual knight. At that time, the holiest of men and women
lived a life of asceticism, a constant state of self-denial. The quantity and quality
of food was extremely limited; the Templars were allowed the luxury of meat
three times a week on the theory that, as fighting men, they needed it. But
eating it wasn’t much fun — for monks, nuns, and Templars, meals were taken
in silence, generally while scripture was being read. The monastic day was
roughly divided into four-hour sections, called the Liturgical Hours, or the
divine office, the seven Catholic hours being Matins, Lauds, Vespers, Terce, Sext,
None, and Compline. Each one represented another trip to chapel, for Mass or
prayers or readings from Scripture and the Church fathers. Even a good night’s
sleep was interrupted for a trip to the chapel to pray. No personal possessions
were allowed under any circumstances; all that these people owned were the
clothes on their back. Visits to and from family were discouraged, because it
tied a person to his old life. A Templar was even expected to have light in his
private chamber at all times, to prevent even the accusation of hanky-panky.

Some other monastic orders had stricter rules for daily life, but they certainly
weren’t risking their lives in battle. Along with giving up a wife and children,
possessions, and freedom, Templars were also expected to give up their lives
fighting for the faith. A Templar was not allowed to retire from the battlefield,
even to regroup, unless the enemy had a three-to-one superiority. Whenever
Crusader knights went into battle, the highest casualty rates were always
among the Templars.

There were perks, of course, here and there, particularly for the officers of
a commandery. In the Holy Land, there were few higher in the new kingdom
of Jerusalem than the Grand Master of the Knights Templar. He advised the
court in all matters — foreign, domestic, and military. The Templars walked
with popes and kings, their courage and their honesty never questioned,
which is what made their breakneck fall from grace so much more shocking.

A vow of nine crusader knights

We cover the concept of pilgrimage in more detail in Chapter 2. Here, we
must explain one thing: The other two major monotheistic faiths — Judaism
and Islam — both practiced the obligation of pilgrimage to holy places.
Although pilgrimage isn’t written down in Christian ritual, it was no less
important to medieval believers. Almost since the beginning, pilgrimage was
considered a way to save a soul in peril. And Jerusalem was ground zero for
Christians, the holiest of holies. Medieval mapmakers referred to it as the
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“navel of the earth,” the center of all things. When the Holy Land was in the
hands of the Christian Byzantine Empire, this was no problem. The roads
were hazardous, yet people generally got there alive. But when the property
was stolen by waves of Islamic Seljuq Turks in the 11th century, pilgrims
were risking life and limb to get there. They were attacked on the road con-
stantly, not only by the Turks, but by various unsavory bands of thieves and
cutthroats. Going in groups didn’t help; the brigands were a lot tougher than
the people who had come to pray at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

After the First Crusade, Jerusalem was back in the hands of Christians for the
first time in four centuries. But afterward, the majority of the knights went
home, back to their feudal obligations. There were barely enough men to
garrison the city; there were none to protect the countryside.

One lone knight of Champagne named Hugues de Payens decided that there
was something gravely wrong here. What good did it do to take back the Holy
Land, if it was still too dangerous a place for pilgrims to visit? With the help of
his brother in arms Godfrey de St. Omer of Picardy, they gathered together
seven more knights, probably in the year 1119, and vowed to patrol the road
from the coast to Jerusalem, in order to protect the Christian pilgrims. What
made this vow remarkable — absolutely unprecedented in Christian history,
in fact — was that they promised to live as monks as well. Theirs was the holi-
est of missions, and they decided that the drinking, whoring, and brawling of
the typical knight was not appropriate for them. Instead, they voluntarily
chose to live by the monastic rule, swearing poverty, chastity, and obedience,
on top of the vow to put their lives on the line each day to see Christian pil-
grims safely to Jerusalem.

The Templar order grew, though we have no figures from such an early
period. They applied for official recognition from King Baldwin of Jerusalem,
which he granted eagerly, offering them the plum quarters of the Al-Agsa
Mosque on the Temple Mount, just opposite his own palace. The Christians
did not call this place Al-Agsa, but rather the Temple of Solomon. From here
came the various legends of the Temple of Solomon that would forever be
associated with their name.

Don’t leave home without it: The Templars’
role as international bankers

After a time, the Templars decided that simply protecting pilgrims physically
wasn’t quite enough. Anything that they did to make the whole process
easier was an act of grace. And the biggest problem pilgrims had was making
safe passage carrying the money they needed to cover them for the long
period of time that they’d be gone from home.



Chapter 1: Defining the Templar Code 23

The Templars also became something of a travel agency for pilgrims, recom-
mending routes and carriers, offering aid for injured or lost travelers, and
even providing security vaults in which pilgrims could store their most pre-
cious valuables until they returned. Even kings availed themselves of this ser-
vice; King John of England once gave over the Crown Jewels to the Templars
for safekeeping, during one of the many and various periods in which he felt
his position on the throne to be a bit shaky.

Templar banking was born, and it was a godsend to knights and pilgrims
traveling such a distance. Out of it was created the West'’s first international
banking system, a system not dissimilar from the one we have today.

Templars could help a Christian who wanted to mortgage his property to
pay for his journey, giving him the cash, and then setting up various holding
companies to help insure for the knight on Crusade that he didn’t find his
property bought out from underneath him before his return.

Say, for example, that you've decided to go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
You're probably going to be gone at least a year. No matter how simply you
travel, you're going to need access to funds on your journey, and particularly
on your arrival. But the state of the roads to Jerusalem, not to mention the
routes by ship, with the toughs and uglies hanging out at the docks, would
make carrying your money on your person an unbelievably stupid thing to
do. With the help of the Knights Templar, a pilgrim could travel with relatively
little cold hard cash in his money belt. He could deposit his money at his local
Templar commandery or preceptory, which were the Templar centers of
Europe and the Near East. At the height of their power, there were an astound-
ing 9,000 of Templar properties in Europe alone (although, admittedly, not all
were preceptories). After making the deposit, a pilgrim was given a check. On
the way to the Holy Land, he could present this check at any Templar precep-
tory and withdraw some or all his money.

They were definitely a full-service bank, and it’s easy to see from these ser-
vices that the Templars very soon found themselves indispensable in the
day-to-day lives of nobles, merchants, and landowners in the 12th and 13th
centuries. And as the Crusader States (the four Latin states founded by the
Crusaders in the Holy Land at the beginning of the 12th century) became a
fixture in the Near East, the Templars were there, negotiating, brokering
treaties, helping the kings of Europe to deal with the Saracens who seemed
so alien to them. The Templars knew the language and the culture of Islam,
and they got very buddy-buddy with many Muslims as the centuries passed.
Too buddy-buddy, according to the Inquisition, who used the Templars’
knowledge of Eastern customs and faiths to build a case that their pure
Christian faith had been “tainted” by this exposure to the infidel. Chapter 5
features a detailed discussion of this business of the “Syrianization” of the
Frankish knights, and even more so of the Templars, a process that occurred
over two centuries of contact with the exotic cultures of the East.
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Builders

Last but far from least, the Templars were builders. Many of their European
preceptories were acquired properties, farms, and manor houses willed to
them by the devout. But along the frontiers in Palestine, in Spain, and even
in the Baltic, the Templars built magnificent commanderies to hold the
Christian borders against the Muslims. These commanderies were like cities,
and they had it all — chapel, armory, barracks, training grounds and class-
rooms, as well as equipment for fortification.

Although some of the commanderies are no longer in existence, many still
stand, like Tomar in Portugal or Atlit in Syria. They are a testament to Templar
skill as architects and masons. In fact, one of the more common theories link-
ing the Freemasons to the Templars is the fact that Templars had the best
stonemasons in the world working for them, and Freemasonry grew out of

the great medieval guilds of the stonemasons. Countless other secret societies
throughout history have either been accused of being Templars, or have
proudly claimed a tie that may or may not exist. (For more on these various
theories of Templars in other secret societies, turn to Chapter 8.)

Templars in Battle

The Grand Master of the Knights Templar was a very important man in the

war councils of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, as well as the other three Crusader
States. The Crusader armies organized in Western Europe were a motley crew —
true feudal knights in service to a crusading lord; the peasant vassals under-
neath them, who knew little of war but were tossed in to flesh out the troops;
paid mercenaries in the service of the particular king or warlord on Crusade;
and last but not least, the sea of pilgrims who drifted into the Holy Land during
all the Crusades, the least militarily skilled of all. Men literally dropped by the
local Crusader holdings in places like Acre after their arrival in Palestine, to see
if they could pitch in and help for a few months, as if it were a barn raising. The
Templars, with their skill and courage, were the cream at the top, as well as the
glue that held this chaotic assortment together.

The legend of Templar superiority on the battlefield was no myth. In 1177,
King Baldwin IV of Jerusalem and a force of 500 troops were pinned down by
the Muslim warrior Saladin’s army of 26,000. A contingent of just 80 Templars
arrived to assist Baldwin. Through surprise and shrewd battle tactics, the
Christian forces attacked Saladin at Montgisard. Saladin was forced to retreat
with less than 3,000 of his soldiers left. The Templars were revered for their
policy of being the first to take up the battle and the last to retreat.
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The Templars, and the Frankish knights in general, depended more than any-
thing else on the tactic of the mass charge, “the irresistible first shock,” as

it was described by chronicler Anna Comnenus, daughter of the Byzantine
emperor. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the well-ordered charge of our own times.
The Turks were lighter and quicker, as well as being excellent horsemen.

In other words, if the target of the charge could get out of the way quickly
enough, the charge could degenerate into a disorganized mob moving too
quickly to be reined in, like a Roman candle that couldn’t be called back.
When that happened, the enemy was often able to encircle the knights for

a counterattack. The charge had to be timed just right, so that it routed the
main body of the enemy, and not a phony one deployed to draw them in. If it
did so, it was usually devastating. The infamous Frankish charge was feared
throughout the Near East, and the Templars were usually in the lead.

The most annoyingly effective Muslim tactic was to use their first-rate horse-
men, quick and lightly armed for mobility, to harass the enemy while the enemy
was on the march. This could go on for days at a time. The Turks loved to attack
from the rear, a very effective ploy until the Templars began organizing lines
with a powerful rear guard. The men hated the harassing rain of arrows that
came, they said, like flies to cause them misery. There is evidence that, as time
passed, the Templars moved forward with attempts to refashion the Christian
army with some Eastern tactics. It’s a shame so many of the crusader kings were
suspicious of the Templars and their “foreign ideas,” obstinately marching off
their own way to destruction.

Betrayed, Excommunicated, and Hunted

There is one more generality about the Templars that is often tossed about,
and that’s the simple fact that, with the loss of the last Christian possessions
in the Middle East, usually dated at the fall of the city of Acre in 1291, the
Knights Templar had lost their raison d’étre, the purpose for which they were
formed. The problem with this theory is that, by that time, at the end of the
13th century, the Templars had undergone quite a metamorphosis, from a
small band of fanatical Crusaders, to an unimaginably huge and influential
organization of international bankers and diplomatic middlemen who had
military commanderies and preceptories from London to the Slavic countries
of the East, and all throughout the Mediterranean basin.

Yet, there’s no denying the fact that as the gilded luster wore off the
Crusades, they became an investment in money and blood that the nations
of Europe were no longer willing to make, because they were back to their
old habits of making war against each other back home. It probably seemed
to the Templars’ enemies to be just the right time to bring the Poor Knights
to heel — and to steal their vast wealth in the process.
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So where'd everybody go?

It’s true — after the order was outlawed by Pope Clement V in 1312, the
Templars did drop off the radar map of history. As for where they went, it
probably wasn’t the same place for all of them. Many people offered refuge,
such as the kings of Spain and Portugal, who created knightly orders to fight
the Moors on the Iberian peninsula that strictly existed as a refuge for
Templar knights. If Phillip the Fair didn’t want these skilled warriors, the
kings of Aragon and Navarre certainly did.

But there are dozens of theories about where the rest of the Templars went,
and where the vast resources of their international operation disappeared to.
Chapter 7 discusses the lost Templar treasure, which probably isn’t lost at
all, and presents several pretty disappointing answers for what probably hap-
pened to it. But that doesn’t end the mystery. The Templar treasure of legend
was the contents of the Templar commandery in Paris, their home office, as it
were. The Templars were predominantly French knights; they became the vir-
tual treasury of the French government in 1165. But there were lots of other
commanderies and lots of other treasures, and all vanished without a trace.
Chapter 17 takes a look at where some of the swag may have gone, so get out
your shovel and your metal detector, and take a look.

The viddle of Templar symbols

Like all special, secret, or elite organizations or brotherhoods, the Templars
had a wide variety of symbols and codes that helped to bind them together,
as well as to hold them apart from the commonality. At places throughout
this book, we discuss Templar secrets and rituals, but for now, here are two
of the most common Templar symbols: the Dual Knights (see Figure 1-2) and
the Chi-Rho Cross (see Figure 1-3).
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Figure 1-2:
The symbol
of the Dual
Knights.
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|
Figure 1-3:
The Chi-Rho
Cross, or
labarum,
made up of
the first two
letters in the
Greek word
for Christ.
|

|
Figure 1-4:
The Hebrew
Tetragram-
maton, the
unspeakable
name of
God.

There is no question that, for a Templar, the symbol of the Dual Knights was the
most important one to the Order, and the oldest. Other symbols changed over
the years; this one did not. It was a seal (upon which the statue in Figure 1-1 was
based) picturing two knights riding on one horse, a symbol of the poverty and
brotherhood of the Order. Other medieval symbols, like the Tetragrammaton
(the four Hebrew letters that symbolized the unspeakable name of God; see
Figure 1-4) or the Chi-Rho Cross would be used by other organizations. But if
you see two medieval knights on one horse, you're looking at a Templar artifact.

T

All legends aside, the Cross that Constantine saw in the sky just before battle
that converted him to Christianity was the Chi-Rho (pronounced like the
Egyptian city Cairo) Cross. It consists of an X overlaid with a skinny P inside,
often surrounded by a round or oval cartouche. Though the cross we know
today was already taking over, the Chi-Rho Cross remained very popular with
Templars. The Chi-Rho also flourished once again by the Renaissance. The
symbol comes from the first two Greek letters in the word Christ; it’s some-
times called the labarum, the word for the banner Constantine carried into
battle that bore this icon. Other Christian symbols used similar logic, such
as the IHS or IHC symbol, from the first three Greek letters in the name Jesus.
The most famous organization that uses the Chi-Rho Cross today is the
Jesuits of the Catholic Church.
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Templars in the 2 1st Century

Thanks to a wide variety of books and films, the Templars live on, almost as
vibrantly as they did in the Victorian era, when the fascination with them was
at its peak. As always, the Templars are tied to that other myth known to
every English schoolboy, the Holy Grail. The Templars were the Grail knights,
and as Grail theories change over the centuries, the outlook on the Templars
changed along with it.

Templars and the Grail quest

To tell the truth, despite humanity’s fascination with the Grail, it had sort of
gone out of fashion in the last few decades. From medieval troubadours to
Celtic bards, Victorian poets to Hitler’s SS, many and various cultures have
had a love affair with the Grail. But the post-World War II generation seemed
to look on it as a relic of the distant past. John Boorman’s sumptuously gor-
geous film Excalibur was the last time that a big money movie took the Grail
legends seriously, instead of putting some post-modern occult twist on the
story, or playing it for straight comedy, Monty Python-style. Those with a
special interest in medieval history, or in the occult, as with the growing com-
munity of Wiccans and New Agers, have always had a special fascination with
the Grail. But for the most part, it wasn’t a very popular myth anymore.

Then The Da Vinci Code shambled into your nearest bookstore, and suddenly,
without any PR behind it, the book was a smash, and the Grail was all over
the place again, as it has been so many times in the past. That’s the measure
of a truly great myth: It may wax and wane, but it’s always there to be picked
up and reinterpreted for a new generation. Right now, amateur history buffs,
seasoned archeologists, and various university- and privately-funded associa-
tions are questing for the Grail as never before. And many of them are con-
vinced that the key to the discovery of the Grail lies in the history of the
Templars, the Cathars, and many other organizations featured in this book.

Templars and the fringe

Yes, we know. We're going to get called “judgmental,” “close-minded,” and “dog-
matic,” not to mention the ever-popular “blinded by orthodoxy.” Or perhaps just
willing stooges of the new world order. But we may just as well come right out
and say it — the Knights Templar and the lunatic fringe have had a love affair
going on for years. The birth of the Templar cock-and-bull industry occurred in
1798, with the publication of a book by a Frenchman named Cadet de Gassicout,
called The Tomb of Jacques Molay. De Gassicourt, like everyone else in France,
was standing amid the blood-soaked wreckage left behind after the French
Revolution, trying to figure out how it all happened. There just had to be some-
body to blame. Finding a scapegoat is, in essence, what de Gassicourt did.
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Thanks a lot, Sir Walter Scott

Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code s only the latest
book to create renewed interest in the Knights
Templar. Another book, written two centuries
ago, almost single-handedly rescued the
Templars from obscurity. Unfortunately, it cast
the order in a less than admirable light.

Sir Walter Scott’s lvanhoe (1819) told the tale of
Richard the Lionheart’s return to England from
the Crusades, and the evil plotting of his brother
John to keep him off the throne. The story
revolves around the character of Wilfred of
Ivanhoe, a knight who was on Crusade with
Richard, and his rival Brian de Bois-Guilbert, a
decidedly impious Templar knight.

Ivanhoe was unimaginably popular in England
and the United States in the early 1800s. Apart
from creating the modern legend of the charac-
ter of Robin Hood, the book created an interna-
tional mania for all things medieval, and was
instrumental in spreading the cultural move-
ment of Romanticism in literature. It was
unquestionably responsible, in part, for the pro-
fusion of fraternal orders that sprang up all
around the world in the 1800s, patterning them-
selves after medieval knights.

The American satirist Mark Twain was less than
enthusiastic. In his 1883 memoir Life On The
Mississippi, Twain places the blame of the U.S.
Civil War firmly at the feet of Sir Walter Scott
and /vanhoe. According to Twain, Scott

set the world in love with dreams and phan-
toms; with decayed and swinish forms of
religion; with decayed and degraded sys-
tems of government; with the sillinesses
and emptinesses, sham grandeurs, sham

gauds, and sham chivalries of a brainless
and worthless long-vanished society. He
did measureless harm; more real and last-
ing harm, perhaps, than any other individual
that ever wrote.

Absolutely everyone read /vanhoe, and its tales
of the knights so enthralled Southern society
with its lofty titles of nobility and florid prose that
it truly did affect the writing, speech, and social
attitudes of the Southern aristocracy. Twain
railed that Scott's influence

made every gentleman in the South a Major
or a Colonel, or a General or a Judge, before
the war; and it was he, also, that made
these gentlemen value these bogus deco-
rations. For it was he that created ... rever-
ence for rank and caste, and pride and
pleasure inthem.... Sir Walter had so large
a hand in making Southern character, as it
existed before the war, that he is in great
measure responsible for the war.

Scott followed /vanhoe with The Talisman
(1825), which told the tale of King Richard in the
Holy Land. A key character was the wise, virtu-
ous, moral, and heroic Muslim warrior, Saladin
(see Chapter 5). As in The Da Vinci Code, the
facts didn't get in the way of a good story —
again, the Templars were made the bad guys.
Scott’s fictional version of the Crusades, in
which the 11th-century Muslims are kind,
peace-loving pacifists attacked by thick-
headed, brutish, kill-crazy Christians has
enraged historians for almost 200 years, yet it
influences popular perceptions to this day.

For men like de Gassicourt, who thought of themselves as being civilized,
finding someone to blame was essential, just so they could all go on looking
into the shaving mirror every morning. De Gassicourt found his scapegoat in
two places — the Templars and the Freemasons. Actually, as far as he was
concerned, it was one place — they were, in his mind, one and the same. His
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theory was that the Templars, excommunicated and scattered, spent five
centuries plotting their vengeance on the French crown. To get it, they
founded the brotherhood of the Freemasons, and then awaited their opportu-
nity to kill the king and take their vengeance, raining death on thousands of
Frenchmen in the process. Contrived, unfounded, unprovable, and, for want
of a better term, daffy, it nevertheless captured the imagination of a large
portion of the public, that portion that had always had suspicions about

the secret brotherhood of the Freemasons. The books came thick and fast
throughout the 19th century, following in de Gassicourt’s footsteps. They
were all very popular.

Which brings us to the present, and a dynamic that hasn’t changed much in
two centuries. The books out there with wacko theories about the Templars
could fill a warehouse, running the gamut in their absurd conjecture, from
Templars using a “death ray” from the Ark of the Covenant to win the Battle
of Bannockburn for the Scots, to the Templars as shape-shifting reptilian
aliens, left here eons ago by visitors from another planet. The shame of it is
that the work of serious historians like Malcolm Barber, Stephen Dafoe, and
Helen Nicholson can get lost in this avalanche of horse manure. So, when
interesting speculation exists, as in books like Holy Blood, Holy Grail or The
Templar Revelation, we present this information as speculation. As for the
rest, it gets mentioned once in a while. You know, just for laughs.



Chapter 2
A Crash Course in Crusading

In This Chapter

Uncomplicating the Byzantine: Discovering the causes of the Crusades

Introducing the medieval Y1K crisis
Nation-building in the Holy Land

Counting till you run out of fingers: Crusading by the numbers

ou can’t understand the Templars without understanding the upheaval

that gave them birth: the Crusades. This series of wars isn’t just the stuff
of dusty history books. The Crusades are featured in today’s newspaper on a
fairly regular basis.

After the attacks of 9/11, one former and one sitting U.S. president each put
a very large foot in their even larger mouths, and both on the very same day.
George W. Bush made the blunder of referring to the war on terrorism as a
“crusade,” while Bill Clinton felt compelled to “apologize” for the Crusades,
which had occurred four centuries before Columbus set foot in America.
Both were chastised, but not nearly hard enough.

The Catholic pope was the juiciest target of all, when he made a pretty boring
speech in September 2006 on “reason and faith.” In his address, Pope Benedict
XVI quoted from a lot of sources. Unfortunately, one was a 14th-century
Byzantine emperor named Manuel II, repeating part of his conversation with
an unnamed “learned Persian,” on the subject of Islam’s practice of conversion
by force, forbidden in early Islam, but encouraged later during periods of
conquest. The pope quoted it to show just how old the argument is, that faith
can’t be forced, but must come from reason. In his own glue-footed way, he was
getting his licks in against the free-thinkers of the 18th-century Enlightenment,
two centuries too late. But the quoted put-down of the Muslim faith set off a
firestorm of protest in the world of fundamentalist Islam, with imams from
Cairo to Mogadishu calling for the pope’s head, literally.
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All this brouhaha over wars that happened nine centuries ago seems incom-
prehensible to Americans; we have a hard time remembering who was vice
president in the last administration. This chapter clarifies some of the vague
facts you may know, and lets slip some startling ones you may not, about the
series of wars between East and West, between Muslim and Christian, that
history calls the Crusades.

Getting a Handle on the Crusades

The dictionary says that any “vigorous cause,” taken in concert to end an
injustice or abuse, is a crusade. But historically, the word crusade generally
means any war of the Christian West to gain control of the Holy City of
Jerusalem, as well as other sites associated with the life of Jesus Christ. For
most people, some very definite images come to mind when they think of the
Crusades — some true, and some the product of myths and movies. The real
Crusades, the ones closest to that image, lasted about two centuries, from
1096, until the loss of the last Crusader possessions in Syria in 1291.

The First Crusade is pretty easy to understand, but as the centuries unfolded,
the Crusades became more complicated. Historians can’t even seem to agree
on how many Crusades there were, or how many years the crusading impulse
lasted. Sir Stephen Runciman, the respected medieval scholar, sets the
number at five in his three-book history of the Crusades. But some say there
were really only four. Other say six, and still others go as high as eight. Sir
Stephen dates the end of the Crusades as 1291, with the fall of the city of
Acre, the last Crusader possession in the Holy Land. But some historians
claim that the Crusades didn’t end until the late 14th century, and others con-
tend they went on into the 16th and 17th centuries, right up to the doorstep
of the Age of Enlightenment.

So, if the chaotic jumble of the Crusades has always confused you, reading
this chapter should make you sound like a pro to family, friends, and history
professors alike. The first part of the chapter covers the cultural forces that
led to crusading. The second part explains the whys and the wherefores of
the very important First Crusade, and of the seven Crusades that followed.
Or the six. Or maybe the four. At any rate, dive in and get the straight facts
on the Crusades — all of them. Sir Stephen would be proud of you.

So, what is a crusade anyway? Is a crusade any war between the Christian
West and the Islamic East, or is it something more? For some historians, it’s
like the infield-fly rule in baseball: Only an umpire can call that batter out.
And only a pope can proclaim a real and legitimate Holy Crusade.
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Oddly enough, Islam has the same problem, today more than ever before.
It’s a similar muddle resulting from definitions — just who has the right to
declare jihad, when, and why? Jihad is something of an abused word. It
simply means “struggle” — sometimes an inner, spiritual one; sometimes
an outer struggle against an enemy. Nowadays, when people hear the word
Jihad, they think of an Islamic declaration of war against the West, the Muslim
version of a Crusade. And when they hear the word fatwa, they think of a
Muslim cleric putting out a hit on someone, like author Salman Rushdie,
who’s been deemed an enemy of the faith, despite the fact that a fatwa is
simply a declaration of canon law, something like a papal bull. At one time,
the real power to proclaim a fatwa or a jihad generally lay with the sultan
of the Ottoman Empire and his religious leader, the Mufti of Istanbul. (The
Byzantine capital of Constantinople was renamed Istanbul by its conqueror
and sultan, Mehmed II, in 1453.) Until the fall of the Ottoman Empire during
World War [, the overwhelming majority of the world’s Muslims lived in the
empire or one of its client states.

Simply defined, the Crusades were a group of military campaigns that began
late in the 11th century, sanctioned by popes and conducted in the name of
Christianity. The original goal of the Crusades was to protect the Christian
Eastern Orthodox Empire of Byzantium from invading Muslim forces, and to
recapture Jerusalem and the Holy Land from Islamic forces who had invaded
and captured the city in A.D. 638.

A Snapshot of the 11th Century

To comprehend the domino theory that led tens of thousands of European
Christians to wake up one morning and set off on a 10,000-mile stroll to the
Holy Land and back, you need to understand how society was set up at the
time. The whole idea of crusading may strike our modern minds as being
pretty barbaric, not to mention bloodthirsty and arrogant. But the Crusades,
as well as the political, spiritual, and military issues that gave birth to them,
are way too complicated to be dismissed with a quick hipshot.

Of course, looking at the key players and the main events, there’s plenty of
ignorance, fanaticism, and brutality to go around. However, in the case of the
fanatical and brutal Crusades, lots of things were going on at the dawn of the
11th century that seemed to lead the people of Europe, almost naturally, into
this centuries-long conflict with the Islamic East.

Fealty, fiefs, and feudalism

At the dawn of the crusading era, Europe was organized in a feudal system.
Feudalism is like a chain of command, an iron bond of what was called “fealty,”
rising up from the serfs, who did most of the work, all the way to the king.
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Fealty comes from the Latin word for “faithfulness,” and in essence that’s what
it means, though a better definition would be “obligation.” In the feudal system,
each man was a vassal to the knight or earl or duke above him, which meant
that he owed his overlord the obligation of fealty — meaning taxes or tribute
in time of peace, and men and weapons in time of war.

One of the effects of feudalism is that these self-same barons, earls, and dukes
became petty princelings, with a great deal of power. This is the essential
problem with the system, as far as building a nation is concerned. Feudalism
created powerful lords and a central authority, usually a king, who often isn’t
quite powerful enough to control them — if there’s a king around at all.

