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 Canon Fodder 
The Crusades: the most durable 
monument to human folly that 
has yet appeared in any age.

David Hume

tHE SERMON BY POPE URBAN II 
launching the First Crusade in 1095 is 
considered by many historians to be the 
most effective speech in European history.   
    Having arrived at the papacy via the bed 
of the Italian countess Matilda of Tuscany, 
Urban instituted reforms which allowed the 
clergy to keep their own mistresses, but in 
return he extracted a ‘stiff’ annual fee for 
the privilege. (Predictably, the employment 
of concubines plummeted, while homo-
sexuality among the priesthood soared.)
    Calling upon the faithful to free the Holy 
Land from the bondage of Muslim infidels, 
the pope offered martyrs killed in battle 
immediate remission of any prior sins.

        Conquest of Constantinople by the Crusaders ,1204

“The greater the sin, the greater the bargain,” 
and the pope’s offer was seized upon as a 
once in a lifetime opportunity for murderers, 
thieves, rapists and other hardened criminals 
to avoid an eternity of damnation in Hell.
   Although most of the Holy Land—including 
most egregiously, Jerusalem—had been held 
for centuries by Muslims, Christians were 

generally well-treated throughout the region.
Nonetheless, Urban’s false depiction of the 
wanton slaughter of Christians by Muslims 
convinced thousands of would-be Crusaders 
that God himself was exhorting them to 
“exterminate this vile race from our lands.” 
    While the cheering crowds called on the 
pope to personally mount the campaign, 
Urban was apparently too busy mounting 
Matilda, and enlisted the Frankish King 
William to lead the charge. (Legend has it 
that William rode off to battle with a nude 
portrait of Matilda painted on his shield.)         



   The First Crusade was by any measure an 
unmitigated disaster. Jeruslaem was 
thousands of miles away from France, and 
as the marchers’ ranks swelled, the enraged, 
rampaging Crusaders sought infidels closer 
to home on which to vent their wrath. 
Thousands of Jews—perhaps a third of all 
those living in Northern Europe—were 
murdered in the first months of the crusade.
    Eyewitnesses reported Jews being “killed 
like oxen and dragged through the street 
like sheep to the slaughter” and mothers 
cutting the throats of their own children, 
preferring them to perish quickly by their 
own hand rather than face the savagery of 
the Crusaders. By the time the first wave of 
Crusaders—the poorly-equipped Peasants’ 
Crusade led by Peter the Hermit—reached 
Muslim lands, tales were circulating of 
babies being eaten by the starving pilgrims.
    One portion of the rag-tag army got as far 
as the town of Civeot, only to be ambushed 
in a narrow valley and hacked to pieces by 
the well-armed Turks. (According to legend, 
the 60,000 Crusaders who died left behind a 
mountain of bleached bones, which were 
later mixed with lime and used in  building 
many of the region’s numerous castles.)
    The more capable Crusader armies which 
followed captured Jerusalem in 1099,  but at 
a horrific cost, with the army of 300,000 
reduced by about 95% during the journey 
and total casualties on both sides of over 
100, 000 in the final, epic battle for the city.
The Jews of Jerusalem fared no better than 
their European brethren, with many burnt 
alive seeking shelter in the city’s synagogue.
    Two further crusades proved indecisive. 
The Second Crusade, launched in 1146, 
sought to liberate crusader states recaptured 
by the Turks, but failed due to misdirection 
by Byzantine guides and internecine 
squabbles. Thousands died in vain, as the 
crusaders never reached their objective.

(The French king and queen had such a bad 
spat that they returned on separate ships.)
   The Third Crusade was launched in 1202 
to recapture Jersusalem, retaken by Saladin 
and his Saracen armies in 1187.  It consisted 
of three separate contingents: Emperor 
Barbarossa’s 100, 000-strong imperial 
German army, and English and French 
forces of about 10, 000 soldiers each.
Barbarossa drowned in a freak accident, 
after which most of his army deserted, and 
Richard the Lionhearted was captured and 
held for ransom by a rival. Both the English 
and the French army eventually capitulated.
   Pope Innocent III launched a fateful Fourth 
Crusade in 1198. Sent to (once and for all) 
recapture Jerusalem, the army was hijacked 
by an exiled prince and instead lured into 
sacking Constantinople, capital of the rival 
Byzantine Empire and the Eastern Church. 
Along with the usual murder and mayhem, 
holy relics were plundered, nuns raped, and 
Santa Sophia—the greatest church in all of 
Christendom—desecrated. The Crusaders 
never got anywhere near Jeruasalem.
    There were at least nine crusades in all, 
with between one and three million dead, but 
the consequences of the Fourth Crusade in 
particular would echo down through the ages.        

     The fall of Constantinople ended the 
Byzantine Empire’s crucial role as a buffer 
between Christianity and Islam, allowing 
the Ottoman Empire to gradually expand 
into Eastern Europe, and the resulting 
Balkan nationalism would fuel rivalries 
among the Great Powers, tearing apart the 
fragile fabric of European peace and 
ultimately becoming one of the principal 
causes of World War I.  
    Tragically, Urban’s triumphant call to 
arms would spark five centuries of Holy 
War between Christianity and Islam, fueling 
a deep-seated enmity between the two faiths 
that continues even to this day. ◾