So, you've got petty wars between petty kingdoms, dukedoms, and fiefdoms;
a lousy centralized government that can’t create anything even resembling an
infrastructure, like passable roads; and roving bands of lawless criminals and
out-of-work mercenaries preying on anyone crazy enough to travel from one
place to the next. It would seem that any king in 11th-century Europe would
have enough to deal with without worrying about what was going on 5,000
miles away, yet the crusading impulse took root in the soil of feudalism.

Pilgrimage

In the 11th century, pilgrimage was hardly a new idea. Since very nearly the
dawn of Christianity, the concept of pilgrimage had been an integral part of
the faith. It was also occasionally a penance given to major sinners. You can
only make someone repeat so many Hail Marys before the punishment loses
its impact.

Though there were dozens of destinations for pilgrims, three were the most
popular; clerics sometimes referred to them together as the Axis Mundi, the
spiritual axis of the world:

+ Rome: Rome is the home of the Holy See and of numberless Christian
relics and sites, like the prison cell of St. Peter and the place where St.
Paul was executed.

v~ Santiago de Compostela: This city in northwestern Spain was home to a
chapel that contained the bones of St. James the Great, both an apostle
and a Christian martyr. The city was sacked in 997 by the Umayyad
vizier and general Muhammad Ibn Abu Amir al-Mansur, the commander
of Moorish Cérdoba, which did not endear the Muslims to the Christians
of Europe.

v Jerusalem: The greatest pilgrimage site was Jerusalem; it was the cen-
terpiece to all the holiest shrines of Christendom. It was also the hardest
one to get to, so it was considered the most powerful balm for the soul
of pilgrims.
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This business of making pilgrimages was a serious one, particularly consider-
ing the fact that travel was so difficult and dangerous. “Roads” were little
more than cattle tracks. The Romans had built far better ones, ten centuries
before; in fact, many of these were still in use, despite being overgrown and
in poor repair. Inns and monasteries, where food and a place to sleep could
be had, were far apart and miserably uncomfortable. Plus, a thousand or so
years ago, the trackless distances between towns were infested with wild
animals, and travelers were in danger of attack from wolf packs, boars, and
other even more unusual animals, such as aurochs (similar to buffalo, but
with a nastier disposition). Worse than the savagery of the animal kingdom
was the savagery of man, in the form of the pitiless thieves and cutthroats
lurking around every bend and behind every stand of shrubbery.

The difficulty of travel makes it all the more remarkable that most of the pil-
grims to Jerusalem and other holy sites were not wealthy, but rather were
simple peasants, dressed in coarse brown wool, carrying all their worldly
possessions in a gunnysack called a scrip slung over their shoulders, and
usually holding a staff and wearing a simple wooden cross. They chose to
make the journey for a wide variety of reasons. Sometimes they were seeking
forgiveness for their own sins, and sometimes they were making the journey
for a loved one whom they feared was in purgatory. Sometimes they were
headed for a shrine to cure their own illness or that of a family member, and
sometimes they were simply pious and devout, determined to see the site of
Christ’s crucifixion before their death.

The nobility, too, went on pilgrimages, although a bit more comfortably.
Sometimes pilgrimage was their sentence of penance for their sins, as in the
case of Count Fulk III (“the Black™) of Anjou. The count had very much earned
his dark nickname, having been a sinful man with many crimes on his con-
science. When he reached middle age, and the grave yawned before him, he
asked for a penance that would be the price of forgiveness for all his sins.
Legend has it that he fainted when the sentence was passed. He was ordered
to endure a friple Jerusalem pilgrimage, which was the worst thing his priest
could come up with. He was forced to make the journey on foot, three times
from France to Jerusalem, or a total of 15,300 miles. On his third arrival in the
Holy City, barely able to stand, he was lashed through the streets of the Way
of the Cross as a grand finale, dragged on by the monks each time he fell.

Along with the spiritual potency of a pilgrimage, the story of Fulk also high-
lights the power of the clergy, over high and low born. Even kings stood
before the papal palace in sackcloth and ashes, sometimes for days on end,
in the rain or snow if the pope were lucky, in order to have the dreadful judg-
ment of excommunication lifted from them. They held in their hands the scis-
sors and the rod, symbols that they were willing to be whipped or shorn, at
the pope’s pleasure. In the days before Martin Luther, you just didn’t mess
with Holy Mother Church.
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V1K: The end of days

The year A.D. 999 was a terrifying one for the Christians of the world. Respected
theologians had been predicting for some time that the world would come to
an end in the year A.n. 1000, which was precisely 1,000 years after the birth of
Christ. Looking around themselves throughout the 900s, the virtuous saw a
world packed to the brim with sin, violence, greed, and apostasy. A good deal
of it was in the very bosom of the Church, with a line of popes throughout that
century that were far worse than merely incompetent — they were downright
heretical, Machiavellian, and unbelievably sinful. Between A.D. 872 and A.D.
1012, more than a third of those on the papal throne died violent deaths,
usually at the hands of their successors. To the faithful, they were anti-Christs,
masquerading as popes. It seemed clear that the world was mired in the
“abomination of desolation” Jesus had spoken of in Matthew, a quote from the
prophecy of Daniel concerning the signs pointing to the end of the world.

On the night of December 31, 999, Christians stood in frightened silence,
filling St. Peter’s in Rome inside and out, while Pope Sylvester Il prepared a
special midnight Mass. Many of the worshippers were face-down, their arms
spread to form a cross, waiting for the end of the world. Women fainted, old
men succumbed to bad hearts, and it was, in general, one of the darkest
nights of the soul mankind has ever endured.

But the sun came up on January 1, as the sun has a habit of doing. Which, of
course, brought on the time-lag two-step. Maybe it wasn’t 1,000 years after
the birth of Christ. Maybe it was 1,000 years after the crucifixion of Christ. Or
maybe it was 1,000 years after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem.

Or maybe the numbers were out of whack because of the differences between
the old Roman calendar and the present Julian calendar.

The upshot was that “millennial fever,” the fear that the world would soon
end, lagged on throughout the tenth century, and on into the 11th. Perhaps a
quick stroll down memory lane, to New Year’s Eve of 1999, will make it a little
easier to understand the general aura of fear and unease during the millen-
nium. After all, times change, but people don’t. Come on, you remember the
hysteria over Y2K. The headlines ran the gamut, from warnings that folks
might have a little trouble accessing their bank accounts by ATM, to terrify-
ing predictions of nuclear apocalypse. In the United States, the authorities
tried hard to keep a level head in public, but their advice on what to do to
prepare for Y2K had a reasonable tone that just couldn’t hide the uncomfort-
able fact that the government was telling its citizens to store canned food and
bottled water, set aside an extra sum of cash, and have plenty of batteries on
hand. And maybe we should get Dad’s old pistol down from the closet and
make sure it still works. Or buy a $5,000 space heater that runs on gasoline so
we don’t freeze to death in January. Or maybe just build ourselves a nice, dry,
fallout shelter in the basement.
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These same millennial fears of doom had an effect on the period leading up
to the Crusades. Pilgrimages increased throughout that nervous era, and any
interruption of Christian access to the shrines of their God would have been
looked upon with grave seriousness by the Church, as well as the Christian
peoples of Europe. To a Christian pilgrim, being barred from the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre or the Way of the Cross was a worse crime than murder,
because far more than his life was at stake — his very soul was on the line.
Perhaps this fact makes the ideology behind the Crusades a little easier to
understand.

The Spanish ulcer

Napoleon Bonaparte once made an ill-considered attempt to bring the Iberian
Peninsula into the French empire. As the conflict wore on, Napoleon called it
his “Spanish ulcer,” a galling sore that wouldn’t heal, but just kept bleeding
him of men and money.

Spain presented a similar nagging sore in the 11th century. After the death of the
Prophet Mohammed in A.D. 632, his followers swept out of Arabia at warp speed,
converting the population to Islam by fire and sword. In less than a century,
they had carved out a vast empire, one that extended from Spain to the steppes
of Central Asia. When they had the Berber nations of North Africa in their
pocket, it was an oh-so-easy jump across the Straits of Gibraltar into southern
Spain, a leap they made in the year A.D. 711. From that time forward — in fact,
for the next six centuries — Spain would be a battleground between the forces
of the Christian north and the Islamic south, and the Mason-Dixon line between
them shifted more often than the San Andreas fault. At the peak of Arabic
power, Christian forces were hanging on to a tiny strip of property, chiefly
Aragon and Navarre.

The wave of Arab conquests that flashed over Spain in 711 moved on, across
the Pyrenees, and deep into the heart of Gaul (present-day France). At last
they were turned back by the French king Charles Martel, grandfather of
Charlemagne, in his stunning victory over the Saracens at the Battle of
Poitiers in 732. For several centuries afterward, Europe seemed willing to look
on Spain as simply a wall to keep Islam from going any farther. But continued
I[slamic-Christian wars there coincided with an unnerving cultural develop-
ment in Spain. Various mystical and heretical brands of Christianity were
growing, as well as melding their ideas with Islam, both of which in their turn
were being influenced by other heretics, Sufis and Coptics and Maronites, as
well as by the growing communities of Sephardic Jews, who’d been arriving
since the conquest of Jerusalem by Titus in the first century. All this free-
thinking and fusing of faiths really scared the Church, and every fresh Islamic
conquest brought these heresies closer to their doorstep.

The Abbey of Cluny was in Saone-et-Loire in France, and its monks became a
powerful force within the Benedictine order. It was the influential monks of
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Cluny who first began floating the idea of offering “warriors of Christ” salva-
tion instead of a salary if they would take back Spain from the Moors. Templar
historian Juan Garcia Atienza called it “a dress rehearsal for the East.”

By 1064 Pope Alexander Il was issuing “collective indulgences” to Christian
knights in Spain; he had the full support of Cluny in the person of his chancel-
lor, Hildebrand, an influential Clunaic monk and scholar who would one day
be pope himself, as St. Gregory VII. Eventually, these papal dispensations on a
small scale led to the first Crusade Bull, issued by the newly-elected Urban II
in 1089, granting dispensation to knights who fought to recapture Tarragona in
northeastern Spain. Urban II, incidentally, had also once been a monk of Cluny.
Drafting “warriors for Christ” doubtless wasn’t ethical, but tactically speaking,
a glance at a map of the Mediterranean basin in the 11th century makes the
shaky position of Christianity and the West crystal clear.

Figure 2-1 is a map of the entire area of the Mediterranean basin just before
the Crusades. The Muslim onslaught that poured out of Arabia in the seventh
century had swallowed up startling amounts of real estate, Christian, Persian,
and pagan. The speed of these conquests was in the same vein as Alexander
or Napoleon or Hitler. The Mediterranean had once been teeming with lucra-
tive trade from East to West and back again, but Muslim corsairs were making
trade impossible. It doesn’t take a cartographer or a military genius to see
that Christian Europe was being roped in. Soon, all that the forces of Islam
would have to do was tighten the noose.

The war in Spain, the battleground between East and West, became the pre-
cursor to the Crusades, the bony finger pointing to the next war that was

bound to break out, sooner or later. The losses in Spain for Christians painted
a very gloomy picture of what could happen elsewhere in medieval Europe.
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The dilemma of the second son

The annihilation of whole towns and villages by the bubonic plague was

still three centuries off in the future, and in the 11th century, Europe was
undergoing a steady increase in population. For that reason, it’s important to
understand the meaning of the ten-dollar word primogeniture, the system of
inheritance that was dominant throughout the feudal period. For any man

of noble rank, everything — his title, his money, and his lands — went to the
eldest son in the family. It may seem unfair, but the reasoning behind it was
that it kept the fief or holding together, instead of breaking it up again and
again through the generations until there was nothing left that was worth
inheriting.

Unfortunately, this left second sons in a dicey position. Like the vice president
of the United States, everyone knew what he was there for — he was the
spare, in case war or pestilence carried off the firstborn. But in a time of rising
population, families often had more than one, or even more than two, sons
who survived to adulthood. Therefore, the typical medieval question was,
“Whatever are we to do about Harry (or John or Phillip or Irving)?” He had a
right to stick around in the household after the death of his father, and to be
provided with at least a subsistence living from his elder brother. But for many
knights, or simply proud young men, this was an intolerable situation in which
to live, and they were usually gently but firmly encouraged to leave the nest,
in order to keep jealousy and internal squabbling to a minimum.

Many younger sons of the nobility chose the Church as their profession; in
fact, doing so was quite common, because it was a way that even a moder-
ately intelligent young man of good family could achieve his own rank and
respectability. It’s interesting to note just how coolly and clinically the
Church understood the second-son dilemma: It was common practice, if the
elder son were killed without having had any sons of his own, for the second
son of the family to be released from his vows to Holy Mother Church so that
he could return home to take up his earthly burden.

Feckless younger sons who were allergic to the discipline of the Church
might choose to live on as dependants, despite the potential for humiliation.
And handsome younger sons might marry well, perhaps a wealthy widow, in
order to acquire a fiefdom of their own.

The final route to personal fulfillment for a second son was foreign adventure
and conquest, if and when the opportunity presented itself. This despite the
physical danger, and the very real possibility that he’d never see his home-
land again. But as the 11th century drew to a close, another route to personal
achievement for the second son was born, one that melded knightly opportu-
nity with Christian grace — he could take the Cross, and become a Crusader.
With the dawn of the age of crusading, the noble calling of serving God was
added to the already potent blend of the opportunity to achieve personal
wealth and military glory in a faraway and exotic foreign land.
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Piracy and trade

This last is probably the easiest cultural factor to explain. At this time, there
was a rising middle class in Europe. This business class would endure plague,
war, and calamity, and just keep coming back for more. The wealth of this
brand-new class was based on one thing more than any other: trade. By the
time of the First Crusade, Arab pirates on land and sea were making trading
expeditions very difficult and dangerous. The Silk Road, the 4,000 mile cara-
van route between Rome and the great Chinese city of Xi’an, with a large
stopping-off juncture in the Levant, had been an artery of merchandise and
ideas from East to West and back again since ancient times. Now it belonged
to the Turks, and was no longer safe for business travelers. Meanwhile, the
Mediterranean was becoming an Islamic backyard swimming pool. As the
borders of Christian Europe shrank, their world becoming ever smaller, it
was clear that something had to be done.

The First Crusade: A Cry
for Help, a Call to Arms

Pope Urban II got a very unusual letter in 1095, while he was in Italy at an
ecclesiastical conference. It was from the Emperor Alexius Comnenus, ruler
of the Byzantine Empire. There was never any more than a polite civility
between Catholic Christians in the West and Orthodox Christians in the East.
In the last century in particular, a tiff over the Frankish Norman invasion of
Byzantine territories in the south of Italy had set off a skirmish between the
pope of Rome and the patriarch of Constantinople, one that ended in mutual
excommunication and a formal schism.

But the Emperor Alexius was asking Pope Urban to put aside those differences,
and stand together as Christians to face an oncoming horde of Islamic Turkish
warriors, the Seljugs. In A.D. 1071, at Manzikert, Alexius had lost a major battle
to the Seljugs, who then took huge chunks of his empire, including Persia,
Syria, and Palestine, before turning north to nest at Nicaea, on Alexius’ very
doorstep. Urban Il was one of many theologians who had dreamed of reconcili-
ation between the two halves of Christianity. The timing must have seemed
heaven-sent to him.

Meet the Byzantines

Most people don’t know very much about the Byzantine Empire, and it’s

little wonder. The art, the architecture, and especially the religious icons of
Byzantium are so very foreign to Western eyes that it makes their long and
complex history seem even harder to understand. Many times, in U.S. history
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classes, textbooks go directly from the Fall of the Roman Empire to the Middle
Ages, with perhaps an all-too-brief stop along the way to mention the other
half of the old Roman empire, the half that didn’t fall — at least not for another
ten centuries, when the Ottoman Turks overran the old empire in A.D. 1458.

For centuries, Westerners seemed to feel that there was a corruption at
the core of Byzantium. The Byzantines had a reputation, right or wrong,
for opulent decadence, serpentine court intrigues, and poison-in-the-wine-
cup politics. The very word fell into the language of the West as a generally
unflattering adjective. To say that a politician has the twists and turns of a
byzantine mind still is no compliment.

But as far as the Byzantines were concerned, they weren’t some offshoot or
weird eastern outcropping of the Roman Empire. They were the Roman Empire,
period. All through its history the Roman Empire had contained a natural divid-
ing line between the eastern and western halves, one that was eventually rec-
ognized by creating two emperors — one in the Latin West, the other in the
Hellenic East. So, as far as the Byzantines were concerned, the western half of
the Roman Empire may have dropped the ball, but they hadn’t.

The Byzantines were essentially Greek in character, while Europe was essen-
tially Latin. As is so often true, everywhere in the world, cultural differences
spring up from a difference in language.

No matter how different their churches or their vestments looked, the
Byzantines were Christians, with the same essential belief system as
Catholicism.

Go East, young man!

When Alexius sent his call for help to Pope Urban I, the pope had several
very good reasons to answer it:

v It was simply an ethical question of universal Christian unity.

v That unity seemed more important in the face of Muslim encroachments,
from the Spain to the Black Sea.

v These Muslim incursions were now menacing the Christian West, not
only emotionally in their invasion of the Holy Land, but politically and
militarily, in Islam’s wildfire spread across the steppes of Asia to
Constantinople, literally the gateway to the West. Worst of all, the Seljuq
Turks were robbing and killing Christian pilgrims, as well as blocking
access to Christian shrines.
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Urban convened the Council of Clermont on November 18th, 1095. Most of
the Catholic bureaucrats who attended were churchmen of the south of
France. A series of canons were to be voted upon, including an important one
on the subject of the Truce of God. This was a peace movement in France, an
attempt to limit violence between feudal lords, and to protect the clergy and
other travelers from being preyed upon on the roads. It was a movement that
Urban very much favored, as well as an issue that becomes even more impor-
tant later, in the story of the birth of the Templars. This was the perfect
opportunity to present Alexius’s plea.

At the close of the Council, Urban had a chair brought outside to an open
field where he had invited a gathering of the entire city to hear an important
papal announcement. He explained Emperor Alexius’s predicament, and
offered a plenary indulgence (the remission of all penance for sin) to anyone
willing to go East and aid the Byzantine emperor in fending off the infidels. He
wanted the Truce of God extended to all endangered Christians making their
pilgrimage to the Holy Land.

Historians have no reliable record of exactly what was said, but Urban defi-
nitely moved his listeners with his eloquence and idealism, and he managed
to hit a collective nerve in the larger-than-expected crowd. Apparently, he
spent a good deal of breath on the knights of France, reminding them of what
knighthood had once meant in terms of chivalry and piety, and then deliv-
ered a verbal lashing to them for having become robbers, murderers, and
blasphemers. He wanted them to turn that violent energy to a noble cause —
freeing the Holy Land from the heavy hand of the Muslim invaders.

It seems likely that even the pope was astonished at the overwhelming reaction
to his speech. Nothing on this sort of scale had ever before been proposed.
Legend has it that people in the crowd began shouting over and over again,
“Deus volt! Deus volt!” meaning “God wills it!” It must have seemed a little like a
rock concert, as the faithful immediately began tearing up strips of cloth, to pin
them to their clothing in the shape of a cross. The concept of “taking the Cross”
was born, for men, women, and even children. It wasn’t a nodding up and down
of heads, a few huzzahs, or even a general chorus of agreement — it was a literal
stampede.

Urban had not envisioned this mass response. He tried his best to set reason-
able limits on who could, and who should, make the journey. He forbade the
elderly or the infirm, pleading that only fit young men take the Cross.
Surprisingly, he also asked that married men consult with their wives first.
And, if a wife wished, she could go along with her husband. Many did so,
adding to the chaos of Crusader “armies” that looked like straggling columns
of refugees.
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France, being the most stable and powerful country in Europe at that time,
would be the chief player in the First Crusade. England was still trying to pick
up the pieces after the Norman invasion of A.D. 1066, while Spain was already
fighting for its life in its own battle with Islam, which came to be called the
Reconquista, the retaking of Spain. But the knights who could go, the Franks
as they came to be called (because French was their common language),
were all completely won over.

Preparations for the grand adventure began at once, with everyone packing,
making arrangements for someone to watch the house, and muttering “tick-
ets, passport, money” over and over again. The Church helped in any way it
could, from holding mortgages on the property of Crusaders, to making them
untouchable by civil courts — their lawbreaking would be handled by softball
ecclesiastical courts.

Peter the Hermit

It was not Pope Urban, however, but an itinerate preacher named Peter the
Hermit, who opened the floodgates to anyone of any age, sex, or condition to
march with him to Constantinople. He is surely one of the oddest figures in
history, especially for a man who would have so much influence on the
events to follow.

These unarmed and untrained hordes of people set out at once for
Constantinople, without waiting for the Crusader knights, in a mass exodus
often called the “People’s Crusade” or the “Peasant’s Crusade.” They followed
Peter the Hermit and his chief lieutenant, Walter the Penniless. This last was
an apt nickname, because all these unruly, unarmed, and untrained people
were short of money and supplies, racing headlong to disaster.

However, Peter did have one talent, albeit not a military one. As he preached
his way through Europe, he gathered up several trunkloads of gold. Although
it came from many supporters, it also seems Pete had a gift for extorting
money out of the Jews of Europe. The Jews of this period had a reputation for
being moneylenders, which was not entirely born of the rampant medieval
anti-Semitism, but out of the fact that Jews in medieval Europe had very few
ways to earn a living. They were forced to live in gheftos, the area of each large
city set aside for them, and walled off to the main, Christian part of the city.
Jewish physicians were renowned, and this often allowed them to cross over
the wall. But Jews were not allowed into any of the trade guilds, and conse-
quently, they could not earn their living in any of the typical professions of the
period, such as masons or carpenters or blacksmiths. Moneylending became a
way that Jews could earn a living, particularly because Catholics were forbid-
den to practice what was called “usury.” And so was born the repulsive myth
of the money-grubbing and usurious Jew, with hoards of gold stashed away in
his mattress. (The Knights Templar would later find a loophole around these
rules and become the first international bankers; see Chapter 4.)
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So, with about 25,000 Christians marching behind him, who’s going to tell the
old hermit that they really aren’t interested in making a donation? Of course,
these masses of people caused nothing but trouble along the way, even occa-
sionally setting off a major battle. In the Hungarian city of Semlin, for exam-
ple, an argument with a tradesman over the price of a pair of shoes erupted
into a full-scale riot, then a battle, claiming the lives of over 4,000 people in
the city.

The meanderings of Peter the Hermit illuminate one very important fact of
crusading: that the lack of centralized authority in government under the
feudal system was reflected in the same lack of organization of the Crusades.
There was no single leader, no organized place of embarkation, and no cen-
tral clearinghouse for weapons and supplies, not to mention information. As
word of the Crusade was spread over Europe, the Christian West ambled its
way to Asia Minor in ragtag bands, with no connection to one another apart
from a determination to rendezvous at the gates of Constantinople. It’s diffi-
cult to grasp what 25,000 Christians on the march in one party must have
been like. Many would die on the journey, and many would simply give up in
despair, too short on food, supplies, and men to continue the journey. Entire
contingents of thousands of Crusaders sometimes disappeared, never to be
seen or heard from again.

Get out the beer, we'rve here!

Nearly a year after his distress call, a horrified Alexius woke up one morning,
wandered out to the stoop in his jammies, and found an unimaginable mob of
Christians headed for his doorstep, nearly as frightening as the Turks. There
were not only thousands of armed soldiers, but also their women, children,
squires, servants, donkeys, hunting dogs, and various and sundry whatnots.
It must have been something to see. According to the 12th century chronicler
William of Tyre, Alexius had expected a small, well-armed force of Christian
knights, just to help out. What he got was a horde the size of the population
of Racine, Wisconsin.

Still, Alexius graciously met with Peter the Hermit, giving him gifts and
thanks. But when the locals began to complain of thievery and trouble, he
asked them very politely to cross the Bosporus and make camp on the Asian
side, in the remains of a fortress there called Civetot. Small groups were let
into the city each day to tour its wonders, while the rest remained on the
other side, completely vulnerable. The Turks, having word of their arrival as
well as their position, mounted a devastating attack that all but wiped out the
entirety of Peter’s “army.” It was the first full-scale disaster of the Crusades,
but hardly the last.
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In August of 1096, the main military force of the Crusaders moved out for the
East. By April of 1097, all of them had arrived, by various routes. There were
many lords and knights, but the following were the principle players: Hugh

of Vermandois, who was the brother of King Phillip I of France; Godfrey de
Bouillon, along with his brothers Eustace and Baldwin; Bohemond of Taranto,
a battle-hardened Norman warlord; Raymond de Saint-Gilles, the Count of
Toulouse, who assembled the largest force of armed men; and Robert of
Flanders, another powerful Norman warlord, who also happened to be the
brother of the king of England, William II Rufus.

It was a vast army assembled before Constantinople. Alexius, who’d already
dealt with Peter the Hermit, now had the time to try to absorb the pandemo-
nium he had unleashed with a simple letter asking for a bit of help. But, as
recorded in the fascinating journals of Alexius’ daughter, Anna Comnenus, he
felt a little threatened by this combined force of over 4,000 mounted knights,
and about 25,000 infantry — as well he might. After all, Alexius was himself a
usurper, and he knew how easily a throne could be taken. Therefore, before
anyone set off to battle any Turks, he asked for a parley with the principle
leaders above, and then asked each of them to take a solemn oath that any
lands they conquered that had once belonged to Byzantium would be
returned to Byzantium. After a short huddle and a little grumbling, all three
knights knelt to give their solemn vow. Only Raymond of Saint-Gilles would
make any serious attempt to stick to their bargain.

Forward ho!

That uncomfortable business aside, everyone seemed chummy once again,
and the official First Crusade started out fairly well. The Christian army,
together with a contingent of Byzantine forces, marched on the city of
Nicaea, taking it with relative ease. The city was promptly handed over to
the Byzantines, as promised. Next they headed south and east for the great
prize, the city of Antioch, in present-day Syria. Since Roman times, Antioch
had been one of the most populous and powerful cities in the Levant.

The Levant is simply another term for the Holy Land, usually the important
coastal areas. It comes from Old French, levaunt, the word for “rising,” a
metaphor for the sun rising in the land of the East.

Now Antioch was a Christian city in the hands of the Seljuq Turks. To reach
it, they had to slog their way through the miserably hot, dry, and mountain-
ous region of Anatolia. On the way, they faced a major attack by the Turks on
their advance guard and won a great victory, sharpening their appetite.

The Christian and Byzantine army arrived at Antioch on October 20, to begin
a very long and grueling siege. When the Emperor Alexius never showed up to
help them, as he had promised, the feelings against him began running very
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high. They took the city in the spring of the following year, and by agreement,
Bohemond took charge of the city. It would remain with his descendants for
two centuries.

There was by now a great restlessness amongst the crusading army, and a
general desire to move on and to get the job done. Raymond de Saint-Gilles,
Count of Toulouse, led the army south, toward the ultimate prize of Jerusalem.

The massacre of Jerusalem

The Christian army that arrived at the gates of Jerusalem on June 7, 1099,
was considerably reduced in power from the army that had arrived at
Alexius’ doorstep two years before. Casualties, epidemics, and those who’d
just drifted away left them with roughly 1,500 knights of cavalry (perhaps
less) and about 12,000 foot soldiers — still a considerable force.

The Crusaders began the construction of siege towers and scaling ladders,
ignoring the frequent catcalls and raspberries from the Muslims guarding the
walls of the city. The guards laughed as the entire Christian army, led by their
priests, would walk the whole parameter of the city, finishing on the Mount of
Olives to hear services from Peter the Hermit, who was just as incendiary as
ever, despite the thousands he’d led to their deaths.

The fighting began in earnest on July 13, and by July 15 Godfrey de Bouillon
had taken a section of the city’s walls. The north gate was opened, and the
army poured through to take the city. And after the city was theirs, be it a holy
city or not, the Crusaders gleefully did what the Assyrians, the Babylonians,
the Romans, and the Turks had done there before them: They massacred
everyone in sight whom they deemed an enemy — in other words, anyone
who wasn’t a Christian.

At the Tower of David, the noble Tancred, the nephew of the not particularly
noble Bohemond, escorted the governor and his entourage from the city in
safety, promising that the al-Aqsa Mosque would not be touched, and no
reprisals taken. It was a promise he couldn’t keep — in fact, the slaughter
had already begun.

For the Christian Crusaders, this moment in history was something else alto-
gether. The massacre in Jerusalem was a hypocritical betrayal of everything
their faith had taught them. In the 11th century, most people couldn’t read, so
the largest part of what they knew about their own religion had come to them
from the words of priests and churchmen, many of whom put their own self-
serving twist on Christ’s teachings. One tenth-century pope burned several
Franciscans at the stake for having preached the “heresy” that Christ and his
apostles lived in poverty.
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Islam’s warrior heritage

The massacre in Jerusalem has long formed a
centerpiece of Crusader legend. They slaugh-
tered the Muslims, despite the many beliefs of
Christianity that are held to be true by Islam, as
well. Jesus was the great prophet preceding
Mohammed, the last prophet. But Islam is a very
different religion, one founded by a constant
soldier; it was a warrior's faith and a warrior’s
code, and their attitude about massacres was a
bit different.

In AD. 638, when Omar of the Umayyad
caliphate captured Jerusalem, many a Christian
there had cause to rejoice. All of Palestine con-
tained many Christian sects considered hereti-
cal by the Byzantine emperor, and they had
been persecuted under his rule. But during the
next peaceful century, the Umayyads brought
order and tolerance. Christians were allowed
access to Jerusalem and were allowed to wor-
ship as they pleased. A century later, the
Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad drove the
Umayyads into Spain and took the Near East.
They disliked Christians, and many suffered
under their rule, but things did settle down. The
Abbasids got along very well with the
Nestorians, their favorite brand of Christian. But
three centuries later, the arrival of the newly-
converted and warlike Turkish Muslims, the
Seljugs, spelled the end to any tolerance of
Christians. They believed in the Five Pillars of
Islam — belief in God and Mohammed as his
prophet, prayer, fasting, the giving of alms to the
poor, and pilgrimage to Mecca. But every war-
like passage of the Koran and the Hadith
became the special code of the Turks. (The
Hadith is a body of the sayings and acts of the
prophet, set down for the most part two or three
centuries after his death; it is just as holy to
Muslims as the Koran.)

“Know that Paradise is under the shade of
swords,” were the words of the Prophet
Muhammad. “When you meet the unbelievers

in the battlefield, strike off their heads . . .”
(Koran 47:5). The Koran repeatedly calls unbe-
lievers “the vilest of creatures” (Koran 8:65),
leaving no doubt that their slaughter will not
weigh heavily on the Islamic conscience.
Therefore, Muslim warriors (as well as Persian
warriors, Mongol warriors, and Berber war-
riors, not to mention a dozen others) had many
times taken part in such massacres following a
victory, in Egypt, in Cyprus, in Armenia—in fact,
all over the East. In the medieval world, slaugh-
ter of the defeated seemed to be every bit as
expected as a wrist carnation on a prom date.
For these proud warriors, their own holy book,
the Koran, permitted them the option of slaugh-
tering unbelievers, particularly if they refused to
convert — they were to “slay the unbelievers
wherever you find them” (Koran 9:5).

When Muslims conquered a city, the citizens
had three choices — convert, die, or pay the
jizyah, which was a heavy tax on unbelievers.
The ceremony of payment by the dhimmis, or
unbelievers, was incredibly demeaning and
generally included body blows and slaps on the
face, or outrages to their women. “The dhimmi
has to be made to feel that he is an inferior
person when he pays, he is not to be treated
with honor.” They were generally made to dress
in clothing identifying them as non-Muslims,
and were subject to endless laws and edicts
that increased the feeling of humiliation. Of
course, in other instances, the prophet was far
more blunt: “Kill any Jew that falls into your
power,” for instance. This quote is part of a long
story in the hadith about Jewish perfidy in gen-
eral — Mohammed had expected the Jews of
Arabia to convert, and when they did not, he
grew less tolerant of them. In keeping with this
sentiment, Muhammad personally ordered the
execution of between 600 and 900 Jews in
Medina in a single day.
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Yet Christianity was not, at its core, a warrior’s faith, and the words of the
gentle carpenter from Nazareth would hardly inspire the slaughter of the
innocents. Despite the fact that the romanticized image of the Crusaders
would come into fashion again and again over the course of the centuries,
there was always a tension between Christian lore and Christian belief. It was
a tension that would worsen in many ways after the 15th century, when the
miracle of Gutenberg’s printing press would soon put a Bible, in the everyday
language of the people, into the hands of anyone who wanted to read it.

Though some of these knights were more savage than any foe, others, like
Godfrey de Bouillon, were educated men who knew the words of the Bible.
They would carry a heavy burden of guilt over the spilling of an ocean of
blood in the City of God. It is a guilt that has remained with Christians to the
present day.

A relief army from Egypt attempted to reach the city, but they were defeated
by the victorious Christians. Now Jerusalem and the Palestinian territory
surrounding it were in the hands of the Crusaders, without doubt.

The founding of Outremer

Despite the massacre at Jerusalem, and despite the chaotic disasters of the
“People’s Crusade,” the First Crusade is really the only one that could be
called a tactical success. The military goals of the leaders had been met, their
targets taken, and Christian access to the shrines of their God ensured. As at
the close of all wars, there was a general desire at that point to go home, and
it didn’t seem to occur to most of the army that they couldn’t just walk away
from their conquest and expect it to remain open to Christians. Like the
proverbial dog that catches the car he’s chasing, they had the city by the
bumper, with no idea what to do with it.

And so the powwows began. There was a strong sentiment that government
in the city should be in the hands of the clergy, which many of the remaining
knights saw as a tactical folly, because the city was still surrounded by ene-
mies. At last, the respected Godfrey de Bouillon was elected to govern, at
least temporarily, and he took the modest title of “Defender of the Holy
Sepulcher.” Many Christians still felt that the governance of the Holy City
should be, like the Vatican, in the hands of the Church, an open city for all
faiths. But a year later, on Godfrey de Bouillon’s death, his brother Baldwin
was called back from Edessa, and was crowned King of Jerusalem in
November of 1100. For good or ill, the Crusader States, sometimes called
the Latin States, were born.
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Actually, there was another name for this new nation, one that isn’t heard as
often. They called it “Outremer,” and though it sounds like a mythical land at
the center of the earth in a Jules Verne story, Outremer was simply an
invented French word for a faraway kingdom across the sea (mer being
French for sea). And when wistful and homesick citizens of Outremer spoke
of home, they called it Citremer, implying the civilization, or les cités (cities)
across the sea.

Four kingdoms made up the Latin States:

v The Kingdom of Jerusalem

v The County of Edessa: This was to the north, in present-day Syria, and
was populated mainly by Armenians and Syrians. The kingdom was
established by Godfrey’s brother Baldwin, by means fair and foul that
are still debated by Crusader scholars. When Baldwin became King of
Jerusalem, he gave Edessa over to his cousin Baldwin Le Bourg.

v The Principality of Antioch: It was ruled by Bohemond, the Norman
warlord. After he was captured by the Muslims in 1100, it was given over
to his nephew Tancred. They replaced the Greek patriarch with a Latin
one, and bristled Christian sensibilities in the predominantly Greek,
Syrian, and Armenian Eastern Orthodox population.

v The County of Tripoli: It was founded by Raymond of Toulouse, who
began the siege of the city in 1102, after his part in the failed Crusade
of 1101. After his death in 1109, this kingdom was taken by Raymond’s
descendants, creating a new baronial house.

Islamic politics were a mess at this time, and it wasn’t until the arrival of
Saladin on the scene, nearly a century later, that Muslims began pulling their
oars in the same direction. But the Christians knew they couldn’t count on
Muslim factionalism as a defense forever. They began at once to build a line
of defensive forts, many of which still exist. The Knights Templar and the
Knights Hospitaller were a very important part of this building boom (see
Chapter 3).

Let’s Give It Another Shot:
The Second Crusade

A powerful Muslim warlord named Zengi of Mosul came out of the north in
the mid-12th century, attacking Damascus first. In 1144, Zengi overran the
County of Edessa, massacring the Franks and the Christians of the city. Pope
Eugenius Ill issued a papal bull calling for another Crusade, and the war was
on again.
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There’s one fact to remember about all the Crusades that would follow the
first: All were trying to imitate the success of the First Crusade, and for the
most part, all of them failed. The pope abused his powers in later centuries
by proclaiming a “crusade” against temporal powers that were giving him a
headache, or, more commonly, against factions of Christianity that he consid-
ered “heretical.” These “Crusades” were not popular, and they ended by low-
ering the prestige of the Church.

Like the sinking of the Titanic, the marriage of George Il to Caroline of
Brunswick, or the 1972 Super Bowl, the Second Crusade was one of those
grand and epic failures that leaves people hooting from the cheap seats,
giving off Bronx cheers, despite the dignity that Bernard of Clairvaux brought
to the whole affair.

Two powerful kings got on board for the Second Crusade: Louis VII of France,
and Conrad IIl, emperor of Germany. Although the Third Crusade would be
known as the Kings’ Crusade, the Abbot Bernard had drafted some impres-
sive bluebloods into this debacle.

Arriving at Constantinople late in 1147, each king would face major defeats at
the hands of the Turks. Conrad had brought with him a slew of nobles from
Germany, as well as the King of Poland and the King of Bohemia, and none of
them was any help whatsoever.

Conrad, in strange territory, was too proud to listen to the sound advice of the
Byzantine Emperor Manuel, disdaining his recommendations on routes and
supplies. As he waltzed his main force past Nicaea into the heart of Anatolia,
his men weary and his supplies running out, he may just as well have been
wearing a Kick ME sign on his back. He was attacked by a large Turkish force
on October 25, and his army was virtually annihilated. Conrad gathered
together the pathetic remnants of his forces and retreated to Nicaea.

Louis didn’t do much better. He had brought along his wife, the remarkable
Eleanor of Aquitaine. She was related by blood to several of the powerful
families of the Latin States. Shrewd, powerful, and immensely wealthy in her
own right, she would be the wife of both the French king and the English one,
and two of her sons would go on to become kings themselves. (For more on
Eleanor of Aquitaine and her Court of Love, see Chapter 10.)

Even after Conrad’s humiliating defeat, Louis could still put a staggering
50,000 men into the field. Unfortunately, his marriage to Eleanor was sinking
into the squabbling and accusations of adultery that would be its finish, and
this had a great effect on his ability to think tactically. Louis stubbornly
ignored the shrewd advice of Eleanor and her uncle, Prince Raymond of
Tripoli, that he should attack the city of Aleppo, which was the center of
power for the Crusaders’ new principle enemy, Nureddin, the son of Zengi.
Digging in his heels, Louis refused to listen to either of them, and finally
decided, for reasons unclear and probably capricious, to attack Damascus.
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Unur, who was the Turkish commander of Damascus, was also afraid of
Nureddin, and may well have been made an ally had Louis not had the bad
taste to lay siege to his city.

The campaign was bungled all around, and on July 28, after a mere five-day
siege, news came that Nureddin was approaching. Louis and his forces
retired with their tails between their legs, looking incredibly foolish. This
disaster, born out of a family squabble, led to bitter accusations of treachery
all around. Louis went home in a huff, leaving the Latin States, and his wife’s
family, to fend for themselves.

A dynamic new Muslim force

With the death of Nureddin in 1174, the Muslim forces of both Egypt and Syria
fell to his tactically brilliant protégé — the mighty Saladin (for more about
Saladin, see Chapter 5). Unfortunately, in that same year, Nureddin’s principle
enemy, King Amalric also died, leaving the Franks in a dynastic mess.

Amalric’s 13 year-old son, Baldwin IV, succeeded, but he had leprosy. With
his death eminent, two parties began to form around the deathbed — one
headed by the young king’s sister Sibyl and her husband, Guy of Lusignan,

a newcomer to the East, and the other around the “old” baronial families,
including Raymond III of Tripoli. It didn’t help Frankish nerves that their
urgent appeals to Pope Alexander III for help had gone unanswered. In March
of 1185, when the young Baldwin IV died, Raymond of Tripoli became regent
for Sybil’s son, Baldwin V. But when Raymond died in 1186, the faction
around Sibyl had its way and hastily crowned her queen. She, in turn,
crowned her husband, Guy.

So, the Franks were already near to civil war when Reginald of Chatillon,

lord of Kerak and Montreal, broke the truce they’d had with Saladin by
attacking a caravan. Saladin proclaimed jihad against the Latin Kingdoms.

In 1187, he crossed the Jordan River and took up a position on the other side.
The Crusaders had mobilized about 38,000 men, with about 1,200 in heavily
armed cavalry, a larger force on horseback than the enemy, although Saladin
probably had as many as 50,000 men.

The new king, Guy of Lusignan, would not exactly prove to be a tactical
genius. Ignoring the wise advice of the old campaigners, who were certain
that Saladin was baiting a trap for Guy in the city of Tripoli, the king led his
men, who were exhausted from a long march, with not enough food and
water, straight into Saladin’s trap. This was the battle at the Horns of Hattin,
(an extremely important moment in Templar history; see Chapter 5). It was
one of the worst defeats ever suffered by the Frankish forces. The foot sol-
diers broke and ran, causing chaos in the cavalry, and Saladin’s final charge
finished them. The king’s life was spared, but Saladin ordered many execu-
tions, including the instant decapitation of Reginald of Chatillon, who’d
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attacked Saladin’s caravan, and the execution of every Templar or Hospitaller
knight he could lay hands on, at least 200 of them. Saladin feared these war-
rior monks as he feared no others, and the rules of the game did not apply to
them. As for the rest, it was the usual — highborn were ransomed, lowborn
sold into slavery. At this point in time, there was really no military force left
for the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

Jerusalem falls

Saladin moved quickly, taking Tiberius, and then charging up the coast to
take Acre. By September of 1187, he had most of the major Latin strongholds,
including all the ports south of Tripoli except Tyre. There were only a handful
of men to defend Jerusalem, and, on October 2, Saladin took the city. He
wanted ransom rather than death. Inhabitants who could pay it were allowed
to leave freely. Several thousand of the unredeemed poor were sold into slav-
ery. Most who elected to stay were Syrian or Greek Christians. Later, he let
some of the Jewish population back in. By 1189, Saladin was pretty much the
lord of all he surveyed.

The news of the fall of Jerusalem reached the West even before the archbishop
who had been sent by the Franks to appeal for aid. The new pope, Gregory VIII,
promptly obliged with a crusade bull, calling for fasting and prayer as well. One
quick recovery was made by Conrad of Montferrat, Baldwin V’s uncle, who

put together a small force of Italian ships and took back the city of Tyre from
Saladin, while he was busy marching on Jerusalem. The following year, Saladin
released his prisoner, Guy of Lusignan, the king of Jerusalem, and, ominously,
Montferrat would not submit his fealty. The Latin barons were still sniping at
one another when the prayed-for ships appeared off Acre, bringing supplies
and the joyous news that a new army was on its way.

The Third Crusade

There is a very definite aura around the Third Crusade, one that resembles
the star power without a decent script that erupts into a big-budget
Hollywood flop-buster. All style and big budget, no substance.

Insofar as the players are concerned, the Third Crusade is definitely the most
famous of all the Crusades, but truth to tell, it didn’t accomplish much. It did
restore the Latin States, sort of. It left them well-enough fortified to linger on

for another century, which isn’t much of a victory, considering this Crusade’s
size and splendor.
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Cecil B.

In 1935, Hollywood's most powerful director,
Cecil B. DeMille, was working on his latest over-
sized epic, The Crusades. He received a letter
from an Islamic citizen’s group, worried over his
portrayal of Islam in his film. DeMille certainly
had the power to file it in the circular, if he'd
chosen to. But being a gentleman of the old
school, he arranged a prescreening for the
group, in order to ensure that he'd done nothing
to offend them. At that “work print” stage, he
would be able to alter anything that they found
objectionable.

When the lights came up after the movie, Mr.
DeMille found a roomful of people who were
perfectly happy with his film. Actually, they
were delighted with his film. In fact, they asked
to see it again. When The Crusades had its ini-
tial run in Cairo, it played for an astonishing
three years. And when DeMille went to Egypt to
film The Ten Commandments in 1957, he was
fawned over by no less a fan than President
Gamal Abdel Nasser, who gushed that The
Crusades was his favorite film, and as a boy
he'd seen it 20 times.

DeMille

This isn't at all hard for a historian to understand.
DeMille was a very well-read man, and he'd
been raised on the Crusader stories of the 19th
century. In those stories, the larger-than-life
figure of Saladin was a man of heroic propor-
tions. He was the epic figure of an enemy worthy
of a knight's steel — courageous and courteous,
honorable and proud, with a deep spirituality
that was matched by his skill as a warrior. This
gave the troubadour tales an aura of tragedy;
had Richard and Saladin been born on the same
side, they would doubtless have been friends.
As it was, the relationship between these two
mythic figures was something of a mutual admi-
ration society. In DeMille’s film treatment of the
Third Crusade, there's no question at all that the
brave and noble Saladin, played by the hand-
some actor lan Keith, comes off a whole lot
better than Henry Wilcoxon's loutish and
lunkheaded Richard. In fact, Richard very nearly
loses the girl to Saladin’s charms. This is hardly
a case of fanatical Western Christians demoniz-
ing a Muslim.

Well, perhaps one other thing was accomplished. The Third Crusade became

the wellspring for the West’s most enduring myths and legends of Crusader
knights, their ladies fair, and their Muslim enemy. This was the Crusade of
Richard the Lionheart, Saladin, Robin Hood, and the evil Prince John.
Unfortunately, these deeply engrained myths can overshadow truth.

Lately, a lot of books about the Crusades are skewed by what'’s called
“revisionist history,” a good thing so long as people aren’t blinded by a
new, but equally unchallengeable, orthodoxy. As the pendulum swings in

the opposite direction, and Crusaders become the bad guys, certain aspects

can be particularly annoying. These works often suggest that the people of
the West have always seen Muslim leaders like Saladin in a negative light.
Nothing, absolutely nothing, could be farther from the truth. Saladin was a
legendary figure in Western mythology, sharing the stage with Richard the
Lionheart. (See the nearby “Cecil B. DeMille” sidebar for more.)
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The celebrity crusade

Here are the bare facts of the Third Crusade, starting with a list of the kings
who dropped everything to answer the pope’s appeal. It was definitely the
Hollywood Squares of the Crusades:

v William II of Sicily, known as William the Good, in contrast to his
father, who had been called William the Bad. Sicilians let you know
what they think of you.

v Frederick I Barbarossa, fabled emperor of the Holy Roman Empire,
who came at the age of 70, despite the fact that he’d been feuding with
the pope off and on. He crossed Hungary into Byzantium with the largest
Crusader force ever assembled. In 1190, he reached Iconium, after
defeating a Turkish army on the way. He then crossed into Armenian
territory, but on June 10, while riding ahead with his bodyguard, he
was drowned fording a stream. His death broke the spirit of the German
army, many of whom turned back, but smaller contingents kept on,
under his son Frederick of Swabia, and Leopold of Austria. Saladin had
been a little discomfited at the thought of facing the legendary Frederick
in battle and thought his drowning an act of God.

v+~ Phillip II Augustus, king of France, son of Louis VII, and perennial
enemy of Richard.

v Henry II of England, who took the Cross but died before he could go,
in 1189, passing the ball to his eldest son, Richard the Lionheart. The
British and French were feuding with one another over territorial claims
of the English in France, but they arrived together in 1190, three years
after Hattin. In 1191, they laid siege to Acre.

Richard did stop along the way to conquer Cyprus. In all fairness, the rene-
gade Comnenus there, Isaac Comnenus, was holding both Richard’s sister
Joan and his fiancé Berengaria as hostages, after they’d been shipwrecked
there on the way to join Richard. It was a small event of the Third Crusade,
though in later years Cyprus would prove to be a valuable tactical possession
for the West.

Richard and Saladin

A month after the siege began, Acre fell to the Crusaders. The arguments
started about ten minutes after the kings passed through the gates. Saladin
seemed to be trying to dance out of signing a surrender agreement, and
Richard massacred a couple thousand Muslim prisoners as a result.

This Crusade developed into something of a grudge match, since both forces
were roughly equal, and both commanders, Richard and Saladin, tactically bril-
liant. They also had enormous respect for one another as adversaries. Both
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could be ruthless, and both had an unusual and singular sense of honor that
seemed to mirror one another’s, far more so than in the testy relationship
between Richard and the other Christian kings. Consequently, the war was

a stalemate; a diplomatic solution was needed, but both proved to be lousy
diplomats. At last came the Treaty of Jaffa in 1192, which left the Franks in con-
trol of the coast from Acre to Jaffa, and gave Christians access to Jerusalem.

Tactically, the Third Crusade failed to retake Jerusalem, its principle objec-
tive, but it did take Acre and secure enough of the coastline to keep the Latin
States going. Richard also conceded to the majority of the Latin barons that
King Guy should be deposed, and he endorsed Conrad of Montferrat, who
was assassinated soon after, another scandal that would involve the
Templars in accusations of collusion with the Islamic cult of the Assassins
(see Chapter 5). Guy was given the governorship of the new possession of
Cyprus, which he managed not to screw up.

Unfortunately, Richard and Saladin, by that time, seemed to need each other
in some way in order to function. Saladin died six months after the treaty was
signed. Richard, himself very ill, was shipwrecked on his journey home. (It’s
easy to see why the Crusaders eventually left the business of sea transport to
the Venetians.) Later, Richard fell into the hands of Leopold of Austria, who
had not forgotten Richard’s slights to him at Acre. He was held hostage until
the English people could raise enough money to sooth Leopold’s hurt feelings.

The Final Curtain

It’s probably not fair to say that nothing of much importance happened in
Crusades number 4, 5, 6 and 7. But the fact is, nothing of much importance
happened, at least, not until the finale. Also, despite all that death and dysen-
tery and derring-do, nothing much happened that is of great importance to
the Templar story that we don’t cover in far greater detail in Chapter 5 on the
fall of the Templars. So, what follows is a miniaturized, encapsulated, freeze-
dried, and vacuum-packed version of the last four important Crusades.

The Fourth Crusade

If the Second Crusade was a disaster, the fourth played out like a darkly comic
farce. Pope Innocent III tried to recapture the glory days of the First Crusade
but made his biggest mistake in 1199 when he hired the Venetians, the trading
lords of the Mediterranean, to ferry his army across to the Holy Land. Venice
had once been a colony of Byzantium, and there was bad blood between
them. Once again, as always, the Crusaders wanted to break the Cairo/Syrian
axis by attacking Cairo, but Venice had close trading ties with Egypt.
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Before long, the wily Venetians were running the show, talking the two chief
knights of the Crusade, both of whom were married to Byzantine princesses,
into overthrowing the emperor of Byzantium instead. The combined Latin
and Venetian forces sacked Constantinople and set up their own government.
When the pope tried to stop them, he was told to butt out.

It was the ugliest and most ignoble of all the Crusades. Chaos reigned, with
no heroes in sight. Saladin was dead, and Muslim alliances were falling apart.
In Europe, occasional outbreaks of mass hysteria resulted in tragedies like
the “Children’s Crusade” and the “Shepherd’s Crusade,” in which thousands
of innocent children marched off to Constantinople with the pope’s blessing,
ending up dead or in the slave markets of the East. Meanwhile, the nobility
was growing disenchanted with the whole mess.

The Fifth Crusade

Pope Innocent Il was of the “if at first you don’t succeed” school of military
planning. In May of 1218, he fast-talked the emperor of Germany into a
Crusade, even dusting off the old plan that had failed twice before — attack
and take Cairo, break the Egypt/Syria axis, and use the city as a bargaining
chip to get back Jerusalem. It was an eight-year debacle. Many times the
Egyptians were ready to make peace and a compromise, but the papal legates
along for the ride kept interfering in military matters, and it all ended in a lot
of blood spilled for nothing.

The Sixth Crusade

Civilization and common sense actually triumphed in this Crusade. Pope
Gregory IX sent the German emperor to make war in Egypt, and instead he
brokered a ten-year peace with the equally wise sultan of Egypt. Not a drop of
blood was spilled, and warmongers on both sides were deeply disappointed.
About five minutes after the peace ran out, early in 1239, the newly powerful
Kwarezmian Turks invaded the Levant. Eventually the Egyptians joined them,
and together they sacked Jerusalem in 1244.

The Seventh Crusade

Sacking Jerusalem was always an invitation to war with the Christians. In
1245, the truly brave and noble French king, Louis IX, drafted Pope Innocent
IV into helping him put together a Crusade, reversing the process for once.
He tried twice to take back the Holy City and was finally captured by the
Muslims. When he was ransomed back in 1254, he was too weak and ill to
fight any longer.
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By 1260, two powerful new forces were slugging it out, using Palestine as a
battleground:

v The Mongols who were sweeping out of the East

v The new dynasty of Mamluks out of Egypt, former slave-bodyguards of
the sultans who were devastating warriors

Baybars, the Mamluk sultan of Egypt, who is still a great hero in the Islamic
world, drove out both the Mongols and the Franks, reducing the Crusaders to
a few fortified coastal cities. He massacred the inhabitants of all the cities he
took, on the flimsy pretext that they had aided the Mongols.

In what’s often called the Eighth Crusade, poor Louis IX, still weak in health,
felt guilty over all the massacres that wouldn’t have happened if he had suc-
ceeded. He returned in 1270, though he could get no other king to accompany
him. Both Louis and his son died in Egypt within the year, and the army lost
more men to fever and dysentery than to war. Louis’s brother Charles evacu-
ated what was left of the army, and when a small force of English knights
arrived to relieve him (the Ninth Crusade?) they were too late. So everybody
went home, where they probably should have stayed to begin with.

In 1274, at the Council of Lyon, Pope Gregory X called for another Crusade
to rescue the Holy Land. He got dead silence in reply, punctuated by a few
cricket noises. European kings were now in debt up to their eyeballs, most
were at war or planning to be with one another, and they were all sick of
pumping money into the Middle East. By 1291, the Mamluks conquered the
last Crusader stronghold of Acre on the Levantine coast, massacring anyone
left alive. The era of the Crusades was finished.
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Chapter 3
The Rise of the Knights Templar

In This Chapter

Defending against villains, thieves, and ugly mugs
Standing alone: New knights against the tide
Reclaiming Solomon’s Temple

Reshaping Europe, Jerusalem, and the Catholic Church

In the Middle Ages, magical thinking was simply a normal part of life, a
shared view of the world. People believed that witches would sink if you
threw them into the water, that base metal could be turned to gold, and that
comets were an ominous portent of some sort of disaster. They also believed
that kneeling at the tomb of Jesus could cure disease or erase a past sin.

The concept of pilgrimage is an old one. It’s based on a human foible that
may not make any sense, but it just comes with the rest of the equipment.
People have a tendency to believe that an object or a place can hold within it
some sort of ectoplasmic essence of a person or event. And nowhere is this
more true than in regards to religious faith.

It was the misfortune of Christian pilgrims that so many of the important
sites of the faith were in the perpetual war zone of the Middle East. There
were about 50 understaffed years between the victory of the First Crusade
that established the Latin States, and the arrival of reinforcements in the
Second Crusade. There were very few knights to protect the cities they’d
taken, much less to patrol the roads to get there. But the pilgrims kept
coming, the numbers steadily increasing. They often carried all their wealth
in their scrip, a sort of a backpack, to have access to money during a journey
that could take a year and more. Sometimes they weren’t even certain of the
route they should take to get there. But they trusted in God to protect them.
In other words, they meandered into a war zone with a cross pinned to their
breasts and a target painted on their backs.

This chapter discusses the plight of the pilgrims, and how, in 1119, a French
knight named Hugues de Payen felt called by God to help them. He put
together a force of nine knights who vowed to keep the roads of the Holy
Land safe. They vowed as well to live as monks, promising poverty, chastity
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and obedience. It was an unprecedented act for warrior knights that would
have enormous repercussions on history, when these nine impoverished sol-
diers were catapulted to the pinnacle of the medieval world. They would be
known to history as the Knights Templar.

The Perils of Pilgrimage

The roads were dusty, the terrain was mountainous, and the climate was
inhospitable. For anyone accustomed to the rolling green pastures of Sussex
or the lush alluvial farmlands of the Loire, the landscape would have seemed
as alien as the surface of the moon.

The passage east, with its bone-dry, crystalline air; its painfully blue sky; and
its stunted and twisted scrub brush scattered across miles and miles of waste
ground — this was the Route of the Pilgrims, the road from Jaffa on the coast
to inland Jerusalem that most Christians took to reach the sites sacred to
their faith. Far more about this place than just its climate was inhospitable. It
was a supremely dangerous road to travel, alone and unarmed. It’s often said
of any journey that the last mile is always the longest — nowhere was this
truer than on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. After surviving the hazards of the
barbarous roads of Europe and the perils of crossing the sea, after traveling
thousands of miles, the last 40 miles were the most dangerous of them all.

There were two common routes for a pilgrim traveling from Europe to the
East. One was a land route, which began by heading, from wherever you
were, toward the Mediterranean, through the south of France and the north
of Italy, up and around the coastline of the Adriatic, following the old Roman
road along the Danube, then again southeast, through the Slavic nations to
the Bosporus. From there it was a game of leapfrog: Nicomedia to Tarsus,
Tarsus to Antioch, Antioch to Tripoli, then finally to Jerusalem. Most pilgrims
would stop off at major points, particularly Constantinople, to see the daz-
zling sights of the “Rome of the East.” This path to Jerusalem, though long,
was the one most commonly taken by the poorest pilgrims, because they
could walk the entire way, without paying for passage. If one could afford it, a
donkey was a great help on this route.

The other way from Europe to the East was by sea. Typically, pilgrims set out
in the spring, heading for the coastal towns of Italy or southern France. After
passage was arranged, they took a ship across the Mediterranean, usually
island-hopping, stopping in at Sicily or Crete, then Rhodes or Cyprus, to take on
water and supplies. The feluccas, with their distinctive triangular fore-and-aft
sails, and other, smaller square-sailed ships that plied the Mediterranean were
lean, lightweight, fast, and maneuverable, but they couldn’t carry enough water
to make it all the way across the Mediterranean Sea. Their captains felt safer
keeping land in sight.
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Generally, they sailed directly east from Cyprus, and at Syria they turned
south, moving down the coast until they docked at one of the common drop-
off points — Acre, Jaffa, Beirut, or Tyre, depending on political and weather
conditions at the moment, or the convenience of that particular ship. By the
13th century, the most common point from which to leave Europe was defi-
nitely Venice. The Venetians were by then the greatest commercial power on
the Mediterranean, and there wasn’t anyone or anything that they wouldn’t
take on to make a profit. In fact, though early pilgrims came to depend very
much on the Knights Templar, who were the closest thing on this journey to a
string of banks and travel agents, as the years passed, Venice stepped in to
fill the breach. And they got it down to a fine art. Fifty golden ducats would
buy you a package trip, including your fare from Venice to Jaffa and back, and
tours of the most important sites on arrival.

The route by sea became more popular as the Crusades approached. The
stretch through Asia Minor on the route by land had once belonged to the
Byzantine Christians, but by the 11th century the Seljuq Turks were all over
it, and of the many groups who were a potential threat to pilgrims, the
Seljugs were the worst.

Why bother?

So, you ask, why bother with the whole thing? A fair question.

Jerusalem is a holy city for all three of the world’s major monotheistic

faiths — Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. For the ancient Jews, the pilgrimage
to Jerusalem for Passover each year was part of the bedrock of their faith.
Remember that, in ancient times, most Jews did not live any farther from
Jerusalem than the countryside surrounding it. In fact, it was forbidden to
sacrifice anywhere but the Temple on the Mount. The Diaspora (the scatter-
ing of the tribes of Israel) changed Judaism to a great extent, making it more
cerebral, less tied to a physical temple. Nevertheless, each year, devout Jews
still prayed at their Passover Seder, “Next year in Jerusalem.”

Pilgrimage (the hajj) was also an ingrained idea for the Muslims. At least once
in his lifetime, every devout Muslim was — and is — expected to travel to

the city of Mecca, and take part in the Kaaba ritual there during the holy
month of Ramadan; this is one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith. Apart
from the hajj, any pilgrimage to any spot sacred to Allah is held to be a holy
act for the faithful.

Christianity is the only one of the three religions that does not specifically lay
out the need for pilgrimage in its rituals and dogma. Yet, pilgrimage was no
less sacred to a medieval Christian. And Jerusalem was no less a holy city for
the Christians. This was the land where Christ had walked. It was the city of
his final ministry, of his crucifixion, burial, and resurrection. What it would
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mean for medieval Christians to stand in the holiest of holies, the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre, the very tomb of their risen Lord, is difficult for the
modern, secular mind to grasp fully.

St. Helena discovers it all

Christians had been making pilgrimages since before the Gospels were writ-
ten down. But there’s no question that one very powerful and determined
woman brought about the virtual exodus of Christian pilgrims to Jerusalem of
later centuries. Her name was Flavia Iulia Helena, now known as St. Helena,
the mother of the emperor Constantine the Great, the first Christian emperor
of Rome. She would leave an imprint on Christianity nearly as important as
her son’s.

In A.D. 327, at the spry age of 72 Helena traveled to the city of Jerusalem to
see the Holy Places of her newfound Christianity before she died, guided by
no less a personage than the patriarch of Jerusalem (some sources say she
was as young as 53 or as old as 79). It is said that she consulted with many
advisors, and then, like a Byzantine, post-menopausal Indiana Jones, set out
to discover the site of Golgotha, the place of Christ’s crucifixion. Beneath the
cistern of a pagan temple to Aphrodite, she uncovered the remains of three
wooden crosses. According to legend, she determined which had been the
crosses of the two criminals and which the cross of Christ by laying an old
woman who was very ill on each one of them. Needless to say, the cross of
Christ was the one that cured her.

Helena returned with the True Cross to Constantinople, where her son would
put it in a place of honor, crowning the last of four enormous arches that led
to the entrance of the new capital he was building. He also returned a piece of
it to Jerusalem, to be placed in a new church, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
that he decided to have built over the spot. In fact, after hearing his mother’s
tales of the holy sites she’d seen, he passed a decree opening the treasury for
her use, and the dowager empress spread it across Palestine as seed money,
to build churches in all the most important holy sites.

Wherever they landed, or from whatever direction they’d come, pilgrims ended
up on the coast road of the Levant, funneled toward the city of Jaffa. And run-
ning north to south along that road, strung across the coast like pearls on a
harem princess, were the legendary trading cities of the eastern Mediterranean.
Most had been founded by the trading empire of the Phoenicians, ten cen-
turies before Christ. There were the famed twin cities of Sidon and Tyre, as
well as Beirut, Jaffa, Acre, and Tripoli. Here Christian pilgrims were met with
what must have seemed every race and creed of mankind; Berbers of North
Africa, Persians from the mythic East, Arabians and Greeks, Ethiopians and
Turks, all of them part of the clamor of commerce that had been thriving there
for centuries, through wars and plagues and various changes of ownership.
To someone who’d never been outside the confines of his village in France or
Germany or England, it must have been an overwhelming experience.
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These Christian dogs will buy anything! —
The lucrative trade in “holy relics”

It all began with two famous remnants of the
death of Christ. The first, the Holy Spear of
Antioch, was found beneath the city’s citadel by
a monk named Peter Bartholomew who was
certain it was the spear used to pierce Christ’s
side when he was on the cross. The Norman
knights who'd just taken the city had more
important things on their minds, but the monk
wouldnt back down from his story. In fact, he
believed it so strongly that he underwent a trial
by fire to prove the spear was real — and died.
Although, in the end, there are several Roman
spears (at least four) that have as good a claim
as any other of being the true spear. The second
was the True Cross itself, object of endless con-
jecture, searching, and zealotry. Christian belief
was absolute that touching the Cross could cure
the sick and wipe away sin. At first, the sharp-
eyed Arab traders of Palestine were at least a
little wary, though they soon discovered that
gullible Christian tourists would shell out for just
about anything— old lumps of iron that became
nails from the cross, the toe bone of St. Catherine,
the finger bone of St. James, the sandal strap of
John the Baptist, the tassels of Salome.

When the greedy and unethical knights of the
Fourth Crusade carved up the Byzantine Empire,

one of the first things they got their hands on
was the True Cross, breaking it up into as many
pieces as possible, and distributing it, like
everyone's fair share of the peanut brittle, to
all the knights and bishops present. After that,
there wasn't a toothpick from Belgrade to
Hamburg that didn’t come with a provenance
claiming was it part of the True Cross. Actually,
there is some fairly respectable scientific evi-
dence that many of these are the genuine arti-
cle. Atthe very least, the relics held in churches
and museums and private collections the world
over came, for the most part, from the same
tree. Many religious scholars have attempted to
prove that, if they were all put back together,
they still would not constitute enough wood to
form even one cross large enough to hang a
man from. Yet, considering the loopier aspects
of the relics trade, it's impossible not to laugh
over the words of the Protestant reformer John
Calvin. “There is no abbey so poor as not to
have a specimen [of the True Cross] ... . if all the
pieces that could be found were collected
together, they would make a ship-load. Yet,
the Gospels testify that one man was able to
carry it.”

When they reached Jaffa, pilgrims turned east to cover the short, final dis-
tance cross-country to Jerusalem. Their first view of the city would have

been of the shimmering globe of the Dome of the Rock, which they could see

from the crest at the monastery of St. Samuel, the hill that was known as

Montjoie, the joyful hill at the journey’s end. The average pilgrim was particu-

larly thrilled if he’d managed to survive the journey in one piece.

Medieval muggers

Brigandage, what nowadays we would call either a mugging or a carjacking,

was a constant problem on the back roads of Europe. But that problem was
unimaginably worse on the desert roads of Palestine. At one time, all of it had
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belonged to the Byzantine Empire, the surviving, eastern half of the Roman
Empire, and a certain amount of order was kept by the legions and the city
patrols of the emperor. But in 1071, a key year for the Templar story, the
Byzantines were shown to the world to be a gilded and hollow shell of a once
mighty empire, when they were annihilated at the Battle of Manzikert by the
invading hordes of Seljuq Turks out of the steppes of Asia.

The Seljugs were a violent tribe to begin with, before they conquered the city
of Baghdad and were, in the process, converted to Islam in the late eighth
century. Afterward, their radical Sunni brand of Islam went west along with
them, combining religious fanaticism with an already characteristic merci-
lessness. When the Seljugs swept westward out of Asia, even their fellow
Sunni Muslims got out of the way.

After the arrival of the Seljuqs in Asia Minor, these incidents of brigandage
were more numerous, and more deadly. Crusader forces kept Jerusalem safe,
but when you were outside the city walls, all bets were off. Distant areas like
Galilee, close to cities held by the Turks, were particularly dangerous. For exam-
ple,in 1119, the year the Templars were formed, 700 pilgrims were attacked
by Saracens on their way to visit the River Jordan at Easter. Three hundred
were killed, and 60 more whisked off to the slave market. This was not a minor
irritant — it was a major problem. And there’s a good chance that this was
the final straw that led to the formation of the Knights Templars.

Due to the many upheavals of Palestine over the centuries, not to mention the
persistent lack of any local authority to keep order, the roads of the Holy Land
were always teeming with shady characters of every race, color, and creed.
Small bands of out-of-work mercenaries hunted together, as well as deserters
from the various armies who’d marched through over the years, the Persians
and the Arabs, the Byzantines and the Crusaders. Throw in some cutthroats
who’d jumped ship at one of the Levantine ports, a few local sheep herders
who were looking for ways to augment their income, and then add just a dash
of the bully boys who simply love their work, and you’ve got the most villain-
ous witch’s brew of thugs, vandals, rapists, thieves, assassins, pickpockets,
sadists, and reprobates to ever blacken the pages of history.

Just who is a Saracen, anyway?

When you read the journals and letters of
medieval travelers to the Holy Land, you see the
term Saracen a lot. To these Europeans, it was
a blanket term, one that referred to Arabs, Turks,
or Syrians, and just about anyone else who was
a Muslim. Turkis another term that comes along
often, especially a little later in history. Although
modern scholars have sometimes tried to paint

the word Saracen as some sort of racial slur, it
really wasn't. These people didn't read the New
York Times over coffee. They knew little enough
about the geopolitical realities of their own
countries, much less the complex weave of
races and nations that made up the fabric of the
Near East in this period.
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Even if they’d wanted to go straight and turn over a new leaf, Palestine wasn’t
the place to do it. No matter what the Bible says about the land of milk and
honey, this was a land laid waste, crippled by poverty and drought. So why,
you may ask, didn’t they roam off to look for greener pastures? Willie Sutton
famously said, when he was asked why he robbed banks, “Because that’s where
they keep the money.” For these sharks, the flow of pilgrims down the road to
glory was a smorgasbord. These pilgrims were often old or weak, as well as
naive and starry-eyed, carrying their cash and all the rest of their earthly pos-
sessions, their eyes fixed on the eastern horizon instead of their money belts.
It was like ringing the dinner bell.

And now, after Manzikert, the thieves, pirates, and cutthroats behind every
rock and around every bend were reinforced by the Seljugs, who were essen-
tially organized and well-armed thieves, pirates, and cutthroats.

Where'd everybody go?

The First Crusade (see Chapter 2), called by Pope Urban Il in 1095, was really
the only Crusade that achieved its stated goal. The Crusaders had defeated
the Turks and taken for themselves the territory of the Levant, which was the
tactically and economically important coastline of the eastern Mediterranean.
By the year 1100, the four Crusader States, or Latin States, of the Holy Land had
been formed (see Figure 3-1). One of the most respected of the knights who’d
fought the campaign, Godfrey de Bouillon, was made “Defender of the Holy
Sepulchre,” essentially the king of Jerusalem in everything but title. Afterward,
everybody had a good meal on Godfrey, and then decided they were ready to
go home. Well, after all, they hadn’t come to do any nation-building.

All at once it dawned on the lords of the First Crusade that they had a dilemma:
How were they going to hold this land they’d taken, so that it didn’t fall back
into Turkish hands about 15 minutes after they hit the road? It was a continu-
ing problem with warfare in the Middle Ages. Under the feudal system of the
day, the knights who held fiefdoms under any particular lord were bound to
give over a certain number of armed men for any of the lord’s campaigns, a
number generally set by the size and wealth of the fief in question. But there
was a time limit to this service, because the knight’s principle objective was
to hold and work the land he’d been given. Very often, the amount of time
owed for military service was a mere 40 days a year. That system was fine if
your principal enemy was the duke whose lands adjoined yours. But for a
Crusader knight, 40 days would just about have gotten him to the port of
Brindisi in Italy. Clearly, this system wasn’t going to work very well in an
expanding Christian universe.

Slowly, as kings became wealthier and more powerful, the professional stand-
ing army of paid mercenaries would be born. But at this time period, standing
armies simply didn’t exist for the warlords of the First Crusade. In fact, when

the Knights Templar came along, many historians consider them to have been
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the first standing army in Europe since the age of Rome. Of course, this stand-
ing army didn’t stand their ground because they were paid to. These men
would give up their homes and commit themselves to loneliness, poverty,
and perpetual warfare for their love of Christ and their hope of salvation.

After the mass exodus of Crusaders back to Europe, it’s estimated that as

few as 300 knights and perhaps as many foot soldiers remained to garrison
Jerusalem. For this skeleton crew who remained behind, it was to their good
fortune that the Muslims of the period were too busy fighting one another to
make a major, concerted attempt to dislodge the Christians. There was a grave
and bloody line in the sand between the Sunni Muslims of the north and east,
like the Seljuq Turks or the caliphs of Baghdad, and the Shiite Muslims of the
powerful Fatimid Caliphate in Egypt. They despised one another as heretics,
and the wars between them, both large and petty, kept them employed for the
next 40 years. In fact, it seemed to successive rulers of the Crusader states that
this dividing line between the Muslims to the northeast and the Muslims to
the southwest would always serve to protect them, and they quite deliberately
made various pacts with first one and then another Islamic lord, playing them
off of one another. The Crusaders’ worst nightmare, an axis forming between
the two Islamic worlds that could surround and strangle their new nation of
Outremer (their term for the Latin States) was another century away:.
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In fact, the four Latin States would have been there for nearly 50 years before
the arrival of the first serious threat to their existence, in the form of the
Muslim warlord Zengi of Mosul. At that point, around 1144, they sent out an
SOS, and the Second Crusade was put together. They had taken Jerusalem in
July of 1099, but the first major reinforcement of Crusader knights from
Europe didn’t arrive in the Holy Land until 1147.

Yet, during this period between the First and the Second Crusades, the pil-
grims came once again, not in dribs and drabs, but in waves. They were used
to dangerous territory — it was the common experience of all Europeans who
risked travel, but the treacherous roads of the East were even worse than

the ones they’d left behind. For safety’s sake, they often traveled in groups,
sometimes fairly large ones. But this really didn’t help much if they were part
of a caravan of ragtag men with little or no battle training, herding their women
and children with them — especially not in the face of a massed attack of ruth-
less Turkish warriors. Jerusalem was taken, and Jerusalem was held. But in
reality it didn’t make much sense for the Crusaders to have bled to take the
Holy City, not if the average pilgrim couldn’t survive the journey to get there.

A New Knighthood

Two fabled knights finally decided that something had to be done about it. They
were Hugues de Payens, a noble knight from the Champagne region in France,
and Geoffrey de St. Omer, a Flemish knight from northern France. Legend has
it that the two knights were so poor upon their arrival in the Holy Land that
they shared a horse, the origin of the famous symbol of the Knights Templar
(see Chapter 4).

“The Poor Knights of Christ”

Between 1119 and 1120, Hugues de Payens and Geoffrey de St. Omer gathered
about them seven fellow knights whose thinking was similar to their own. They
called themselves the Poor Knights of Christ (or more formally, the Poor Fellow
Soldiers of Christ), and their mission would be to protect pilgrims on the road
to Jerusalem.

Their actions were not entirely without precedent. Across Europe in the 10th
and 11th centuries, poverty and political anarchy — two forces that will always
breed lawlessness and thievery — were widespread. By the late tenth century,
it was becoming somewhat common for small confraternities of knights to take
it upon themselves to support and guard a particular shrine or monastery
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that was in danger from the nomadic bands of outlaws that controlled the
roads in the backcountry. They bound themselves to one another for the
sake of their avowed purpose. This effort was a strictly volunteer one, some-
thing that a knight with the time or the opportunity undertook for the sake of
his Christian faith. During the Crusades, this basic idea became even more
popular, the creation of a shared fraternal experience that gave one particu-
lar group of knights a common identity.

This was essentially how the Poor Knights of Christ were born, in a volunteer
effort to protect and to aid Christian pilgrims. But what made these men remark-
able was the length to which they were willing to go for the sake of their faith.
The natural desire to return to their homes was put aside. More importantly,
they discussed it, and then took it upon themselves to swear to the vows of a
monk as well as a knight. These were the vows of St. Augustine, promising
poverty, chastity, and obedience. No church or brotherhood had asked this of
them — it was a sacrifice to their faith that they made of their own free will.

Legend has it that Baldwin II, King of Jerusalem at that time, was quite taken
with the idea, and the first two young French noblemen, Hugues and Geoffrey,
took their vows before the king and the patriarch of Jerusalem on Christmas
Day in 1119. A few weeks into the new year, all nine knights gathered together
at the Council of Nablus, north of Jerusalem, and were formally accepted by
the clergy meeting there.

The Knights Templar

King Baldwin was thrilled and handed over a portion of the Temple Mount,
around the area of the Al-Aqsa Mosque, to the knights as their new home.
The Crusaders always called Al-Aqsa the Temple of Solomon, though whether
from a stubborn denial of an Islamic presence there or simple ignorance that
it had been built as a mosque is debatable. Regardless, the area given to the
Poor Knights of Christ was believed to be the ruins of the temple, and they
became known as the Poor Knights of Christ and the Temple, or more simply,
the Knights Templar.

It was sometimes said of the Poor Knights that their pride was their undoing,
but in those first lonely years in the desert, there was no arrogance or vanity
in this sacrifice. They had chosen a harsh and dangerous life, not to mention
an ascetic one, and there was no one around to applaud. But as time passed
and the legend grew, this additional sacrifice of taking holy orders was an act
that would ennoble them in the eyes of their contemporaries. To voluntarily
give up gambling and whoring, drinking and pillaging —the most cherished
pastimes of any knight — was an act without precedence in the history of
the faith.
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The Temple Mount: Ground zero for
Jews, Christians, and Muslims

The Temple Mount, the low hill in Jerusalem, is
the most sacred place on earth for the Jewish
faith. Itis also, without doubt, the most hotly con-
tested, blood-soaked piece of ground on earth. It
stands on the site upon which Abraham was
prepared to sacrifice his son’s life for his faith,
before God stayed his hand, and promised him
the hill and beyond for a nation of his descen-
dants. But after making war with the Babylonians,
the Seleucids, and numerous other invaders,
Jerusalem was stamped flat by the Romans in
three major wars that strung out through the first
and second centuries A.D. The Temple Mount
stood barren and abandoned. At the Wailing
Wall, the last remnant of the great temple, Jews
mourn the loss of it to the present day.

In the century after the conversion of Con-
stantine in A.D. 321, Jerusalem had been a
Christian city. It remained one until the rise of
the Persian Empire (modern-day Iran), which
invaded Palestine, laying siege to Jerusalem
and taking the city in A.p. 614. Roughly 60,000
Christians were slaughtered. The new young
Byzantine emperor, Heraclius, defeated the
Persians at the Battle of Nineveh in 627. The
Persians had taken the remnants of the True
Cross, as well as other Christian relics, back to
their capital as prizes of war. Heraclius, in the
year 630, rode through the gates of Jerusalem
in triumph, returning the True Cross to its home
in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

At this point, Jerusalem began to change hands
more often than the government of Italy. In the
seventh and early eighth centuries after Christ,
a warrior of Mecca named Mohammed created
a new religion and converted the whole of the
Arabian peninsula, before he set out to conquer
the rest of humanity, all in the space of ten
years. After the death of Mohammed in 632, his
followers poured out of Saudi Arabia, mowing
down any armies, large or small, who got in

their way. To the astonishment of the world,
both East and West, the armies of Islam stormed
North Africa, knocked out the mighty Persian
Empire, and then began to devour all the Near
East — including Jerusalem. Jerusalem’s con-
queror, Caliph Omar, prayed on the Temple
Mount and then ordered the construction of
a mosque — later replaced by the Al-Agsa
Mosque — to honor Mohammed, who was said
to have had a dream on this spot in which an
angel promised him his ascent to heaven.

Still, for the next few centuries, as far as Jews
and Christian pilgrims were concerned, the
whole thing could have been a lot worse. It's
true that the Muslims claimed the Temple
Mount as Islam’s possession, and proceeded to
pave it over like a pork-barrel governor spend-
ing out a fat federal highway grant, only to lay
out another, larger mosque, the Dome of the
Rock. But for the time being, Christians and Jews
living under Muslim rule could still go to their
shrines and pray to their God. For Mohammed,
the other three monotheistic faiths — the Jews,
the Christians, and the Zoroastrians (the
Persians had been Zoroastrians) — were called
the People of the Book, and were treated better
than pagans, who were killed at once. If the
People of the Book chose not to convert, they
had to live under a system called dhimmitude, a
state of second-class citizenship in a Muslim
country that included high taxes and some
occasional, humiliating razzing. But they could
still worship as they pleased.

But by the ninth and tenth centuries, the sun
was setting on the once-powerful Umayyad
Caliphate of Omar, which was followed by the
Abbasid dynasty. The next overlord to take
Palestine and southern Syria was one of his-
tory’s complete nut cases, the ruler of the
Fatimid Caliphate of Egypt, which was reaching
its peak of power and dominance.

(continued)
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(continued)

His name, in a very abbreviated version, was
Abu Ali Al-Mansur, alias Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah
(Arabic for “Ruler by God's Command”). He
became the sixth caliph of the Fatimid Shiite
dynasty of Egypt in 996. But Al-Hakim is far
more commonly known as the “Mad Caliph,”
and with ample cause. If not an out-and-out
psychotic, he was at the very least the worst
sort of bipolar problem child. His mood swings
were remarkable; sometimes he was doing the
work of an enlightened ruler, feeding the poor
and founding universities; other times, he was
persecuting one faith or another, and ordering
all the dogs in the nation to be killed because he
was annoyed by the sound of barking.

Although he was raised by a Christian mother,
he later converted to Islam. More surprisingly,
the chief targets of his eccentric cruelties were
Christians. For ten years he passed one vindic-
tive ordinance after another against them,
moving up to looting and burning at least 30,000
Christian churches in his realm. He topped it off
in 1009 by burning the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem, which lies just to the
west of the Temple Mount. He later magnani-
mously gave the Byzantine emperor permission
to rebuild it. He hated Jews, as well, and his
actions against them were in a similar vein.

However, in 1016, he committed a majorly dumb
move — he declared himself to be a divinity,
ordering all Shiite mosques to pray to him as
they did to Allah. This one was more than the
Sunnis could take. The Abbasids had faded, but
Sunnism was experiencing an upsurge in power

under the rule of the Seljug Turks. They were
appalled at this apostasy by a Muslim ruler. As
far as Al-Hakim was concerned, he was simply
delivering the good news, and was miffed to no
end by the reaction to his divinity of his Muslim
brothers. In a snit, he rescinded all his laws
against Christians and Jews and gave them
freedom to worship once more. He even put
Christians and Jews at his court and paid to
rebuild some of the churches and synagogues
he'd burned.

He had hoped, of course, to get under the skin of
the Sunni Muslims. Unfortunately for him, he got
a little too deep under their skin. Hakim disap-
peared without a trace while taking an evening
stroll on February 13, 1021. Some said that he
had ascended into heaven, but most of the more
pragmatic sort believe that he was assassi-
nated by his Sunni enemies, who had the help
of his sister, the princess Sitt al-Mulk, who
despised him. Luckily for Islam, this left him no
time to turn on his new enemies and burn down
the mosques on the Temple Mount.

Today the fighting continues over this small
piece of real estate (about the size of two foot-
ball fields). Muslims will allow no historical dig-
ging to take place on the site of either holy site.
Recently, an attempt by Jewish archeologists to
get round this by tunneling far beneath the
Dome of the Rock, in search of remnants of
Solomon’s Temple, has caused nothing but
street riots and bloodshed. For more on the
Temple Mount, check tomorrow’s newspaper.

Logic as well as history tells us that these men were extremely poor, living a
marginal existence in the unforgiving backcountry of Palestine, disdaining any
spoils of the victor of the sort their fellow knights had taken, before turning
tail to head for home. The Templars would stay in the wilderness, like their
hero John the Baptist. They would stay, and they would continue the fight.

Their force was small, but it’s important to remember that, at this junction of
history, the mounted and armed knight was a formidable enemy, worth more
than a dozen foot soldiers. However, despite the fabled power of a mounted
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knight, there’s no denying the fact that nine was a rather paltry force, espe-
cially to cover all the 40-odd miles of ground between Jerusalem and the
Mediterranean coast.

Keeping their oath

So now, the Knights Templar, all nine of them, had taken upon themselves a
job of unimaginable difficulty and complexity: They were going to keep the
roads in and out of Jerusalem safe. To do it, they were going to need more
than courage, skill, and money. There’s a certain naiveté in this vow that’s heart-
warming, but disturbing. It’s one thing to believe you have God on your side; it’s
quite another to jump off the roof in order to test God’s fidelity. Jerusalem and
its surrounding precincts had been the site of one calamity after another, includ-
ing invasion, siege, civil war, religious conflict, blood feuds, brawls, mass execu-
tions, betrayals, sneak attacks, street riots, and a general level of incessant
belligerence that would have made Saddam Hussein feel right at home.

In other words, what might seem on the surface a simple mission could, and
did, get really tangled up by the grim political realities of the Holy Land. The
Templars were idealists, but Jerusalem had swallowed up many an idealist
before their time.

A Simple Mission Creates a
Powerful Institution

Historians don’t know very much about the early years of the Templars. From
their formation in 1119, they must have been at least attempting to increase
their force; it simply stands to reason. Yet there is no record of how many
knights patrolled the Route of the Pilgrims over the course of the next ten
years. We do know that by 1125, when their founder, Hugues de Payens, set
sail for France to seek money and converts, there were enough Templars for
him to take a small number of knights with him, and to leave behind a force
that would continue the job.

Digging in the temple

One of the prevailing stories told about the early days of the Knights Templar
has to do with their headquarters on the Temple Mount. There is an area
directly under the southeast corner of the mount, where the dirt falls away to
reveal rooms carved into the rock itself. It is commonly referred to as Solomon’s
Stables, but it is unlikely that it existed before Herod rebuilt the Temple. And
it wasn’t really used as stables until the Crusaders arrived. In actuality, it’s



72 Part I: The Knights Templar and the Crusades

SN AL,

<

sort of a subbasement to the Temple Mount, extending the support for the
flat area above it. This area has been associated with the Templars and has
been the source of much speculation in recent years.

Here’s the way this line of enquiry usually goes:

Nine knights could never credibly hope to protect the entire city of
Jerusalem, so. . .

They had to have another reason for creating this cover story, so. . .

They arranged for the King of Jerusalem to give them this seemingly
worthless bunch of rooms under the Temple, so. . .

They could dig up King Solomon’s buried treasure that the previous 2,000
years’ worth of invaders had never managed to find before them.

And, goes the rest of the theory, when they had the treasure in their grasp,
Hugues trotted off to Rome to arrange for papal immunity from all secular
laws; they cashed in on the vast wealth they found (or the mysterious secret
knowledge they discovered — it’s told both ways). Whatever it was, it made
them the most powerful force in the world.

Dan Brown, among other speculative researchers, has long claimed that the
templar HQ was in Solomon’s Stables. The truth is that the Templars really
did use the stables as, well, stables. Their living quarters and the offices of
the order were above, in what is now the al-Agqsa Mosque.

We discuss the various permutations of this legend in Chapter 7. What’s impor-
tant to this stage of the Templar’s real history is that no one actually knows
just what did go on in the first decade of the their mission in the Holy Land.

A windfall of money and power

As any aspiring actor can tell you, sometimes, after years of fruitless labor in
dinner theaters, performing in bit parts without recognition, it only takes meet-
ing one important person at one important moment to create an “overnight”
sensation. Sometimes it only takes a word in the right ear.

For the Templars, the right ear came along in 1120. Fulk V, the count of Anjou,
was very definitely a player. Not only would he one day be king of Jerusalem
himself, but he very cleverly arranged the marriage of his son, Geoffrey
Plantagenet, to Matilda, daughter of the English King Henry I. After a very ugly
civil war in England, his grandson would sit on the English throne as Henry II,
first of the Angevin line of kings, more commonly called the Plantagenets.
Between the holdings of his grandfather and his wife, Henry Il would own
more French territory than did France’s king. Count Fulk’s blood was bluer
than blue, and he was a political force in both France and England.
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Fulk came to Jerusalem in 1120, met Hugues de Payens, and was deeply
impressed, both by the Order and its mission. He asked to be made an hon-
orary Templar, and because the knights were desperately poor, he pledged
them a yearly sum in support. The seed was planted. Through the influence
of Count Fulk with his powerful friends, other nobles stepped up to the plate
to help the Poor Knights. These friends included a man of great importance
in the Templar story, Hugh, count of Champagne.

Hugh had visited the Latin States twice in the previous 15 years, and on the
second occasion he’d been accompanied by Hugues de Payens as one of
Count Hugh’s vassals. Hugh held court for Champagne in the city of Troyes,
which would become something of a home city for the Templars. It’s very
near Payens, and in fact, it's been speculated but never proven that Hugues
was also a kinsman of the count of Champagne. When the count returned to
the Holy Land for the last time, in 1125, he himself became a Knight Templar.

For the Poor Knights, Hugues de Payens’s trip to France in 1127 would have
great consequences. He was sent by the king of Jerusalem to achieve several
diplomatic aims for him, as well as to secure for the Templars a more formal
recognition by the Church. Hugues was successful in all his missions, but the
most important thing to happen to him in France was his meeting with Bernard
of Clairvaux.

Bernard of Clairvaux

Bernard was without doubt the most influential theologian of his day. He
reformed the fledgling Cistercian Order and made it his own, an order with

a structure different from any other in the monastic world. His stature as a
theologian would see him canonized in 1174, and he is now more properly
known as St. Bernard. He was a man of ecstatic, passionate faith, and appar-
ently an accomplished public speaker, who swayed his audiences with the
power of his beliefs. Bernard had a great friend and supporter in Hugh of
Champagne, and through him gained a thorough understanding of the situa-
tion in the East. Bernard also understood the tactical situation for the Templars
because it is probable that André de Montbard was not only one of the first
of the nine Templar knights, but also Bernard’s uncle. With all his passion for
the monastic life, Bernard did not kid himself into thinking that what the Latin
States needed were more monasteries. He knew and understood the danger-
ous military situation.

For the next two years Hugues de Payens would travel in the highest circles
of France and England, even attending the aforementioned wedding of Matilda
to Geoffrey Plantagenet. Land grants and monies were coming at him from all
sides — gifts of nobles both petty and great. In England, he established the
first Templar preceptory in Europe, at what is now the north end of Chancery
Lane, in an area of London that still bears the name Temple Bar. It’s not far from
the magnificent Templar church inside the Inns of Court. Hugues also traveled
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as far as Scotland and Flanders, spreading the word about the Templars and
seeking donations. Despite his successes, the upcoming Council of Troyes
was always in his mind, as he attempted to prepare for the most important
moment of his journey.

The Council of Troyes

By the opening of the Council of Troyes (the capitol of Champagne in France),
in 1129, Hugues de Payens was a shoo-in. In fact, the Templars were a comet
streaking across the medieval sky, absolutely unstoppable. Before the council
of high churchmen, de Payens gave a straightforward speech about the found-
ing of the Order, its goals, and the religious structure of its days — both at the
Temple base and when they were abroad. Afterward, Bernard and his assis-
tants drew up what came to be called the Latin Rule of the Templars, consist-
ing of 72 regulations that would form the core of the Rule of the Templars,
although it would be added to several times. With Bernard at the helm, the
Rule followed many of the patterns set down in his own rule for the Cistercian
Order of monks.

This original core is often referred to as the Primitive Rule, to separate it from
later additions, especially the Hierarchical Statutes that were added around
1165, mostly dealing with obligations and privileges of Templar officers. In
the end, it would come to 686 articles that covered every conceivable aspect
of the Templars’ daily lives. (For more on the daily life of the Templars, see
Chapter 4.) They were to wear white habits to signify their purity, while
lesser officers, such as sergeants, squires, and other brothers in support
positions, were to wear dark brown or black. The Primitive Rule was a hand-
book for a lifestyle that was extremely grim and austere, highlighted by
silence at meals apart from Bible readings, no possession of any personal
property, no visits from women, discouraged even if they were of the knight’s
family, and incessant sessions of prayer based on the cycle of matins, prime,
vespers, and so on, which was called the Hours, the structure for chapel in
any monastery.

There were only two meals per day, meat no more than three times per week,
an overwhelming emphasis on work and prayer, and admonitions of any
laughter, horseplay, close friendships, or even the sight of the opposite sex.
Vanity was discouraged to such a degree that the Rule even discussed the
limit on permitted decorations on a knight’s arms or bridle. One of the calls
to prayer, matins, even broke the sleep of the Templars in half, calling them to
appear at chapel at 4 a.m., and then return to their beds for a little more
sleep. All in all, it must have been a joyless, oppressive existence, like one
interminable dirge.
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Division of labors
The hierarchy of the Order was also established at the Council:

v Grand Master: Elected by the Order, not appointed. The Grand Master
was answerable only to the pope.

1 Knights Templar Masters: Sort of the area vice presidents of the Order.
There was a Master for each nation or regional area.

v Preceptors: Four or five were assigned to assist the Grand Master and
the “regional” Masters. It is the Latin word for “commander.”

v Priors: The fighting knights themselves.

In addition, each knight had a sergeant assigned to assist him in combat, who
rode into battle sharing the knight’s horse. In a battle, the sergeant was to
dismount and act as a foot soldier to protect his assigned knight. Sergeants
and each knight’s personal priest wore black or brown robes. All other mem-
bers of the Order wore white.

Battle rules

The Templar knight went into battle in state-of-the-art protective gear: a
chainmail coif over his head, a steel helmet or cap, a shield, a straight
broadsword, a mace, a lance, a dagger, and sometimes a smaller knife.

The knights would ride to the scene of the battle with their sergeant. The
sergeant would dismount, and the knights would then charge the enemy with
a lance in one hand and a shield in the other. At the last minute, the lance
would be thrown at an oncoming enemy, and the sword would be drawn for
closer combat.

Behave yourselves

The Order had strict rules of conduct (see Chapter 4). No one was forced to
remain in the Order, but anyone who quit had to turn over his Templar robe
within two days, so he could no longer dress like one of them. Templar pro-
ceedings and rules were kept secret (not unusual for the period — the Knights
Hospitallers and Teutonic Knights of the same period had similar rules). No
scandals were tolerated. When punishments were meted out, they were fre-
quently done in public, so the citizenry could see that proper justice was done.

Opposition to the Templars

Despite their sacrifices in the name of grace, many conservative theologians
wrote passionate treatises against the notion of monks who were also warriors.
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The ups and downs of medieval warfare

Their force was small, but it's important to
remember that, at this juncture of history, the
mounted and armed knight was a formidable
enemy, even without the support of foot sol-
diers. Men who were not well-trained soldiers,
but rather the dregs of the desert, would not
have wanted to face a Frankish knight wielding
an axe or broadsword; they were cautious war-
riors, but skilled and fearless. The Frankish war-
riors were justifiably famous for their ability to
carefully arrange horse and foot soldiers on the
battlefield, which is one reason the Turks loved
the tactic of attacking from the rear and upset-
ting their carefully organized apple cart. The
Franks were well versed in the tactics of the
heavy charge with drawn lances, but the Turks
had faster, lighter horses and their archers
could pick off the knights from a distance.

Over the course of the next three centuries,
the tactical advantage of armored knights
would begin to fade throughout the world, as
archers became more skilled and their arrows
more deadly. Historians often cite the Battle of
Agincourt in 1415 as the finish of mounted and

armored knights. In that battle, Henry V of
England, who was invading France to put for-
ward his claim to the French crown, won a stun-
ning victory over the French, deploying his 6,000
men against a force of over 20,000. Though his
tactics were brilliant throughout, it was the
power and skill of his deadly archers that won
the day. Like the dropping of the atom bomb or
the first use of artillery, it was one of those turn-
ing points in military history that was quite a
shock to the system. Dirty and ignorant English
peasants had brought down the cream of the
French nobility, and warfare would never be the
same again. Still, this growth of the power of
archers was already happening by the 13th cen-
tury, as can be seen in the tactical disaster of
the Battle of Hattin, a major loss for the
Templars.

Mounted Frankish knights could fire arrows, but
the Turks were much better at it, with anincred-
ible rate of fire, even turned backward in their
saddles to take out pursuers—the origin of the
term “parting shot.” (For more on the Battle of
Hattin, see Chapter 4.)

A monk was a person who was never, under any circumstances, permitted to
arm himself. When sent on a mission to convert pagans, he was expected to die
rather than take up arms, even in self-defense, and thereby show with his
courage the truth of his Christian message. In response to all the grousing,
Bernard wrote In Praise of the New Knighthood, outlining the virtue of holy
war with a persuasiveness that’s a little chilling.

In spite of the rhetorical eloquence of Bernard’s tract, remnants of opposition
remained. They wouldn’t just be checkmated. In fact, they were about to be
slam-dunked.

The Explosion of the Order

After the Council of Troyes, something remarkable happened. The 12th cen-
tury was not exactly the communication age. It was a time when Crusaders’



Chapter 3: The Rise of the Knights Templar 7 7

letters to loved ones could take months to arrive, if they arrived at all, a time
when pilgrims could be swallowed up by the East, never to return, with the
folks back home never knowing what had become of them. Yet, in this age of
isolation and lack of information, the legend of the Poor Knights who guarded
the pilgrims to the Holy Land sped across Europe with astonishing speed.
There is little doubt that a great deal of this was due to the unceasing work of
Bernard of Clairvaux, who preached the Templar cause wherever he went.
But there was really more to it than that. In the medieval world, people loved
a good story, especially one that contained epic elements of faith, revenge,
courage, and the eternal struggle of the everyman to choose between good
and evil. The story of the Poor Knights had it all, and it was a tale that
gripped the imagination of 11th-century Europe.

New gifts

In short order, Europe turned into a five-alarm love-fest for the Templars. The
nobility of Europe lined up to give lavish gifts to the Templars:

v England donated lands in Herefordshire, Essex, Lincolnshire, and
Buckinghamshire

v King Lothar III (“the Fat”) gave a castle at Supplingenberg in northern
Germany

v Spanish counts in the frontier region of Urgel gave castles in Grafiena
and Barbera in Catalonia

v French nobles gave over land in Baudiment, Carlat, Dole, Foix, Laon, La
Rochelle, Nice, and Richereches.

France’s King Louis VI got so concerned at the amount of property being
tossed to the Templars that he finally put his foot down and proclaimed that
French towns and castles could no longer be signed over to the Order, no
matter who owned them.

Eyes of the pope

When Bernard of Clairvaux was on the move, the Templars experienced an
explosion of growth that was stunning to the Christian world. From 1139 to
1145, six different popes issued a series of pronouncements that gave the
Templars remarkable and singular powers.

The popes of the 10th and early 11th centuries were a pretty sorry lot, includ-
ing “holy men” like the teenaged John XII, called the “Caligula of the Papacy.”
He gambled, spent money like water, turned the Lateran Palace into a whore-
house, and was killed by a jealous husband when caught in bed with the wife
in question. Worse, many of these tenth-century popes had been violent men;



/8

Part I: The Knights Templar and the Crusades

in fact, between 872 and 1012, a third of the popes who ruled the Holy See
met a violent end, often at the hand of the next pope in line. Many popes of
the great families of Italy had bastard children who followed them onto the
papal throne as if they’d been Hapsburgs or Windsors.

Pope Gregory XII, St. Gregory, set out to change all that. He went to work on
lust, luxury, and simony in the Lateran Palace. But because of the scandals of
the past, theologians were very sensitive about the subject of violence com-
mitted in the name of Christ.

Yet, the purity and purpose of the Templars won over a long line of popes.
When Hugues de Payens died in 1136, he left behind an Order far more pros-
perous, respected, and famous than the one he’d founded. It fell to the next
Templar Grand Master, Robert de Craon, also known as Robert the Burgundian,
to consolidate and increase those gains. And brother, did he manage it neatly
and quickly. Apparently, he believed in going straight to the top. The powers
he envisioned being granted to the Templars could only be the gift of the
pope of Rome.

Within three years, he’d secured from Pope Innocent Il the first of three papal
bulls (documents stating the pope’s position on some subject or other, given
the weight of a command under canon law) that would give the Templars
unprecedented powers and independence. Omne datum optimum, the first
and most important of these bulls, was issued on March 29, 1139. It basically
put the Templars above the mortal strain, making them answerable in their
actions only to the pope. It recognized their officers and system of gover-
nance, approved the gifts given them, and exempted the knights from paying
any tithes. It allowed them their own inner clergy of priests, chaplain broth-
ers who were there strictly to hear their confessions and perform mass. They
were permitted to hear the divine office in their own chapels. Templar
knights had the power to give the last rites and absolve sin, even of a priest.

This bull was the foundation. Two more, from two upcoming popes, simply
added to those powers. The bull of Pope Celestine in 1144 urged priests to
raise money for the Templars and offered penances for any person or organi-
zation that gave money to the Templars. A year later, Pope Eugenius III's bull
for the most part backed up the other two, with a few perks added. Eugenius
was making it clear where he stood. And one more thing — if Templars were
accused of having committed a crime, they could not be tried by the secular
authority of any nation, but only by an ecclesiastical court.

The Templars had become “untouchable.”

International Bankers

In the Middle Ages, and for some reason most particularly in the 10th and
11th centuries, many scandals rocked the Catholic Church, scandals that
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were very often sexual in nature. If they weren’t sexual, then they prominently
featured that other devil’s tool, money. It would be the 15th century and the
arrival of the Borgia popes before the Holy See was brought as low as it was
by some of the 10th- and 11th-century popes mentioned earlier in this chap-
ter. Apart from that, nearly every major Catholic order, from the Benedictines
to the Franciscans, had some sort of scandal, large or small.

All but the Templars. No matter what was said about other orders, the Templars
had a reputation for purity, purpose, and rigid self-restraint. It was for this
reason that the accusations that rained down on the Templars out of the blue
in 1307 — charges of heresy, sodomy, and extortion — were so difficult for
most people to believe. There was really only one gripe that people had with
the Templars: that they were money-grubbing. They always, always had a hand
out, palm up, pleading for more donations. However, in defense of the Templars,
one thing really needs to be said. Apart from the enormous and impressive
Templar Commanderies in the capitals of Europe, their other Commanderies
and Preceptories were generally fairly modest, although expensively numer-
ous. Most of the money was being poured into holding the Latin States. It
paid for the construction of the enormous Templar fortresses that ran all
along the hostile borders of the four major Crusader states. Their avowed
purpose — to defend Christianity and to protect its pilgrims — got more and
more expensive with each passing year. Running an international operation of
this size and scope was incredibly costly.

We must make one more point about the Templars as bankers for the sake
of fairness: The fact was, they’d gotten involved in the banking business to
begin with in order to help pilgrims to the East. This was a world in which, if
you needed enough gold or silver to last you through a six-month or a year-
long journey, you had no choice but to carry it with you, and pray you had
the wherewithal to guard it. Otherwise, you were likely to find yourself in the
middle of nowhere, thousands of miles from home, begging for your supper.
Not a pretty picture.

But the Knights Templar came up with an absolutely brilliant solution to this
constant problem. And the structure of this solution is one of the reasons
they needed such a large number of Preceptories in Europe and the East. The
Romans had some interesting systems of money transfer, and yet it’s more
than fair to say that it was the Knights Templar who invented the idea of
international banking. It was a godsend to any and all who were traveling for
any reason, and especially those traveling on a pilgrimage. The beauty of the
system was its simplicity.

Check, please

Anyone, knight or squire, merchant or pilgrim, could take the money he’d put
together to go East and deliver it into the hands of the nearest Templar pre-
ceptory. There, he would be given a piece of paper stating the amount of his
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deposit. Then, whenever the need for money arose, he could present this paper
at the preceptory nearest him, and withdraw some or all of it, receiving a new
paper stating the adjusted amount he had with the Templars. In later chapters,
we discuss the Templar use of secret codes and ciphers. For the time being,
it’s interesting to note that even these cheques were written in a code based
on Latin. This way, even if the cheque were to fall into the hands of a thief,

he would be exposed as such the moment he tried to present it at a Templar
commandery and claim the money as his own. It was a brilliant system, and it
worked like gangbusters, solving a major problem for those on the road East.
Essentially, it was an American Express traveler’s cheque. And for God’s sake,
you didn’t dare leave home without it.

From the highest to the lowest born, money in coin was a hard-won commod-
ity in the Middle Ages. Even today, people are aware of the amount in their
savings account or the size of their paycheck, and would notice any suspi-
cious discrepancy on the spot. But for two centuries, the people of Europe, of
every rank, handed their money over to the Templars without thinking twice.
This fact in and of itself is a powerful argument for the esteem in which these
knights were held. No one doubted that his money would be in good hands
when dealing with these noblest of Christ’s soldiers.

Building boom

A vow of poverty is one thing, but there’s no denying that as their reach
extended across the Holy Land and Europe, the Templars needed to have cas-
tles and fortifications to protect the money pilgrims deposited, to house their
growing numbers. As a result, the Templars hired indigenous stonemasons to
help them design and build these great castles and chapels, a few of which
survive today.

The knights, like most who went off to the Crusades, were generally illiterate,
and there were no skilled architects or masons among them. So, the Templars
would hire local builders, who introduced Byzantine and Muslim design into
their projects. The distinctive round churches for which the Order became
famous was said to be a copy of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which
was, in turn, a Byzantine design.

When the Templars fanned out across Europe, they had no desire to train new
architects and foremen, so they undoubtedly brought these foreign building
types and methods to a largely rough and rugged Western countryside.

Imitation, the Sincerest Form of Flattery

The Templars were unlike any religious or military order that had existed before
it, and their eventual lofty position as “the untouchables” within the politics
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of the Roman Church was unmatched. It didn’t take long for other knights to
seek similar privileges and powers.

The Knights Hospitaller

A Benedictine abbey had been established in Jerusalem by merchants from
the Amalfi area of Italy in 1050. Thirty years later, a hospice was opened next
to the abbey for the care and comfort of pilgrims. A soldier (or merchant —
accounts vary) named Gerard Thom arrived in the Holy City in about 1100
and was placed in charge of the hospice. The Blessed Gerard, as he came to
be known, is credited as the founder and first Grand Master of the Order of
the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem, or more simply, the Knights Hospitaller.

In 1121, the Hospitallers’ second Grand Master, Raymond du Puy de
Provence, peddled his strong family influences with Rome into new prestige
for the Order. Over time, as the riffraff went home, leaving dedicated knights
behind to protect and defend the Holy Land, the mission of the Hospitallers
expanded to include not just running a hospital, but the creation of a well-
trained and disciplined fighting force as well. Raymond built an infirmary
next to Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre, along with transforming
the growing Order into a respected military force. Thus began a rivalry with
the Knights Templar that would last until the Templars’ fall, and beyond it.

The Hospitallers adopted a uniform that was the inverse opposite of the
white mantles of the Templars. They wore black surcoats, emblazoned with
the eight-pointed Amalfi cross (later called the Maltese cross when the
Knights moved their headquarters to the Island of Malta; see Chapter 4).

What made the Hospitallers unusual was the division of duties within the Order.
Some knights engaged in military battles and the defense of the Holy Land, but
others were dedicated to healing the sick and wounded. Like the Templars, they
were given the extraordinary position of being answerable only to the pope, and
misbehaving members of the Order could only be tried in papal courts, making
them essentially immune to the laws of the countries in which they resided.

Also like the Templars, the Hospitallers had massive holdings throughout the
Holy Land and Europe. Their London headquarters were just up the road
from the Templars, and they too had Commanderies and Priories.

When the Templars were arrested, tried, and disbanded in the 1300s, their
rivals, the Knights Hospitaller, were the principal beneficiaries of their misfor-
tune: The Hospitallers were handed the vast majority of Templar property,
though not the Templar gold. (For more about the Hospitallers’ later role in
the Templars’ fate, see Chapter 5.)

The Knights Hospitallers were eventually forced from the Holy Land, moving
their headquarters first to the Greek island of Rhodes, and then to the
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Mediterranean island of Malta, where they became known as the Knights of
Malta. They survive today as a modern chivalric organization (see Chapter 9).

The Teutonic Knights

The Order of the Teutonic House of Mary in Jerusalem, or more simply, the
Teutonic Knights, arrived later on the scene in the Holy Land than the Templars
and the Hospitallers. Mostly made up of German knights and priests, the Order
was formed in 1190 in the port city of Acre. Their mission was to establish a
hospital for German pilgrims during the Third Crusade, the bloodiest period
in the entire history of the Crusades. Christian forces lost 7,000 men in the
first major battle against Saladin at Acre in 1189, and the city was under siege
for another two years. The curative brothers of the Teutonic Knights and
their hospital had their work cut out for them.

In 1198, the Knights received new marching orders from the pope. They were
to take on a more militaristic mission and defend Jerusalem. Though never as
far-reaching or rich as the Templars or Hospitallers, the Teutonic Knights
were still a force to be reckoned with, and their holdings included vast lands
in Italy, Greece, and especially Germany. When the Holy Roman Emperor
Frederick Il was crowned King of Jerusalem in 1225, the Teutonic home team
from Germany was raised to new prestige.

As sort of a cross between the garments of the Templars and the Hospitallers,
the Teutonic Knights wore a white surcoat with a black cross on the breast.

Because the Templars and Hospitallers were answerable only to the pope,
the Teutonic Knights wanted similar status, and in 1224 their Hochmeister
(Grand Master) petitioned Pope Honorius III for just such a position. Unlike
the Templars and the Hospitallers, the Teutonic Knights turned into swords-
for-hire in Europe and became embroiled in politics, military actions, and
forced Christian conversions in Hungary, Poland, and Prussia. They took
their role of religious knights seriously and set about converting or killing
pagan Slavs, Poles, and Prussians. They even attempted an invasion of Russia
in an attempt to convert the Orthodox Catholics there to Roman ones.

In 1237, they absorbed the Livonian Brothers of the Sword (see the following
section), and their sovereign rule extended over Prussia, Latvia, Estonia, and the
costal areas of Poland — essentially most of the eastern shore of the Baltic Sea.

The Teutonic Knights clung to their vast holdings and power right up until
the 16th century, long after their mission in the Holy Land was forgotten. In
1525, the last Hochmeister of the Order embraced the Protestant movement
of Martin Luther in Germany, converted to Lutheranism. The newly named
Duchy of Prussia became the first Protestant state. Interestingly, the Order
survived and allowed both Catholic and Protestant members. (For more
information about the modern Teutonic Order, see Chapter 9.)
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Livonian Brothers of the Sword

The trouble with being a big, successful, international group of warrior monks
is that everybody thinks they can do it, too. Such was the case of the Brothers
of the Army of Christ of Livonia, which loosely based its rules on the Templar
model. The difference was that this group ditched all that bothersome rever-
ence and piety stuff and just concentrated on the more exciting killing bits.

Formed in 1202 in Estonia, the Brothers of the Sword didn’t mess with march-
ing to the Holy Land. They sprung up to convert pagans in northern Europe in
the area around the Baltic Sea. Unfortunately, they didn’t have the discipline of
the other more famous orders, and they certainly didn’t have the pope’s immu-
nity from secular authority. They were for all intents and purposes slaughtered
in 1236 by a large force of Lithuanians, and the Order was absorbed into the
Teutonic Knights after a brief 34-year lifespan. The Order managed to remain
its own self-governing division within the Teutonic Knights into the 1500s.

Up Where the Air Is Thin: The Templars
Reach Their Zenith

By the 12th century, the Templars were one of the most popular organizations
for the nobility to endow, either in life or in death. In fact, in a coup that left
people gap-jawed and stunned, the Templars had become so close to King
Alphonso I of Aragon that, when he died without an heir in 1131, he willed a
third of his kingdom to the Templars, and a third to the Knights Hospitaller.
The Reconquista, the battle of Catholic Spain to take back the Iberian penin-
sula from the Moors, was a battle that had gone on for centuries, ever since
the Arabs had swept across the Straights of Gibralter in 711 to invade Spain.
It had gone very well for Alphonso since about 1118, so much so that he was
having difficulties protecting the land he’d gained from being reconquered
right back again by the Moors. He set up several confraternities of knights

to aid him in this effort, though none was expected to take holy orders. He
hadn’t had a great deal of success with this plan, and so hoped that the pow-
erful knights of the Latin States could cope with the problem.

But let’s face it — when people start leaving their kingdoms to you, there’s
bound to be some jealousy and backbiting, human nature being what it is.
Like the tale of a legal nightmare in Charles Dickens’s Bleak House, the legal
wrangling over such a bequest went on for nine years. The Templars settled
for less than they’d been bequeathed, just in order to get on with the thing.
But it was still an unprecedented windfall, causing resentment on the part of
some of the crowned heads of Europe and the East.

All three papal bulls concerning the Templars were important, but there was
one small exemption that, in the end, proved far more powerful than the others.
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Templars were given a papal exemption for the purpose of moneylending. For
several centuries, Jews had been the principle moneylenders in Europe, for
two reasons:

v The Catholic church of the Middle Ages had declared usury to be a sin.

v The Jews were a people apart, object of ceaseless prejudices, one of
them being that Jews were not allowed to join any of the medieval
labor guilds.

As the Templar banking organization grew, helping pilgrims to travel more
safely to the Holy Land, they began taking on other banking tasks, as well.
Their squeaky-clean ethics and their meticulous record keeping were a big
plus in this endeavor. Not only merchants and knights, but nobles and kings
began borrowing from the Templars, or using their vaults to store valuables
during unstable times. Just sentimental little things, like the Crown Jewels of
England. For the Second Crusade, Louis VII borrowed money for the mission
from the Templars. From there it grew into a family tradition, until, by the late
12th century, the Templars were the de facto treasurers of the French royal
family. Other kings began to depend on them, though not to the degree of the
French kings.

The pope, too, depended heavily on the financial services of the Templars. It
was an admirably modern system, with careful records kept, receipts given,
and regular statements sent out to important clients. The Templars got innu-
merable perks in return, and in many cases were trusted to both collect vari-
ous taxes and to take them to the Holy Land. Apart from actually being a
pope or a king, they were about as high as high ever gets.

They say when you sup with the devil, eat with a long spoon. We would sug-
gest that when conjugating with royalty, you’d be safer with an even longer
sword. The power given over to the Templars was staggering, unmatched by
any other medieval organization. But with wagonloads of money changing
hands, it was probably only a matter of time before the Templars came to
grief. Royalty of the Middle Ages had a persistent habit of making promises
they had no intention of keeping, while they resented the poor schmuck left
holding the promise — not to mention their discomfort with anyone who was
the keeper of too many dangerous royal secrets.
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In this part . . .

Flis part is the heart of the Templar story. Chapter 4
takes you inside the secret universe of a Templar pre-
ceptory, to experience the daily life of a Templar knight,
the harsh and demanding Templar Rule, the organization
of a Chapter House, and the grueling ritual that was the
ordinary routine for these warriors of God. The story fol-
lows the Templars to the battlefield, where their strict
adherence to the code made them the most courageously
exposed — and the most feared — warriors of their age.

At the height of their power, the only direction left to go
was down. Chapter 5 shows how Fate laid heavy blows on
the Order, the loss of the Crusader states, the shock of
their arrest and trial, the torments of the Inquisition, and
the tragedy of an unimaginable end. Chapter 6 undertakes
a little cold-case detective work, by taking a look at the
accusations made against the Templar Order — and the
likelihood of truth in any of them.




Chapter 4
Living in a Templar World

In This Chapter

Understanding the day-to-day life of a Templar knight
Dealing with the heavy burden of sacrifice

Getting to know the officers in charge

Living in a Templar commandery

Identifying the symbols of the Templars

If you've done any reading about the Templars, you’ve probably heard lots
of rumors. Chief among them was that they were incredibly wealthy, with
holdings in the billions (with a b), the most powerful investment bankers in

Europe. We’ll let you in on a little secret — it’s all true. But there’s so much

more to tell. In order to gain a real picture of the Knights Templar, you need
to look at the day-to-day life of the Order.

In this chapter, we describe how the Order was organized and governed on a

day-to-day basis. We explain the harsh, everyday life of a typical Templar war-

rior monk and what was expected of him from the Order. And we wrap up with
an examination of the many symbols that are associated with the Templars.

A Standard Unlike Any Other

If you didn’t take a closer look, you could get the wrong impression about the
Templar Order — you could easily assume that their title of the Poor Knights
of Solomon was nothing but the worst sort of hypocrisy. The Templar Order
was wealthy beyond measure; the individual Templar knight was anything
but rich. The Templars lived in what a historian might call “extreme monastic
asceticism.” We would call it, well, squalor. And it wasn’t even a messy squalor,
apart from the various droppings of the barnyard animals all over the place.
You have to actually own something before that something can end up lying
around in messy piles.
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All money from tithes and properties, all gold or possessions of any sort,
belonged to the order as a whole. Everything was held communally, without
any wealth in the hands of an individual. If a Templar was given a gift as
reward for some service, he had to turn it over to the Master. If some small
trinket or gift of remembrance was given to a knight by his family, he had to
have the Master’s permission to keep it. He couldn’t even trade something to
another knight without getting permission first. If a knight were given money
to buy something for the community, he had to return every penny he didn’t
spend. In fact, if a Templar was found to have money on his person or amongst
his things after he died, he was refused burial in consecrated ground. According
to the Templar Rule of Order of Conduct, his body was to be thrown to the
dogs. If his hidden money was discovered after his burial, he was dug up and
then thrown to the dogs. You just didn’t mess with these guys.

In the medieval world, a great deal was expected of a Christian, even an
everyday churchgoer. A priest or monk was expected to make a greater com-
mitment still, and a Crusader knight was expected to risk his life for his faith.
But no one made a greater sacrifice for his faith than a Knight Templar. He
was expected to live in absolute poverty, with no personal possessions apart
from his weapons and the clothes on his back. He was expected, like a monk,
to give up any and all sexual pleasure, and do without the comfort of a wife
and family. But a monk was not expected to make war for his faith — and a
Templar was. In fact, a monk was not even permitted to carry arms, and if he
found himself in a war zone by an accident of fate, all he had to do was duck,
cover, and pray until the calamity passed. No such luck for the Templars.

A Templar was expected to risk his life on Crusade in the same fashion as
any other warrior knight. Actually, he was expected to take a much greater
risk. In order to live up to the Templars’ reputation, a Templar knight was for-
bidden to retreat from any battlefield unless the enemy had at least a 3-to-1
superiority over them. An ordinary Crusader knight could use tactics, and he
could retreat to regroup if he saw any danger of annihilation. A Templar had
to carry into battle with him the heavy burden of being God’s chosen warrior.
Which meant, of course, that a very large percentage of Templars were car-
ried off the battlefield on their shields, never to see their homes again.

The Templar Rule

Eventually, nearly 700 rules governed the life of a Knight Templar (expanded
from the original 72 rules drawn up at the Council of Troyes). Those rules
covered every subject imaginable, and the level of nitpickiness is absolutely
staggering. Basically, a Templar couldn’t spit without being told how much to
spit, how high, how far, at what time of day, and how many times a day.
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Templars lived by the holy rule of the Cistercian monks, with a weighty ency-
clopedia of added rules tacked on just for them. The Cistercians were a rela-
tively new order of monks who had organized in 1098 in Dijon, France. (Yes,
where the mustard comes from.) What made the Cistercians — and, by exten-
sion, the Templars — different for their period was that they organized them-
selves to follow the strict rules of conduct set down more than 500 years
before by St. Benedict.

Benedict had been the son of a Roman nobleman, but in his early 20s, he
moved to the countryside and lived out a hermit-like existence in a cave for
three years. He determined that only by hard work, extreme poverty, and iso-
lation could he best clear his mind to contemplate, serve, and understand
God. His example became the classic definition of monasticism. His written
guidelines for the monastic life — the Rule of St. Benedict — was not for
everyone, not even for all devout servants of the Church. He believed that
religious people needed to have social contact. But he also believed that a
very small, special group of people in society had what it took to live a strict,
isolated life solely dedicated to God.

Patterned after St. Benedict’s example and the even tougher rules of the
Cistercians (who thought the Benedictines had it easy), the Rule of the
Templars was put together over the course of a century, which is why it
sometimes contains an annoying amount of duplication. But the first draft
was probably written, for the most part, by the Templars’ first powerful spon-
sor, Bernard of Clairvaux, who would become St. Bernard after his death.

Over and over again in the Rule of the Templars are certain general rules
regarding the overall carriage and behavior of a Templar. A Knight Templar
was not to laugh to excess, or to indulge in practical jokes or horseplay; he
was to remain silent whenever possible, and was not to raise his voice,
except to be heard on the battlefield; he was not to indulge in any displays of
anger; he was not to gossip, about anyone or anything. During the period
from late afternoon until Mass the next morning, they observed the Grand
Silence, and no talking was allowed. Even apart from the Grand Silence,
Templars are told that “to talk too much is not without sin,” and “idle talk and
wicked bursts of laughter” were forbidden.

Even the Templar knight’s spartan diet was very rigidly controlled, and when
he was in the field or roaming around in the Holy Land, he was expected to
adhere to it as much as possible.

Apart from all these generalities, there were some pretty unbelievable
specifics. And they stemmed from the doubly demanding organization of
the Order.
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Warriors and monks

Crusading knights took vows that were already tied to the teachings of the
Church. Although there was no exact set of rules for all knights, generally the
code of Christian chivalry included

v~ Believing in the teachings of the Church and its rules

v Agreeing to defend the Church

v Being true to your own country, your king, and your feudal lord

v Respecting and defending the weak, while fighting against injustice
v Waging ceaseless and merciless war on the infidel

v Pledging your word, your parole, with honor on pain of death

These were the general guidelines for the Templar knights as well. What made
the Templars different was the addition of the vows of a religious order. The
monastic life, for any order, required very stringent rules, and the combina-
tion of warrior/monk made for a doubly-heavy burden of duty and self-denial.
Any man who joined them was making an amazing commitment, because the
traditional vows of a monk were poverty, chastity, and obedience — three
tough ones if ever there were.

Not all Templars took the rigid religious vows. Some were already married.
They were called Fratres Conjugati (Married Brothers), and they simply
signed up for a limited hitch and then went home to their wives. It was also
possible to join for a set period of time and then be released, like joining the
army today. And non-Latin Christians, often of mixed races, could join as
sergeants. These “temporary” knights wore a black or brown mantle with a
red cross, to clearly distinguish them from the lifetime members, as well as
the knights of noble birth, who wore the famous white mantle, signifying their
celibacy. Often, these short-timers were from rich and noble families. Serving
in the Order was a form of what the Catholic Church called a plenary indul-
gence, meaning the forgiveness of sin in heaven with the payment of money
down here on earth. The written indulgence you were given even covered
sins you hadn’t committed yet, which is a handy thing to have around the
house. Often these lay brothers connected to the Order left them land or
monies in their wills, adding to the Templars’ wealth.

Templar do’s and don’ts

In trying to understand what life was like for a Templar night on a day-to-day
basis, it might be better to start with what he couldn’t do, rather than with
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what he could do. The list of don’ts is a much, much longer list. On reading
it for the first time, you may think that all the joys of life, even the simplest,
were forbidden a Templar. It’s even more depressing to think that all 687
rules were not yellowing documents lying around in the back of a closet —
they were rigidly and precisely enforced, by a hierarchy of officers (see
“Who’s in Charge around Here?”, later in this chapter).

Here are just of few of the more niggling and overbearing strictures under
which a Templar had to live his life:

v A Templar was forbidden to eat meat more than three times a week,
except at Christmas.

v A Templar knight was not allowed to decorate his horse, bridle, or
saddle, particularly not with the gold or silver plaques that were popular
in this period for other Crusading knights.

v A Templar was forbidden to have a lock, anywhere, on anything.
v A Templar was forbidden to stand as godfather for any child.

v Even though Templars were called to prayer in the middle of the night,
they were forbidden to sleep in complete darkness, “so that shadowy
enemies may not lead them to wickedness.” There would be no hanky-
panky in a Templar commandery.

v Falconry and all hunting for amusement were forbidden.

v Carrying any letters from home in your possession was forbidden. When
someone wrote to you, the message was read to you, with the Master’s
permission.

v Even “excessive abstinence” was forbidden, because it indulged the sin
of pride. Sometimes you just couldn’t win for losing.

A Templar day planner

Not only was every form of behavior controlled, but so was every moment of
the day. The Templars lived in godliness, hour by hour, and even minute by
minute. The day was divided into 12 hours, and the night into 12 hours.

There were what were considered seven sacred (or canonical) times of day,
each with its own Latin name: Matins, Prime, Terse, Sext, Nones, Vespers,
and Compline. See Table 4-1 for a list of the canonical hours and what went
on when.
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Table 4-1 A Day in the Life of a Templar
Time Sacred Hours Activity
2a.m. Matins Brothers to join in prayers. Then see to

horses and equipment, check in with their
squires. Sleep till dawn.

6 a.m. Prime Morning mass.
9a.m. Terse Prayers or quiet reading.
Noon Sext Mass if not heard earlier; then repair armor

and equipment, pegs or tent posts, or other
work followed by lunch. Knights eat at first
seating, sergeants at second, while a chap-
lain reads aloud. Then go to chapel to give
thanks, ask for Lord's help in tasks.

3 p.m. Nones Vigils for the dead, prayers for the needs of
the Order.

Dusk Vespers Evening prayer, followed by supper.

Dark Compline A communal drink with all brethren, followed

by prayer and the Grand Silence. Then
check horses and equipment before bed.

8 p.m. Bed

This dreary schedule would change on Feast Days or Holy Days, sometimes
for the better, sometimes for the worse — an incredible number of fasts were
scattered throughout the schedule for the year. The bells calling the chapter
to their prayers were never silent for very long. As you can see from the
timetable, a knight wasn’t accustomed to being able to get eight hours of
sleep at one time. The time of Matins, the middle-of-the-night prayers, could
change from season to season, or from one chapter house to another, but
generally speaking, a knight had to get up halfway through the night to pray
and to check over his gear, particularly in the field. Because he was only per-
mitted a hard, narrow cot, one blanket of wool, and one bolster (pillow), and
he had to wear his clothes and boots while sleeping, it’s not likely that he was
sleeping that deeply anyway. Also, these Matins prayers were silent. The
Grand Silence had to be obeyed from Compline until Prime the next morning.

Templars ate twice in a day — once at Sext, and again after Vespers. There
was one bowl for every two knights which they ate from together. Curiously,
the point was so that they could keep an eye on each other and make sure
each brother knight ate enough, and didn’t engage in “undue abstinence.” They
did drink wine, but they were supposed to dilute it with water. Drunkenness
would not be tolerated (although in the waning years of the Order, the term
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“drink like a Templar” was a common description of being on an all-night
bender). The meals were anything but gourmet fare, but what was perhaps
even more difficult for the talkative sort was the fact that chatting over a meal
was absolutely forbidden. The knights ate in silence, while a clerk or chaplain
brother read aloud from the Bible. Every meal. Every day. A Templar ate to
keep his body functioning for God, not to enjoy the cuisine or the company.

The length of their surcoat (the long, cloth tunic worn over the top of their
armor or chainmail) and hair were specified; types of shirts and styles of
shoes approved and forbidden; even the various shades of white used in
their surcoats were addressed. To be away from all this fun and games, par-
ticularly for more than one night, required the permission of the Master, just
like a sophomore needing a hall pass to go to the bathroom.

No women allowed

Women were cut utterly and completely from a Templar’s life, and he was
expressly forbidden any contact with them. He was not allowed to kiss a
woman under any circumstances, even if she were his mother or sister.
Kissing a woman was considered unseemly and could “rouse dangerous pas-
sions.” Any carnal contact with a “sinful woman” carried one of the harshest
penalties in the Order — the knight’s habit was taken from him, he was
paraded in chains to be shamed before his brothers, and then he was kicked
out of the Order for all time.

The pride and the power

You may be thinking that only some sort of masochist would want to take on
this life. But there were compensations, strange as some of them may seem
today. For a devout Christian, being the lords over such a faraway place, the
place where Jesus Christ lived and preached and was crucified, was an excit-
ing life. And wherever they walked, these knights were given more than
admiration — they inspired awe.

Templars walked with popes and kings, their shining humility and piety
untouched by the many scandals that were demeaning the papacy and many
of the other monasteries and nunneries in this period.

Masters of a Templar chapter or the Grand Master of the Temple were given
extraordinary powers, because they had the complete trust of men in power.
They often had plenipotentiary power, meaning the right to bargain in the
name of the pope or the king with the enemy. They also had the right to hear
confessions and offer absolution if a priest was unavailable (for example, in a
time of plague).
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One pleasant thing, apart from a love of God, is a constant theme that runs
through the Templar Rule — the care of sick and elderly brothers. Despite
the oppressive silence between brothers, the lack of fun or laughter, the
Master expected these men to bond closely to one another, in war and in
peace. Templars took a great deal of pride in their willingness to protect one
another, and never to desert each other on the battlefield.

Punishment and penance

What good is it if you have rules, but no form of punishment? The Rule of the
Templars also set out types of penance and punishment to be meted out to
members of the Order who broke the rules. These weren’t unusual — most
monastic orders set down similar kinds of guidelines.

When a member was charged with breaking the rules, he was summoned to a
meeting of everyone in the Commandery. The charges were read out, and the
offending brother was expected to confess his sins. When he did so or, more
rarely, mounted a defense, he was escorted from the room, and the assem-
bled brothers determined his punishment, or in the case of a serious offense,
referred the case for a trial.

Among other offenses, a Templar knight could be stripped of his rank (called
loss of habif) for fighting with a fellow brother, hurting a fellow Christian in
anger, losing or killing a slave or a horse, having sex with a woman, or defac-
ing the Templar uniform.

A Templar could be expelled from the Order (called loss of house) and sent
off to serve as a Cistercian monk for committing sodomy, heresy, treason, or
cowardice on the battlefield; for murdering a Christian; or for bearing false
witness against a brother. The belief was that life as a warrior was a privilege,
and being sentenced to a period of solitude and reflection would aid in the
offending knight’s reformation and teach him piety and obedience — along
with putting him in a nice quiet place away from the commandery.

Who's in Charge around Here?

@QN’ S Tl"‘k

Every organization has to have its hierarchy, but the Templars’ was unique.
In this section, we cover some of their principal officers — these guys come
into play in any discussion of the Templars in war or peace.

These offices were called bailies, meaning something entrusted to someone.
It’s the root word for the more familiar term of bailiff.



Grand Master

This office was for life, and the Grand Master was in charge of the entire
Order, worldwide. Throughout history, a couple of men retired from the posi-
tion of Grand Master, with the pope’s permission, but for the most part, dying
was the only way out of the job.

The election for Grand Master was held in the East, at the Templar headquar-
ters. It would have been impossible to leave the office empty long enough to
wait for emissaries of the Western chapters to go East and vote, and so those
commanders simply prayed for a worthy outcome.

There was a reason that the election of the Grand Master was a worrisome
enough matter to need their prayers: The Templar Grand Master was a very
important person politically. The Templars spent the bulk of their time in the
Holy Land (roughly the modern nations of Israel, Lebanon, and Syria), and
they knew the language, tactics, and attitudes of the Muslim enemy. This
knowledge, in combination with their premier skills as warriors, made the
input of the Templars very important in any council of war or peace. When
new regiments of knights and soldiers arrived at Acre, which was the
Templars’ principal port, the first man they wanted a powwow with was the
Grand Master, and sometimes the Grand Master of the Knights Hospitallers,
as well. (The main mission of the Hospitallers was to care for the wounded,
as guarding the pilgrims had been for the Templars.) Though it was well
known in later years that the Templars and the Hospitallers were great rivals,
in the early days of the Crusades they appeared to work together and fight
together very well.

Master and Commander

The Master and Commander was the local commander in charge of the com-
mandery. He had complete command in the field.

Seneschal

The Seneschal was the right-hand man for the Master and was sometimes
called a Grand Commander. In peace, the Seneschal administered all the
lands belonging to the chapter house. In war, he handled the movement of
the men, the pack trains, the food procurement, and other issues of moving
an army.

Chapter 4: Living in a Templar World
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Turcopolier

This officer was the third in line militarily. He was in command of the light
cavalry and the Sergeant brothers.

Marshal

The position of Marshal was a very important one on the battlefield: The
Marshal was in charge of all arms, as well as all horses. He was very much a
military man, and a Master would usually consult with him, as well as the
Seneschal and the Turcopolier, before making any final decisions on tactics.

Under-Marshal

The first officer under the marshal, the Under-Marshal was in charge of the
lesser equipment, bridles, padding for saddles, barrels of water, and other
supply problems. He held a very important position in battle, because he
held the piebald banner, a flag at the head of all, to keep stragglers together.

Standard Bearer

Also called the Confanonier, the Standard Bearer was in charge of the squires.
He was their paymaster, their disciplinarian, and the man who checked over
their very important work of keeping the knights’ horses and weapons in
good order. He didn’t actually “bear the standard” in battle — he marched in
front of the banner and led his marching column.

Knight

The knight was the backbone of the battlefield. Knights were the equivalent
of the cavalry. A small force of knights was very powerful, skilled in warfare,
clad in armor, able to take on a large number of foot soldiers. Only a man
whose father and grandfather both had been knights could become one, and
if he were caught lying about his lineage, the penalty was severe. No bastard
(illegitimate) son could be a knight.

The knights dressed in the famous white habit, adorned with a red cross.
There was no mistaking a Templar knight on the battlefield. Hair was cut
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short, but knights were forbidden to shave their beards, probably in keeping
with the Muslim belief that a beard was a sign of greater masculinity. No
sense giving your enemies a reason not to respect you.

Sergeant

Usually from a lower social class than the more noble knights, the Sergeant
was still a light cavalry officer, the chief support officer for the knight. Sergeants
dressed in a black tunic, and a black or brown mantle, often with a red cross.

Treasurer

The Treasurer’s duties are clear — this was the guy who kept the books.

Draper

The Draper was in charge of all the clothing and bed linen of everyone in the
Order. He also had the power to oversee everyone of every rank, and to chas-
tise them if their clothing was not proper for their position, or if anything
decorated it, such as a collar of fur on a knight’s white robe or mantle. The
Draper was sort of like the fashion police.

Squires

Squires were the young men who, just like in the movies, were there to assist
the knight in any way possible, from polishing his weapons to feeding his
horses. The difference for a Templar Squire is that this was often a hired posi-
tion, especially in the first hundred years of the Order. It was only later that
many Squires were there specifically to test themselves and their mettle, and
to climb to the order of knight.

Lay Servants

Lay Servants could run the gamut, from masons brought in to do building or
repair work, to personal servants, to an officer. The hierarchical statutes of
the Templar Rule laid out precisely how many of such servants each officer
was allowed to have. For a Templar to have too many would be a sin of pride.
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Chaplain brothers

One of the most important positions within a Templar commandery was that
of the Chaplain brother. The job came with many delicate layers of meaning
underneath. He was sort of the internal priest for the Order. He had the power
to hear confessions and to give absolution for sins. In fact, Templars were for-
bidden to say their confession to anyone else without a papal dispensation,
which simply means special permission from the pope. This is a very impor-
tant point, because in effect, what the pope did was to make the Templars
spiritually, as well as politically, independent from the rest of the Church.
They were not answerable to local clerics or bishops, but only to the pope.

The Templar Commandery: Medieval
Fortress and City

When he was not on Crusade, or on some other mission for the Order, a
Templar knight generally lived in a place called a commandery or preceptory.
This was a complex of buildings that formed a small Templar city, often built
around a military stronghold that had either been built by the knights or
been given over to them to guard.

The usage of both of these terms interchangeably emphasizes two of the pur-
poses of the Templar stronghold. As a commandery, it was the military out-
post for the Latin States (the nations founded in the Holy Land by the
Crusading powers), as well as an armory and a defensive stronghold. The
word preceptory implies one of its other duties, which was as a school, a
place to train new recruits for the Order.

City within a city

At the height of their power, the huge tracts of land held by the Templars in
major European cities like London or Paris was nothing short of astonishing.
They were self-contained communities within already established cities, with
their own local government, municipal infrastructure, law-enforcement, trea-
sury, building and maintenance crews, and food supply.

The signature round churches

Not every Templar church was round like the one that survives today in
London, but many were. The distinctive round Templar churches were



Chapter 4: Living in a Templar World

|
Figure 4-1:
The Templar
Churchin
Londonis
one of the
best
surviving
examples of
Templar
architecture.
|

designed to pay homage to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem,
and they had a definite Eastern influence. Templar commanderies from
Hungary to Portugal to the South of France feature these gorgeous medieval
curiosities of construction. The Templars were enthusiastic builders and
developed much of their architecture from Byzantine examples. They were
unlike anything the Europeans were constructing.

It’s simply a matter of good luck that one of the loveliest and best-preserved
of them is not, like so many other Templar sites, in a difficult place for a typi-
cal tourist to find. It is easily situated in the heart of downtown London.

The area where the Templar Church (see Figure 4-1) is located is still called
Temple Hill, in recognition of the fact that the 5 square miles around it were
once Temple property. After the dissolution of the Templar Order in 1307, the
area became a magnet for attorneys. It is now the odd and unique area of
London called the Inns of Court, a huge, labyrinth complex of brownstones
that is office and home for the city’s lawyers and law students. But be careful
when you go to take a look — the Inns of Court are considered private prop-
erty, and the huge doors set in the brick walls surrounding it are only open
during certain hours of the day.

Christopher Hodapp
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In the floor of the round nave are full-sized stone effigies, the burial place for
the knights and lords who donated the land to the Templars. It’s difficult to
believe the church was bombed by the Nazis during World War Il — it has
been extensively restored as a breathtaking architectural time capsule.

Symbols of the Templars

A wide variety of insignias, emblems, flags, seals, and other images have
been attributed to the Templars. The general image most often applied to the
Order is an image of two knights riding the same horse, which was visual
shorthand that symbolized both their poverty and their ferocity. In reality,
the Templar Rule said no knight could own more than three horses, but
knights were forbidden to share them — a situation where Christian charity
had to give way to military practicality. And there is no shortage of irony
that, in spite of this image of poverty, the Templars went on to become the
richest religious order in the world.

Different meanings have been attached to the symbol of the two knights

over the centuries, but the duality of the symbol can be seen as represent-
ing the Templars’ roles as both warriors and monks, poor individually but
rich as an order, or, as was alleged after their arrest and trials, a symbol of
homosexuality — all of which seem far from the mark of the original meaning.

The red cross

When the Crusades began, the term “to take the cross” really meant what

it said. Pilgrims, princes, knights, and paupers took strips of red cloth and
sewed them to their clothes in the shape of a cross. So the red cross was not
strictly a Templar symbol.

The cross officially adopted by the Templars in 1146 is the Cross of Jerusalem
(see Figure 4-2). What makes it distinctive are the lines making up the cross
that are of even length (unlike the more common crucifix with a longer verti-
cal line). It is believed that the Templars adopted this form of cross after
seeing it in Coptic Churches, an Eastern Orthodox branch of Christianity
founded in Egypt.
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Figure 4-2:
The Cross of
Jerusalem.
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Figure 4-3:
The cross
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The cross pattée is similar, in that the horizontal and vertical lines are of
equal length, but they are thicker, and the ends are splayed out, supposedly
resembling a lion’s paw (see Figure 4-3). A similar design was used by other
Orders such as the Knights Hospitallers during the same period, usually
appearing in white on their black mantles. And it survived into the 20th cen-
tury as the German and Prussian Iron Cross medal.




102 Ppartii: A ifferent Kind of Knighthood

|
Figure 4-4:
The Maltese
Cross.
|

A related symbol that is often attributed to the Templars, the Maltese Cross
(see Figure 4-4), is also slightly different. It became the symbol of the Knights
Hospitallers in later years when they changed their name to the Knights of
Malta (or their more proper name today, the Sovereign Military Hospitaller
Order of St. John of Jerusalem of Rhodes and of Malta). Its ends form eight
points, which are said to symbolize the eight beatitudes of Christianity,
spoken by Christ in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7): “Blessed are
the poor in spirit, the meek, those who seek justice, the mourners, the merci-
ful, the clean of heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted.” And you just
thought it was a cool design.

The Beauséant

Banners and flags have always been important on the battlefield, both as an
easily seen rallying point for troops, as well as a handy identifying device so
you didn’t kill your own troops. The banner of the Templars was called the
Beauséant, which some claim meant “be noble” or “be glorious.”

The banner itself was a black square over a white square, and it is theorized
that this symbolized the concept of “darkness to light” (see Figure 4-5). The
black stood for the sinful, secular world, and the white for purity and good-
ness. In later years, the red Templar cross was added to the banner.
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The Templars took the flying of the Beauséant in battle very seriously. Ten
brothers were assigned before a battle to protect the banner, and there were
harsh punishments for losing it, dropping or defacing it, failing to fly it while
knights still fought, or using its flagpole as a weapon. It was also forbidden
for Templars to retreat from a battle if the Beauséant was still flying. No
wonder the Templars were always last to retreat from battle — they got pun-
ished if they stopped flying the flag during the battle, and punished if they
stopped fighting while it still flew!

Skull and crossbones

The symbol of the skull and crossbones has long been believed to be an
image tied to the Templar Order, but this one is probably more legend than
fact. The flag flown by pirates known today as the Jolly Roger has long been
claimed to have been flown by Templar ships after the arrest and elimination
of the Order in 1307. Because the knights were on the run, so the tale goes,
they had no country and no allegiance to the Catholic Church. The skull has
long been a symbol of mortality and death, and these former knights would
have doubtlessly mourned the deaths of their brethren and of their Order. No
country would give them sanctuary, so they had no choice but to become
pirates. Well, okay. It could be true.
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The first association between the Templars and a skull seems to be in the
equally legendary story of the Skull of Sidon. (Here we go again.) This story
goes that a Templar knight broke his vows and fell in love with a woman.
When she died, he was so lovesick that he dug up her body and had carnal
relations with the corpse. A voice spoke to him afterward that told him to
return to the grave in nine months, where he would find a son. When he did
so, all that was in the grave was a skull on top of two crossed leg bones. The
same voice told him to guard the skull and it would protect him and bring
him good fortune. He did so, and it is said that by merely showing the magic
head to his enemies, they would retreat in fear. Not exactly a heartwarming
tale of romance.

The story actually predated the creation of the Templars, but by the 1300s, it
had been attached to them anyway. When the Templars were tried for heresy,
it formed the basis of one of the many accusations against them — namely,
that the knights worshipped an unholy head of some kind. The story varied,
and some believed they were, in fact, worshipping the head of John the Baptist,
or of their first Grand Master, Hughes de Payens. And then there could have
been another one, called Baphomet. (For more about this head-worshipping
business, see Chapter 6.)

The problem for the Templars when they went to trial was that they had
done a pretty good public relations job of circulating stories like these to
frighten their enemies. Unfortunately, when they lost their favor with the
Church, these creepy, occult, and unquestionably heretical stories came back
and were used against them as proof that they were up to no good.

When the Freemasons created an order of Masonic Knights Templar in the
1700s, their ceremonial aprons featured a skull and crossbones, and the
symbol was also used on the headstones of their deceased members. (For
more about the Masonic Templars, see Chapter 8.)

By the way, in case you wondered, the term Jolly Roger is thought to have
come from a red flag flown by French ships, referred to as a jolie rouge. The
current term is probably a combination of an English mispronunciation of the
French term and the obvious description of the grinning skull.



Chapter 5

The Poor Knights Crash and Burn:
The Fall of the Templars

In This Chapter

Reaching the pinnacle: Templar perks make dangerous enemies
Getting comfy with heretics

Laying waste the dream: The arrests, the Inquisition, and the trial by fire

Face it: Of the 20th-century dictators, Stalin had better posters, but Hitler
had snappier uniforms. What Mussolini had no one has figured out yet.
All of them, at some point in their rise to power, orchestrated lightening coups,
against either one-time friends who were now enemies, or outspoken political
opponents.

The most famous was known as the Night of the Long Knives. In the early
1930s, Ernst R6hm had been Adolf Hitler’s closest friend. R6hm was the
brutal overlord of a three-million-strong band of street thugs called the SA, or
the “Brown Shirts.” With his help, Hitler rose from the leader of the Munich
street rabble to the newly elected chancellor of Germany. But by then, R6hm
was an unpleasant reminder to Hitler of his rude beginnings, and R6hm’s
openly flamboyant homosexuality, orgies included, was becoming an embar-
rassment to the Nazi Party. Rohm had to go.

So, on Saturday, June 30, 1934, after weeks of planning, Hitler had the entire
leadership of the SA rounded up — hundreds of them. They were put to
death with pitiless efficiency. Rohm was shot in his cell by the SS as he
shouted out one last “Heil Hitler!” Hitler had met the dawn tense and uncer-
tain, but he ended the night with a Cheshire grin.

Although many news stories at that time, in the western press, of course,
called these ruthless blitzkrieg tactics “unprecedented,” they were wrong.
There was nothing new about them at all. More than six centuries before, at
dawn on October 13, 1307, Phillip IV of France, tense and uncertain, was wait-
ing for word from his hordes of officers all over France who were, at that
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moment, arresting every Knight Templar they could lay their hands on. This
chapter covers the events of that day, from the jealousy and intrigue that led
to it, to the tragedy that followed.

The Seeds of the Fall in the
Nature of the Order

Any powerful outfit, from the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) to the
Walt Disney Company, has to stay on its toes insofar as enemies are con-
cerned. Money and power will always draw plots and takeover attempts like a
magnet. But the Knights Templar made for a particularly tempting target, for
a variety of reasons related to the politics of the Middle Ages and the nature
of the powers they had been given.

Though the White Knights, as they were sometimes called, had been born as
warrior-monks, the fact was that as time passed, they changed into some-
thing entirely different. These Poor Knights were running an enormous and
incredibly wealthy organization, one that walked with popes and bargained
with kings. Later on in this chapter, in the “Money: The root of all evil” sec-
tion, we provide a more detailed tally of Templar businesses and assets. For
the time being, suffice it to say that, although the Templar mission never
changed, the Templar character, as an organization, had changed drastically
since its inception in 1119.

Yes, the Templars were still the protectors of the shrines of the Holy Land.
But that purpose, as well as the expense of that purpose, had caused an evo-
lution in the Order as a whole. By the 13th century, it was difficult for many
to remember what their original purpose had been, particularly in Europe,
where the problems of holding on to the Latin States weren’t exactly staring
people in the face day to day. It didn’t occur to most Europeans who were
dealing with the Templars as bankers or brokers that they were piling up money
here to send over there. Micromanaging their literally thousands of preceptories
across Europe was often the face of the Order to the people of the West.

Consequently, when the last of the Latin States of the Holy Land folded, in
1291, there were definitely some hard feelings in Europe. Wasn’t saving the
Holy Land the job of the Templars? Isn’t that what they collected all that land
and loot for? It didn’t seem to matter that the Templars fought on, virtually
alone, battling literally to the last man in their fortresses across the Levant.
And it didn’t seem to matter that there was little interest on the part of the
kings and prelates of Europe in putting together another Crusade to hang on
to the Christian lands. As far as the kings of Europe were concerned, seven
trips to the well were more than enough, thank you very much.
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Of course, as warriors, the courage of the Templars was never questioned.
Templar knights were not allowed to retire from the battlefield, even for the
tactical purpose of regrouping forces, unless they were facing at least a 3-to-1
superiority of enemy strength. When captured, they were beheaded by the
hundreds before denying their faith. Yes, they were fierce, daring, and coura-
geous fighters. But the truth is, they weren’t always tactical geniuses. And
when an angry West went looking for a scapegoat, these tactical errors, as
well as errors in judgment or diplomacy, were blown far out of proportion by
the enemies of the Order in the Christian community.

A little independence goes a long way

Today, nothing is comparable to the power that the Catholic Church had in
the Middle Ages, before the Protestant Reformation. Even the Internal Revenue
Service can’t burn you at the stake, although they’d love to if they could.

Up until the Protestant Reformation in the 15th and 16th centuries, popes
had weapons that could checkmate any king. They could excommunicate
anyone, high or low, and had on many occasions excommunicated kings
when they got too far out of line. Popes also had the power to put an entire
nation under a papal interdict, meaning no marriages, no baptisms, no funer-
als, and a very frightened public. Some of the most powerful kings in history
bent their knee to the pope, quite literally.

To the unending annoyance of their enemies, the Templars had nothing to
fear from any of these papal powers. They were, in effect, the pope’s personal
God Squad, and if the pope was the most powerful figure in medieval Europe,
then it naturally follows that the Templars were the most powerful organiza-
tion in Europe. Even after their most humiliating defeats and losses, Pope
Innocent Il issued several new edicts concerning Templar powers and privi-
leges, going so far as to reissue the papal bull Omne datum optimum (meaning
“every best gift”), which had been the most important one in establishing the
Templars’ powers to begin with. It seemed a rather pointed thing to do;
everyone in Europe and the Holy Land was being told that nothing had
altered Templar status. One reason for this is crystal clear.

In the Latin States of the Holy Land, there may well have been four kings and
four kingdoms, but the glue holding the whole thing together was the Templars.
There were other military orders, the Hospitallers, and even lesser ones like
the Teutonic Knights or the Hospital of St. Lazarus. But the Templars were by
far the most important to the military stability of Palestine. Without them,
the nobles of the Latin States, despite their blue blood, would have been roy-
alty in name only — paper kings and queens, jostling for a place at the head
of the line to get on the fastest ship for home.
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Money: The root of all evil

One of the papal perks enjoyed by the Templars was the dispensation that
allowed them to practice usury, the medieval word for lending money and
making a profit off it. The practice had begun for the Templars in a rather
sidewise fashion, because they were already charging a fee for accepting the
deposits of pilgrims and then letting them make withdrawals on their long
journey. They were also helping knights who wanted to go on Crusade by
holding mortgages on their property for them. It was a very short step from
there to lending money, and the pope allowed them to take it. For the rest of
Christian Europe, usury was strictly forbidden by the Church — that’s why
most of the moneylenders in Europe were Jews. They were barred from the
guilds, and couldn’t work in most of the professions open to Christians. This
became a great rationalization for the longstanding European habit of hating
the Jews. But as time passed, some of that hatred, for the very self-same
reason, fell on the Templars. It was inevitable. After all, does anybody love
the bank that holds the mortgage on their house?

Money had never been any part of the equation for the founders of the
Knights Templar. On the contrary, their first vow was one of poverty. Hugues
de Payens, the Order’s founder, had eventually traveled to Europe and
received grants of land and money to help fund his work in the Holy Land.
That was how the early Templars viewed money — as a gift of the high and
the mighty to pay for their holy mission. Beyond that, they had no part of it,
any more than they had any part of drink, women, or luxury. But when their
holy mission to protect pilgrims became wrapped up with protecting the pil-
grims’ money, then money intruded itself upon their spiritual state. The act of
transferring money safely from Europe to the East and back again turned the
Order into something that Hugues de Payens could never have envisioned.
They became a large, influential, multinational corporation.

Even defeats didn’t seem able to touch the Templars. Whenever things went
wrong in the Holy Land, it meant another influx of Crusaders, more people
who needed the banking services of the Poor Knights. But the Templars were
coping with a wide variety of problems through the 13th century that
affected this vital aspect of their Order, because the entire period was doing a
monetary downhill slide. We won’t go into detail concerning multilateral
trade, the doctrine of laissez-faire capitalism, or economic determinism. If
you need help falling asleep, rent the film Meet Joe Black. But there is one key
thought on economics to take with you from this discussion, and that’s the
fact that history is, in general, inflationary.
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Money is worth less and less as time passes. Of course, history is turned
upside down by disasters like the 1929 stock-market crash, catastrophes that
in ancient times were usually brought about by plague, invasion, and war.
They drop the bottom out of everything, before the inflationary process
starts all over again.

The 13th century was a time of creeping inflation. Money was getting tighter
all the time. In order to pay the ever-increasing costs of building and main-
taining the enormous commanderies on the frontiers in the East and in Spain,
the Templars had to channel their inner Ebenezer Scrooge. Every penny pos-
sible had to be squeezed none too gently from every property and every
potential donor. For that reason, it was a period in which the Knights Templar
gained a reputation for both greed and stinginess, not to mention whorish-
ness, because of their selling away many of the rights of a Templar to anyone
who donated enough cash. This included the right to be buried in a Templar
cemetery — now there’s a perk! Still, the entire rap was probably undeserved.
It’s simply that the average person of that time only saw the money-managing
and donation-hunting side of the Order. They really could have no conception
of the financial burdens under which the Templars were trying to operate.

Huge tracts of land

Most of the feudal holdings of the Knights Templar in Europe were in France,
followed in number by Italy, England, and the northern, Catholic half of Spain.
The Templars had a little property in Germany, but the far greater amount of
land grants there were given over to the Teutonic Knights.

Without a doubt, their most pervasive presence, as well as their largest
number of holdings, was in France, which was home to the largest percentage
of the knights. The Paris commandery, with its beautiful tower (see Figure 5-1)
and its rich vaults, was definitely their number-one priority. The Templars
had nothing less than a city within a city, surrounded by crenellated defen-
sive walls that were 26 feet high. It’s heartbreaking that not a stone of it
remains standing today. Because the Templar keep was used during the
French Revolution to imprison King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette before
their execution, Napoleon had the tower torn down, to insure that it didn’t
become some sort of shrine to the persona non grata royal family. Most other
Templar buildings suffered the same fate through the centuries. But in its
prime, the Templar commandery at Paris was the principal bank, and in time
it became the de facto exchequer, for the French crown.
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Cracks in the Armor

The botched Second Crusade of 1145 is important to the story of the
Templars. After all, nobody wants to take credit for a military debacle. In fact,
it’s far more typical of human nature to start shopping around for someone
else to blame, particularly where the delicate vanity of generals who are also
kings is concerned. There were four general/kings on this trip, the principal
ones being Louis VII of France and Conrad IIl, emperor of Germany. The kings
of Poland and Bohemia came along just for the change of scenery. None of
these men wanted to hear about the fact that they knew nothing of the ter-
rain, and nothing of the language, customs, or tactics of their Turkish ene-
mies, not to mention their glut of stupidity about their own Byzantine allies.
When those allies, as well as the kings and nobles of the Latin States, tried to
advise these arrogant gentlemen, they got a sour look and a deaf ear for their
trouble. So, when the inevitable happened, and Louis and Conrad suffered
major, humiliating defeats at the hands of the Seljuq Turks, everyone started
sniffing around for a scapegoat. After all, these were mighty Christian kings,
and they no doubt had God on their side. There had to be another reason for
this inexplicable failure.
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Getting a little too chummy
with the heretics

For many, the “other reason” became the cozy relationship of the military
orders, principally the Templars, with the “godless infidels” of the East. Both
Louis and Conrad had been shocked by the level of placid acceptance with
which the kings of the Latin States treated their mostly Islamic subjects. The
Frankish knights had grown very comfortable with the diversity of the natives,
and so long as the peace was kept and the taxes paid (taxes that had not
changed since the overlords were Muslims rather than Christians), they were
content to let each man find God in his own way. The major “heretical”
Christian sects were left alone as well.

All the Templar Grand Masters in the East had an officer in their entourage
who was a secretary for Saracen affairs, a position of great importance. Some
Templar knights began to study Arabic. Many of the one-time mosques that
had been captured by Christian knights and turned into churches retained an
area where Muslims could continue to come to pray (see Chapter 2). To the
Templars, this seemed to be merely a respectful accommodation; to the newly
arrived Europeans headed for the Second Crusade, it was appalling. In his book
The Knights Templar, Sean Martin relates the story of an ambassador from the
Turks who came to Jerusalem to meet with the Templars. The Templars turned
over to the ambassador a small chapel in the Al-Agsa Mosque in which to
pray. When a fresh-faced Frankish knight, shocked at this apostasy, tried to
stop the ambassador from praying, he was literally dragged away by two
exasperated Templars.

From a modern perspective, the actions of these Templar knights seem civi-
lized, polite, and tolerant. To medieval European eyes, it seemed that the
Knights Templar had been blown off course, turned from their unblemished
Christian faith because of their tolerance for the faith of others. Stories like
this one made their way across Europe with the knights returning from the
Second Crusade — or at least with those knights who had survived the mili-
tary incompetence of their leaders. Slowly but inexorably, a general suspicion
about the Templars and the purity of their faith was growing in certain influ-
ential minds in the West, particularly in France.

The Second Crusade limped to a conclusion with an attempt to take the city
of Damascus that was an abysmal failure, and a tactical disgrace. Because it
was a concerted effort, with forces of Louis, Conrad, and the king of Jerusalem,
it does seem a bit of a stretch to blame the Templars for it. But that blame
game was becoming part and parcel of an interesting cultural shift that was
occurring among the Frankish Christian nobles and military orders who were
running the show in Outremer.
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As with colonial Americans, who started out as British as Earl Grey tea, and
ended up founding their own nation, the Frankish knights of Outremer were
beginning to merge, slowly but steadily, with the Islamic culture around them.

Socializing with Saracens

French historians sometimes call this new culture of Outremer (French for
“land across the sea”) la nation Franco-Syrienne, and this is as good a name as
any. The Frankish knights and nobles who lived in Outremer employed Syrian
physicians, cooks, artisans, and servants. When not on the battlefield, they
began to wear the comfortable Eastern dress more suited to the climate, and
their diet, heavy on the readily-available fruits of the area, became Syrianized,
as well. Their homes were designed by Eastern architects, or by Franks who
were influenced by them, and featured fountains and mosaic tile floors, high
ceilings, open spaces, and glass windows to let in the Mediterranean sunshine.

Even more astonishing to the Westerners of this period, the Franks began to
bathe regularly, the full soap-and-water treatment. They indulged as well in
other Eastern customs, from dancing girls at dinner parties to professional
mourners at funerals, which was a staple of Eastern culture. And, of course,
the shared enthusiasm of Islamic and Frankish nobility for hunting, hawking,
and horses made for lasting friendships between men of both cultures. It’s
little wonder then that, in several later instances, Muslim and Frankish war-
lords banded together to fight off a common enemy, such as the Mongols.

Intermarriage

There is also no question that, greater than all the influences we list was the
intermarriage that was becoming ever more common as time passed. Of course,
any woman who married a Christian knight had to become a Christian her-
self. In those days, in both camps, a woman would always adopt the religion
of her husband. But the cultural influence was still there. And as far as many
fanatical Catholics were concerned, because it was extremely rare for a Latin
knight to “turn Turk” and become a Muslim, the far more dangerous influence
on the citizens of Outremer came from the heretical Christians that were dom-
inant in that part of the world, various Gnostic and nonconformist sects that
were viewed through the same lens of suspicion as the Muslims by the West.
These, too, would have a mind-expanding effect on the citizens of Outremer.

So, where were the Templars in this stewpot of cultural diversity? Why they
were out front leading the way, of course, as they had been nearly from the
beginning. Needless to say, the chaste Templars couldn’t intermarry with the
Syrians, but in every other respect, they were creating a new brand of Templar
knight, the Eastern Templar knight, who’d served in the Holy Land his whole
life through and knew it like a well-loved book.
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Templar bashing: The latest
game from the Holy Land

Meanwhile, tales of Templar greed and pride had begun to circulate in the
highly-charged atmosphere of the late 12th century. The Second Crusade had
been a disaster; the Third Crusade had yet to arrive. Although a heartbreak-
ing number of the histories and chronicles of this period have been lost,
there is some surviving Templar griping that we can read today, from what
would seem at first an unlikely source.

In 1170, William of Tyre, archdeacon of Jerusalem, complained that, though
the Order had begun well enough, as holy men devoted to duty, they were
soon, in his words, “neglecting humility.” William was Franco-Syrian through
and through, born in the Holy Land, and a very influential figure at the court
in Jerusalem. In his chronicle of Outremer, he groused that the Templars had
“denied obedience to the Patriarch of Jerusalem,” to whom William claimed
they owed their very existence (they owed their existence to the king, not the
patriarch), and that, as their possessions began to multiply, their power got
out of hand. He crabbed that their “wealth is equal to the treasures of kings.”
Though he didn’t go into detail, he accused them of having gained that wealth,
at least in part, by “taking tithes from God’s churches,” as if they’d literally
picked his pocket. He summed up that they had “in general made themselves
exceedingly troublesome.”

This sort of bellyaching was an ominous sign of things to come, and it high-
lights a difficult burden that came with the Templars’ high position: Being
warriors as well as churchmen, and part of an influential group of men, they
made enemies in political, military, and ecclesiastical circles.

Speaking of enemies, in this same period, throughout the last half of the 12th
century, relations between Amalric I, the King of Jerusalem, and the Knights
Templar were particularly lousy. The Templars had at one time played a
major role in most Christian military actions, but they felt that Amalric was
using them unwisely. During this period, they began to pull back from full
cooperation, at least with the king of Jerusalem. It was not without cause.

Amalric had concocted an especially harebrained scheme to capture Egypt,
thinking political chaos there would make his plan a cakewalk. Not only did
his own mission fail miserably, but while he was away with the army, his
biggest enemy, Nur al-Din, the Sultan of Halab, took the golden opportunity to
attack the Christian city of Antioch. Bohemond, prince of Antioch, was in
charge of the few forces left. He chose, like Amalric, to ignore the Templars’
sound advice to play a waiting game, and his ill-considered attack cost a sub-
stantial number of Templar knights their lives. A year later, Amalric, in a fit of
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childish rage over the Templar surrender of a very small cave/fort in the
Transjordan to the overwhelming forces of Nur al-Din, had the 12 Templars
who gave him the news hanged like common criminals.

By that time, it looked like Templar relations with their own king were worse
than with the Muslims. So, in 1168, when Amalric was putting together a much
larger force to attempt to take Egypt again, the Templars refused point blank
to have any part of it.

Playing politics

This brand of independence, an attitude that openly said, “We know the situa-
tion, and we’re not going to blindly follow this idiot down the road to ruin,”
was bad enough when dealing with the Frankish nobles of Outremer. It was
even worse in coping with what the Templars had increasingly begun to per-
ceive as “outsiders.”

Realizing the absolute necessity of keeping an alliance from forming between
Damascus and Cairo was something the Templars thoroughly understood.
They were extremely adept at the power politics of the various Muslim
states. This was often decried by Crusaders fresh off the boat as “arrogance,”
which fueled tensions in Europe between knights and Templars. One story
about this tension will do, but remember, this isn’t one of a dozen stories —
it’s the same story, that could be told a dozen times.

In 1239, as a ten-year treaty for Jerusalem was about to run out, Pope Gregory
IX started beating the bushes among the rulers of Europe for another Crusade.
They didn’t exactly rush forward to take the Cross. In fact, the only poor dope

he got to help out this time was a moderately important French noble named

Theobald, Count of Champagne.

It wasn’t exactly the 25,000-strong army of the First Crusade. It was the sort
of small force that would straggle in throughout the life of the Latin States.
The count had dropped everything, filled with Christian zeal, to defend the
Holy Land from the infidel, with his life, if necessary. That was what he’d
expected, in the simplistic view of Europeans — a straightforward conflict of
good versus bad, black versus white, Christian versus Muslim. What he got
instead was a cold, hard dose of the Byzantine politics of the Near East.

He was, like Louis and Conrad in the Second Crusade, simply incapable of
grasping the complex strategies, the realpolitik, of the situation. Encouraged
by the Templars, the lords of Outremer had made an alliance with the Muslim
ruler of Damascus; they would help him in his war against the Egyptians, and
in return he would see to it that certain lands that had been taken from the
Franks after the Battle of Hattin, including the Templar fortress of Safad,
would be returned to them. The Templars needed the return of Safad if they
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were to secure Outremer. Theobald couldn’t understand that the Templars
were trying to take the most advantage they could from the unraveling situa-
tion in the Islamic world. The brother of Saladin, the powerful Egyptian war-
lord al-Kamil, had just died, and the entire Muslim world was in a mad
scramble to grab the biggest chunk from out of the power vacuum.
Unfortunately, one of Theobald’s knights, Henry, the Count of Bar, decided
he’d play a little power politics with the big boys. Thinking to take advantage
of the death of al-Kamil, he decided to attack Egypt himself. The Templars
warned him that the forces were far too strong for him to take on. He blithely
ignored them, and his entire force was wiped out at Gaza. Of course, the
blame in Europe fell, not on the count for his idiocy, but on the military
orders, particularly the Templars, who’d failed to support him.

A new and deadly enemy: Saladin

There were others who understood the necessity of alliance between Damascus
and Cairo. A new enemy would route the Christians, create a Damascus/
Baghdad and Cairo axis, and stand as the greatest adversary the Frankish
army ever faced. His name was Salah ad-Din Yusuf Ibn Ayyub (meaning Joseph,
Son of Job, Righteous of the Faith) known to us as Saladin (see Figure 5-2).

|
Figure 5-2:
Salahad- §
Din Yusuf }
Ibn Ayyub,
better
known in
the West as
Saladin. F

Classic Image / Alamy
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The author of The New Concise History of the Crusades, Professor Thomas F.
Madden, brings a fresh perspective to many of our society’s myths about the
Crusades. He believes that, Western politicians and teachers notwithstand-
ing, the Crusades were a very small blip on the very large radar screen of
Arabic and Turkish history. In other words, they hadn’t been stewing about
it, working themselves up into a lather over the course of the last 700 years.
That attitude began in the late 19th century, when the Western colonial
powers brought their Crusader legends with them to the East. After all, the
history of Islam is incredibly complex, jammed with wars, treaties, and per-
sonalities in conflict. The Crusades were truly a minor footnote, a brief
period of Christian colonization that left behind nothing in the way of cultural
change when the Franks were finally driven out of the region. The first
Arabic-language history of the Crusades wasn’t even published until 1899.

In that same year, when Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm Il was on a tour of the
Middle East, he sought out the tomb of Saladin. What he found shocked him:
a neglected, crumbling, and forgotten wooden tomb tucked away in a small
outbuilding of a garden beside the Great Mosque of Damascus. The Kaiser had
been raised on romantic tales like Sir Walter Scott’s The Talisman, just like
most of the young men of his age, and he positively worshipped the figure of
Saladin. He paid for a new mausoleum from his own pocket, a beautiful marble
tomb in the medieval style with scrollwork that has a Byzantine flourish. On a
bronze wreath he inscribed, “From one great emperor to another.” Other sites
in Damascus seem to back up the assertion of a Saladin long forgotten by his
own people. The most beautiful monument to Saladin in Damascus is a mag-
nificent statue of him on horseback, literally riding his horse over a helplessly
and comically splayed-on-the-ground King Guy and Reginald de Chatillon. It
wasn’t built until 1992.

Saladin was a popular figure, not in Eastern, but in Western history. He has
occupied that place of honor in the West for some time, from the songs of the
Provencal bards to the 19th-century Sir Walter Scott bestsellers that paint a
noble and sympathetic portrait of both Islam and Saladin, while Richard the
Lionheart comes off as something of a brute, albeit an admirable brute. But
the most interesting aspect of this argument is the reason for Saladin’s virtual
eradication from Arabic histories — the uncomfortable fact that he was a Kurd.

His father, the head of a respected Kurdish family, had been in the service of
the warlord Zengi, as well as his uncle, Shirkuh, who was in charge of Zengi’s
forces that were conquering Fatimid Egypt. Though Saladin had a deeply spir-
itual bent of mind, after he was made a soldier, his rise to power was meteoric
and brilliant, his skill on the battlefield soon catapulting him to a position
second only to his uncle’s. Shirkuh had two principle opponents in the strug-
gle for Egypt, one being Amalric, the king of Jerusalem, the other the vizier
and commander for the Fatamid Shiite caliph of Cairo, named Shawar. After
the death of his uncle, Saladin ordered the assassination of Shawar, and by
the age of 31 found himself the Sultan of Egypt. Technically, he was still a
vassal of Nur al-Din. But with his overlord’s death in 1174, Saladin came into
his own, leading a small and disciplined force into Syria to take Nur al-Din’s
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place, while retaining his hold on Egypt. In one of the greatest feats of his
reign, he announced to the Shiite Egyptians that from that point on, they

would be Sunni Muslims. Shiites were and are incredibly devout Muslims, but

over the course of the next few years, a slow and steady course, Saladin
replaced their faith with his own, and managed to keep his head in the

process, principally through the force of his personality. He was particularly

slick with the ideological use of jihad — the first Islamic leader to turn this
aspect of the faith into a unifying core of fanatical anti-Christian belief that
overcame sectarianism. Saladin was everything and more that every

Crusader had ever dreaded in his worst nightmares — a tactical genius who

now had both the Shiite and the Sunni nations under his banner, and the

Crusader States by the throat.

Understanding Islamic sects

The Templars had a thorough understanding of
the various Islamic sects; unfortunately, the
kings of Europe arriving for the Crusade didnt
wantto hear about it. In fairness, the reason for
the major split between Sunnis and Shiites is
confusing to non-Muslims. It wasn't because
they didn’t see Mohammed or the Koran the
same way. Even today, apart from slight differ-
ences in their customs, styles of prayer, and so
on, the essentials of their beliefs are the same.

The split started because Mohammed died in
632 without a son or a designated heir. Shiite, in
Arabic, means “party of Ali,” highlighting that
this was, in its beginnings, a political issue. Ali
was a cousin of the Prophet’s, an orphan who
was raised in Mohammed's home, and eventu-
ally married Mohammed's daughter Fatima.
Shiites cite numerous incidents in the Hadith
(Koran commentary with sayings and stories of
Mohammed) that they say make it clear that
Mohammed wanted Ali to follow him as caliph
(the spiritual and temporal leader of the faithful).

But the Sunnis felt that Abu Bakr, the powerful
uncle of Mohammed as well as his second con-
vert, was far more suited to rule. The Bakr side
won. Essentially, this is the argument behind the
split, though other differences have grown up

over the centuries. Sunnis thought the best man
should rule, while Shiites fervently believed, and
still believe, that only the holy bloodline of
Mohammed has the right to rule over Islam.
Sunnis offered up a concession to Shiite feelings
and, in both sects, the descendants of
Mohammed are known respectfully as either
sayyids or sharifs. But it's interesting to think that,
if seventh-century Muslims had just been a little
less chauvinistic in their thinking, then the right-
ful heir would have been Fatima, Mohammed's
daughter, and none of this mess would ever have
happened.

After the death of Abu Bakr, Fatima’s husband
Ali became caliph, the fourth caliph of Islam.
But when he was murdered in 661 by a rival
who took the caliphate for himself, a fervent
party of followers rallied to Ali's son, Husayn.
Husayn and his small army were annihilated
by their opposition at the Battle of Karbala in
680. Karbala, in Iraq, is a place of pilgrimage
for Shiites, and one of their holiest times of wor-
ship is called Ashura, which commemorates
Husayn’s death. Before the establishment of the
month-long daily fast of Ramadan, all Muslims
observed the fast of Ashura. Most of the holy
days of the Islamic calendar are shared by both

(continued)
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(continued)

sects, but Ashura has become a special time for
Shiites, usually lasting ten days. Two aspects of
this fast drive Sunnis nuts:

v During Ashura, Shiites defy Mohammed's
law against any graven or painted image,
and they include representations of the
Battle of Karbala in their worship (not to
mention the fact that Shiites often display
images of Ali in their mosques and homes,
even on bumper stickers or hanging from
rearview mirrors).

v~ Shiites observe Ashura with extreme emo-
tionalism. First-aid stations have to stand by,
because Muslim men, apart from pulling at
their hair and beating on their breasts in
grief, also go so far as to practice ritual self-
abuse, cutting at themselves with razors,
whipping themselves, and so on.

The great majority of Muslims are Sunnis; it's
sometimes called Orthodox Islam. Shiites are
considered the breakaway sect. In very general
terms, Sunnis look on Shiites as pain-in-the-
neck heretics, and Shiites look on Sunnis as
oppressors. Shiites have picked up dualist,
Gnostic, and mystical elements over the years,
particularly in small and even more mystical
sects such as the Isma’ilis, the Sufis, and the
Druze, that sprung from the Shiite movement.
(For an explanation of Gnosticism, see Chapter
7.) Islam has had its own “Spanish Inquisitions”
over the centuries, and Shiites have often been
murderously suppressed. In Sunni-dominated
countries, Shiites pay an additional (and sub-
stantial) tax as part of their dhimmitude, their
defiant status as “heretics.”

Islam has no priesthood as the West under-
stands the concept, but the imams are the clos-
est thing to it. Another major difference
between the sects is in the power and position
of the imams. For Sunnis, the imam is the
respected and wise prayer leader. For Shiites,
he is infallible, without sin, all-knowing in
the hidden meanings of the Koran, and with a

mystical connection to God. Shiites also have a
“messiah” belief, that one day an imam above
all others will come, the Mahdi who will bring
the world justice and salvation.

If you talk to Sunni Muslims, particularly of the
middle and upper classes, you will often get a
glimpse of their attitude about the mysticism
and emotionalism of Shiites. It's the attitude a
Madison Avenue—type New Yorker may have
for a fundamentalist Christian in the Smoky
Mountains who wrestles snakes or speaks in
tongues. It's not fair, of course, but there itis —
one more cultural difference that seems to be
growing worse in the Middle East. Even
Americans often equate Shiite with terrorist.
Although it's true that both the radical Hezbollah
and Hamas movements are made up of Shiites,
Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda, for example,
are Sunni. Radical Islamic fundamentalism
doesn't glue itself only to one sect.

The majority of stable governments in the
Middle East are Sunni — Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, and Kuwait, for example. All these
nations have a Sunni majority in their popula-
tion, as high as 95 percent. All are fearful of fun-
damentalists in their midst who want to bring
down the Sunni regime. For example, President
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt is virtually at war with
Shiite fundamentalists, a silent but very bloody
war, as he tries to stabilize the country and save
its $7-billion-a-year tourist industry. All these
Sunni presidents and kings fear and distrust the
single nation in the region that is controlled by
radical Shiites — Iran. Iran is the only Shiite
nation in the region and has been since the 16th
century. The U.S. State Department will tell you,
in its diplomatic nomenclature, that Iran is a far
more “destabilizing influence” than lrag. In
other words, Iran has been exporting radicalism
and violence for years. Their president,
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (elected in 2005), rou-
tinely delivers speeches laced with anti-
Semitism, anti-Americanism, and open calls to
violence.
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Confused Westerners now find themselves
trying to sort out the mess. For many years, Iraq
had been a country with a large Shiite popula-
tion ruled over by a Sunni government. After the
fall of Iraq’s Sunni dictator, Saddam Hussein, in
2003, the Shiite majority came to power, and an
all-out civil war quickly broke out. When the
new Iragi government hanged Saddam Hussein
on December 30, 2006, the first day of the Eid ul-
Adha, a holy day of sacrifice and atonement,
much was made of this in the Western press,
with assertions that President George W. Bush

Muslims. But in Irag, everyone knew who was
jabbing whom. The date was chosen by the new
Shiite-dominated government because their
celebration of Eid ul-Adha on their calendar did
not begin until the day after. This was only one
of a string of dismal and violent tit-for-tat inci-
dents that have grown ever more bloody, and it's
doubtful that the strife in Iraq between the two
sects will end anytime soon. (For a detailed but
clear and easy-to-read outline of the various
sects of Islam and their history, see Islam For
Dummies by Malcolm Clark [Wiley].)

had chosen the date as a deliberate slight to

Saladin was a man of a deep and thoughtful nature, pious and clean living,
generous to friends, ruthless to enemies, courteous and kind to the helpless,
and without doubt the most brilliant military tactician of the 12th century. For
this reason alone, his showdown with Richard the Lionheart and the crusader
kings of the West was the stuff of legend. It remains so to the present day.

Despite being Islamic, the Kurds have their own language, their own dress, and
their own culture. For centuries, the Turks, Iranians, and Iraqis (both Sunni and
Shiite Muslims) have oppressed the Kurds and pressured them to assimilate.
Because of this unceasing, centuries-old hatred of the Kurdish people, it does
seem to make sense that Saladin would be tossed into the ashcan of Islamic his-
tory, until he was rediscovered, along with the Crusades, by early-20th-century
Arabs eager to use the Crusades as a metaphor for all “Western imperialism.”

The Treacherous Kingdom of Jerusalem

The East, both the Christian Byzantine East and the Islamic East (all of which
would one day become the Ottoman Empire), has always had a reputation for
assassination politics. It seems to have been an unfortunate backlash to this
process of Syrianizing the Latin States that the Franks picked up on this as
well, and pretty quickly, too.

Ethics by Borgia, politics by Shakespeare

By the last half of the 12th century, the Kingdom of Jerusalem was a land of
epic bloodletting over politics, with noble families warring one another. In
fact, it’s amazing that Shakespeare passed it by. If he’d lived another ten
years, he could’ve gotten a half-dozen more plays out of it. Talk about Lady
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Macbeth! There were at least three of them to every noble family of Outremer.
It was a “pellet with the poison’s in the vessel with the pestle” kind of place, a
land of secret decoder rings, bedroom alliances, and political rivals lured to a
bloody death down a darkened alleyway.

It’s strange to think that all this drama was founded after the First Crusade by
Godfrey de Boullion, a man so pure he was absolutely no fun to party with. If
Godfrey could have seen what he’d spawned out of a simple desire to bring a
little order to the shattered city of Jerusalem, he’d probably have packed up
bag and baggage for home. His progeny, great-grandnieces and great-grand-
nephews, were all stock characters from some dark melodrama.

There was the pathetic Baldwin IV, the Leper King, who died at the age of 24,
and spent the last ten years of his life surrounded by a pack of wolves waiting
for him to drop. Desperate for some family feeling, he asked his mother, the
Dowager Queen Agnes, to return to the court. After giving her husband Amalric
three children, she’d been annulled by him for a variety of reasons, including
her legendary inability to keep her knees together. She took her lovers by the
gaggle, and when she was through with them she maneuvered them into posi-
tions of power to back up her party at court. Should anyone cross one of her
former lovers, he was usually poisoned, or mysteriously slipped a knife
between the ribs on a deserted back street.

Agnes’s daughter Sibylla learned her own double-dealing at mama’s knee. She’d
already been widowed and was engaged to another lord, when she fell in lust
with the handsomest and most worthless man at court, a petty noble named
Guy of Lusignan. After her brother Baldwin’s death, she plotted a palace coup
against the regent, Raymond of Tripoli, who had a party of his own, naturally,
and bargained her way to the throne with the skill of a Borgia pope. In a slippery
scheme worthy of a carnival midway bunko artist, she soothed the ruffled feath-
ers of the nobles at court, who had no objection to her as queen, so long as her
husband was not king — they had no intention of bending a knee to a boob
whose greatest assets were his blonde hair and square chin. At their insistence,
Sibylla divorced her husband, asking for a single concession in return: that she
could choose her next husband herself. Her request was granted, grudgingly.
Imagine their delight on the day of her coronation, when these duped nobles
were presented with her choice for a husband. Surprise! It was her ex-husband,
Guy of Lusignan! She had, indeed, drunk duplicity in her mother’s milk.

Historians sometimes go looking for a good guy in all this sewer diplomacy.
Raymond of Tripoli often gets the nod. (In the film Kingdom of Heaven, Jeremy
Irons plays a thinly veiled Raymond.) Yet, despite his wisdom and his courage,
Raymond in all likelihood had his chief rival for the position of regent assassi-
nated. It was the spirit of the age. These guys were not above using the notori-
ous Assassins, a sect of murderous Islamic mystics, to do their dirty work for
them. Raymond’s own father of the same name was taken out by the Assassins
in 1150.
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As far as the military orders were concerned, there were only two things that
were always a certainty:

v That they would be backing a political party

v That whoever the Templars were backing, the Hospitallers would be on
the other side

But the biggest mistake the Templars made was in getting involved with any
of this treachery and gutter depravity to begin with. Of course, that ideal makes
no concession to human nature. The Frankish nobles of Jerusalem were a
little island unto themselves, months away from the capitals of Europe. Like
people on a desert island after a shipwreck, they’re going to get involved with
one another. Besides, being Grand Master of the Templars was a position of
great temporal as well as spiritual power. It was inevitable that that power
wasn’t going to lie about unused.

Unfortunately for the Templars, their greatest defeat, from which they never
really recovered, was brought about, at least in part, by their danse macabre
with the slimy politics of the noble families of Outremer.

The horns of Hattin

The Battle of Hattin was fought on July 4, 1187. It was a blow to Templar pride
from which they would never recover, the catalyst to a chain of events that
would lose the city of Jerusalem for the Christians. And every step along the
way was led by Gerard de Ridefort, Templar Grand Master.

In the preceding section, we say that historians tend to look for “good guy, bad
guy” labels for figures of history. If there was a bad guy in all this, unfortunately,
it was Gerard de Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Templar. With all the
past Grand Masters who had spoken Arabic, been smooth negotiators, and
been expert diplomats, it’s sad to think that he was in charge at the most cru-
cial moment of Templar history. He was a furious and impatient warrior, hawk-
ish, arrogant, with a personal hatred for Raymond of Tripoli that blinded him
to what was best for the Frankish army. Politically, he was backing King Guy
and Queen Sibylla. And unfortunately, not only did he have great influence on
the young King Guy, but de Ridefort’s closest ally was a murderous and dis-
honorable liar named Reynald of Chatillon.

Reynald of Chatillon (confusingly referred to as Reginald in some books) was
something of a maniac, and he screwed up everything he touched. He was no
fit company for the king or de Ridefort. On a lighter note, he’d been impris-
oned for ransom once by the Muslims, a common practice with a captured
lord. After 16 years, no one liked him well enough to put together the ransom
money, and so the exasperated Muslims let him go. Afterward, he ran around
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from then until his death, starting wars everywhere he went, breaking treaties,
killing Muslim pilgrims, pillaging caravans that were traveling under a pass
from both Saladin and the king of Jerusalem, and in general single-handedly
making an all-out war with Saladin inevitable.

It was a war that Saladin was more than ready to fight. He had the power of
both Damascus and Cairo behind him, an Islamic first, and he possessed an
army of about 25,000. In this summer of 1187, he was moving south, victory
after victory under his belt, obviously headed for Jerusalem. On the Sea

of Galilee, he took the city of Tiberius, the property of Raymond of Tripoli,
who at that time was in Acre at a council of war. Word arrived in Acre that
Raymond’s wife, Eschiva, was leading the defense of the city with the small
force of knights at her disposal. Even so, Raymond pleaded for caution. The
king ignored him, taking instead the advice of his friend Gerard de Ridefort,
who said they should march at once.

King Guy, he of the Brad Pitt looks, had had several golden opportunities in the
previous two months to take on Saladin when their numbers were roughly
equal, and he’d blown them all, dancing around the enemy instead of engag-
ing them. He was already getting a reputation as a coward, which was totally
unfounded. He wasn’t a coward; he was an incompetent. He had a tendency
to believe with absolute faith in the last person who’d talked to him. The man
had a hard time deciding what to have for breakfast, much less when and
where to engage an enemy as dangerous as Saladin.

But now, on the long, dry march to meet Saladin and relieve the Countess
Eschiva, decisiveness was an absolute necessity. It was Raymond himself,
once again, who pleaded with King Guy to be cautious, to find water and sup-
plies before attacking. His wife could handle the Saracens for the time being,
of that he was confident. But the temperamental Gerard de Ridefort argued
relentlessly that the time was now and the place Tiberius. Raymond pleaded
at least for a night attack, when the broiling July heat would not have the
opportunity to steam-cook his knights. This advice, too, was ignored.

Throughout their march, each day they were harassed by the skillful archers
of Saladin. They’d been out of water for two days when they met the forces
of Saladin at Hattin, a small village near a dormant volcano, whose sunken
center left two peaks on either side like the horns on a bull. They had the
high ground, and the road to Tiberius was before them, as was the glistening
and potable water of the Sea of Galilee. But standing between the two was the
army of Saladin, blocking the way to all that blue, clear water. It was nearing
dark and the Franks camped, while Saladin’s men began a slow process of
ringing them in, starting a series of brushfires below that drifted up to choke
the Franks, making them even more miserable. By dawn, when the charge
began, it’s said that many small groups of knights were bearing down on the
Muslims like madmen, headed not for the enemy, but for the water.

When the battle was done, and the Christian defeat humiliatingly complete,
Saladin ordered every Templar and Hospitaller knight to be killed, forcing
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Gerard de Ridefort to watch. It’s also said that he had a party of Sufis with
him, peace-loving Islamic mystics who’d never handled a sword. Saladin
ordered them to kill the knights, and the Sufis, too frightened to defy him, did
their best, hacking at the knights who were on their knees on the ground,
taking six and seven agonizing blows to behead them.

Saladin captured both Guy of Lusignan and, to his delight, Reynald of Chatillon.
They were both brought into Saladin’s tent by their guards. There is an old
Islamic custom for the conquered: If the lord intends to let you live, he will offer
food and drink; if not, he will kill you. Saladin smoothly offered King Guy a drink
of water. When Guy politely turned to give a drink to Reynald, Saladin demurred,
saying succinctly, “I did not offer the water to him.” And then he beheaded
Reynald himself, with his razor-sharp scimitar, to the horror of the king. Saladin
then turned, still completely calm, and told King Guy to finish his water.

In October of 1187, a victorious and virtually unopposed Saladin took the city
of Jerusalem. Europe was shocked and appalled by the loss of the holy city,
although you may wonder why they should have been. Surely, enough depu-
tations from the Latin States pleading for help in the previous three decades
had warned them of this dire possibility. But it did galvanize them enough to
send along the Third Crusade, which was the last Crusade in many respects —
the last to have any success, as well as the last to involve all of Europe. Saladin
and Richard the Lionheart would spend those years of 1188 to 1192 in a sort
of lovers’ waltz, neither gaining any permanent tactical advantage. When
Richard finally left, Outremer was relatively secure. But Jerusalem remained
Saladin’s possession, with treaty rights to pilgrimage given to Christians.
Oddly enough, neither man lived long once the Crusade was over. It was as if,
without one another, they’d lost their identity and their will to survive. War
was just no fun anymore.

The final curtain

Outremer settled down after the treaty with Saladin, but there would only be
a few decades of relative peace. By the middle of the 13th century, matters
were going from bad to worse; by the end of the century, everything was
crumbling around them. That absolute necessity of keeping the northeast
and the southwest from attacking together was never a possibility again.
Turks and Mongols poured in from above, ruthless Mamluk warriors from
below, using Outremer for a battleground. The Turks overran Jerusalem in
1244, and proceeded to decimate any Christian relics they could find. The
Church of the Holy Sepulchre was burned to the ground, one more time.

By 1268, Antioch fell, and the Templars reluctantly withdrew from the
Amanus March, a large area to the north of the city that they’d held since the
1130s. Prince Edward of England arrived and brokered a ten-year truce with
the Mamluks, but the attempts to put together a Crusade during this breath-
ing space were a mess, mostly due to — you guessed it — more dynastic
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squabbling over the throne of Jerusalem. By the early 1280s, there was civil
war in Tripoli as well as the kingdom of Jerusalem, which looked a lot like
fighting over the last martini at the bar while the Titanic is going down. An
embattled Tripoli fell to the Mamluks in 1289.

The pope scraped together a “Crusader” force that arrived in 1290; it was a
collection of thieves, brigands, and opportunists, of the sort that the Templars
had been formed to protect pilgrims from to begin with. Ten minutes after
they got off the boats at Acre, they caused a bloody street riot over a dispute
with some Muslim traders, which gave the Mamluks an excuse to put the city
to siege. Since the loss of Jerusalem, Acre was the heart of the Templar uni-
verse. The Templar Grand Master, Guillaume de Beaujeu, fought with skill and
suicidal courage for two months, until the Mamluks broke through a wall on
May 18. De Beaujeu ran toward the fighting, not wearing his armor, and was
killed in the melee. In the harbor, ships were already carrying refugees to the
Templar holdings on the island of Cyprus. The Mamluks offered the marshal
of the Templars a truce to evacuate his forces, but it was only a ruse. They
fell on the Templars who were attempting to leave and slaughtered them. Late
on the night of May 25, the Templar commander of Acre sailed for Cyprus
with the Templar treasury. The rest fought on, to the last man.

Soon, it would seem that the Templars were going through Grand Masters as
if they were Kleenex. After the death of de Perigord in Gaza and de Beaujeu at
Acre, the commander of Acre who’d rescued the treasure, Theobald Gaudin,
was elected Grand Master by the Templars remaining in their Levantine
stronghold at Sidon. They had hoped for fresh reinforcements from Cyprus,
but instead they were told to evacuate the entire coast. By then it was a game
of dominoes; Sidon fell, then Haifa, then Tortosa, and finally the legendarily
impregnable Atlit, which fell on August 14. The new Grand Master, Theobald
Gaudin, did not survive another year.

The last Crusader

At a chapter meeting on Cyprus, the new Templar headquarters, Jacques de
Molay (see Figure 5-3), at the age of 50, was elected Grand Master of the
Knights Templar. This may seem the very definition of living in a fool’s par-
adise, a small group of tattered survivors electing a new Grand Master, after
having lost the entirety of the Holy Land. But keep in mind two things:

v Hope, for them, was anything but dead. They’d suffered their worst
defeat, but there’s no doubt that visions of another massive Crusade
danced in their heads as the next obvious objective.

v~ With all the controversy and all the infighting, the Templar knights
were still enormously respected and trusted figures. And they were
still men who lived an incredibly joyless existence, stripped of all life’s
pleasures, in order to serve God.
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Clouds Converge over France

After the evacuation of the last of the Templars to Cyprus, Jacques de Molay
took a ship for France, to meet with the pope and various nobles, in an
attempt to put together another Crusade. His first meeting would be with
Clement V, the new pope, and he had high hopes for success, especially
because they were countrymen. He couldn’t, at this point, have known of the
dark forces that were assembling against him behind the scenes.

King Phillip “The Fair”

King Phillip IV of France was one of the most remarkable figures of the period,
a king so forward-looking and modernistic that he seemed to have been born
out of his time and place. Chicago in the 1930s should have been his time and
place. The only difference between this guy and Al Capone was the cheap pin-
striped suit.

Most French kings had nicknames, and some don’t translate very well.
Everything sounds better in French (always remember that paté de fois gras
in English means “smashed liver fat”), so maybe they sound odder to our
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hopelessly Anglo-Saxon ears — Chlodion the Hairy, Childeric the Lazy, Pepin
the Short, Charles the Simple (not to be confused with Charles the Fat or
Charles the Mad). On and on it goes, from the Bald to the Stammerer to the
Do-Nothing. So you’d figure Phillip the Fair must have been a pretty good guy.
However, and you can take this to the bank, Phillip the Fair was nicknamed
for his good looks, not his ethics.

Kingship was the ultimate power trip in the Middle Ages, and all kings have
had their little eccentricities. Phillip the Fair’s eccentricity — in fact, his
obsession — was money. In the course of his reign, one lousy decision after
another was brought about by his mania for gold, and his belief that enough
of it would make of him a great king, and of France a great nation. Phillip’s
monumental avarice knew no bounds of decency or fear of consequence.

It’s true that he left the nation larger than he found it, but this wasn’t through
the usual route of conquest; he bought new towns and counties (Quercy,
Beaugency, and Montpellier). Like some sort of spend-happy trophy wife of
an overage millionaire, he seemed to believe there was nothing, absolutely
nothing, that money couldn’t buy. And, in a dark portent of things to come,
what he couldn’t buy, like the town of Mortagne in Normandy, or Tournai in
Flanders, he simply stole, after trumping up phony charges against the right-
ful owners. It was a tactic he would use again and again.

One of his most notorious schemes left the nation on very shaky economic
ground. He cooked up a plot to recall all the coinage in France, melt it down,
and then reissue it with the same printed value, skimming off a substantial
portion of gold for himself. As any high school student of economics could
have predicted, it caused a disastrous devaluation of the currency, which led
to hunger, unemployment, and rioting in the streets. Which is not to say that
he didn’t do it again, because he did.

Phillip entered into one nasty intrigue after another to get his hands on some-
one else’s money. An honest robber would have used a gun. Instead, Phillip
hid behind the skirt of the power of his royal position to trump up charges
against any group in the land that seemed to have a little bit of green. It
began with the Lombards.

The Lombards were Italian bankers living in France to do business there. The
word was that Phillip had borrowed from them, heavily. Suddenly, the wealth-
iest among them had various charges brought against them that had them
expelled from France. The king, of course, kept their goods and money. Finally,
tiring of shooting ducks one at a time, he had all the remaining Lombards
expelled, and swooped in to gather up their money, too.

Next, in 1306, he turned his sights on France’s Jews, a group that few Christians
were willing to risk their own lives to defend. Many of the Jewish moneylen-
ders of France had done fairly well in the previous two centuries, and, of
course, as with the Lombards, it was rumored that Phillip was personally

in hock to them. Charging that they “dishonored Christian custom and
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behavior,” he expelled them from France, stealing their money and belong-
ings, without letting a penny between the floorboards escape him.

Looking back, it seems obvious that Phillip’s actions against the Lombards
and the Jews were practice runs, simply to see if he could pull it off. Because
by that time, he clearly had another organization in his sights, one with
fabled wealth. Enough gold, Phillip thought, to make even him feel secure.

Pope Clement U

Unfortunately for the Templars, a papal disaster was brewing, a political and
religious mess that no one could ever have foreseen. It would be the final
blow, the one from which they would not recover. Catholics often refer to it
as the Babylonian Captivity. Nowadays, it’s usually called the Avignon Papacy
or the Great Schism. Either way, an atom bomb by any other name still blows
everything to bits.

Phillip and his personal henchman Guillaume de Nogaret had been in severe
conflict with the then-reigning pope, Boniface VIII. The pope had declared
that the king of France had no right to tax Church property, and the king had,
obviously, disagreed. De Nogaret kidnapped an important French bishop, and
the pope had come out swinging over it. He issued a papal bull proclaiming
that kings must be subordinate to the Church, and that popes held ultimate
authority over both spiritual and temporal matters on earth. To make sure
they got the message, Boniface excommunicated Phillip and de Nogaret. Phillip
answered his challenge by sending the brutal, devious, and bad-tempered de
Nogaret at the head of an army to meet up with Italian allies and capture the
pope. Boniface was, indeed, kidnapped and held for three days. After being
beaten to a pulp, he was released; a month later, he died. The French king had
proved just who was subordinate to whom, and he didn’t mind a little papal
blood on his hands. Pope Boniface’s successor, Pope Benedict XI, lasted only
a year in office, poisoned, it was said, by de Nogaret.

