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              Onward, Children    
 Soldiers 

Is it fiction, is it truth?
Children in the flower of youth …
Heart in heart, and hand in hand

Journeying to the Holy Land! 
Longfellow, The Children’s Crusade, 1882

tALES OF A MYSTERIOUS PIPER
whose enchanting music lures children to 
their doom date back to the Middle Ages.
   The earliest known reference is a painting 
of a stained glass window installed in a 
church in Hamelin, Germany around 1300. 
(The church itself was destroyed in 1660.)
   As the story goes, the town is beset by an 
infestation of rats in the summer of 1284,  
whereupon a piper (‘pied,’ or dressed in 
bright, multicolored clothing) appears,  
proposing to rid the town of their rats for a 
suitable fee—an offer to which the besieged  
townsfolk gratefully consent. 

    Pied Piper of Hamlin, Armstrong Browning Library, 1924

   Regrettably, after magically leading the 
rats away, the townsfolk renege on the deal, 
and the angry piper returns to lure the town’s 
130 children away, just as he had the rats. 
(Depending on the version, the children are 
either drowned, imprisoned in a cave, or 
taken away to a wonderful new land.) 

   While most historians agree that some 
traumatic, historically true experience likely 
formed the basis of the fable, they disagree 
about the exact nature of that event.   
   Considering the involvement of rats, the 
Black Death is the obvious suspect, but that 
plague didn’t reach its peak in Europe until 
more than half a century later. Other 
explanations involve the children being sent 
off by their impoverished parents to resettle 
in Eastern Europe, being kidnapped and 
sold into slavery, or falling victim to the 
mysterious ‘dancing manias’ which swept 
Europe during the early 13th century.



   But perhaps the most intriguing theory is 
that the story refers to the doomed Children’s 
Crusade of 1212. Various versions of this 
narrative also exist, but most historians 
agree on the general outline of events:
   In two separate incidents in 1212, one in 
France and another in Germany, young boys
—variously reported to be between 10 and 15 
years of age—claim to have been instructed 
by Jesus to once again lead an effort to 
retake the Holy Land from the Muslims.     
   In Cloyes, France, a boy named Stephen 
journeys around the country enlisting 
volunteers into his ragtag army, preaching 
and performing ‘miracles’ which convince 
other youths to join him. The children—
eventually as many as 30,000 in number—
reportedly range in age from 4 to 17, and 
are mostly from the peasant class, with a 
sprinkling of orphans, misfits and outcasts.
   Assured that the purity of their faith will 
inspire the Muslims to peacefully convert to 
Christianity—allowing them to succeed 
where kings and knights before them had 
failed—the children set off on foot, except 
for Stephen, who rides in an ornate wagon. 
Marching, skipping, and frolicking, they 
advance haltingly toward their destination, 
surviving by begging for food along the way.
   After a long, arduous journey through  
Central France, they finally reach the 
Mediterranean port of Marseilles, where 
they are instructed by Stephen to wait on the 
shoreline for the sea to magically part. 
   When their patience begins wearing thin, 
many board ships and set off for Jerusalem. 
Two of the seven ships sink off Sicily, 
drowning their passengers, and the other 
five take an unintended shortcut to North 

Africa, where the children are promptly sold 
into bondage—becoming slaves to the very 
Muslims they had hoped to convert.

   Meanwhile, in Cologne, Germany, 
Nicholas, a charismatic shepherd boy, 
amasses his own large following, which he 
attempts to lead across the Alps into Italy. 
Splitting up, they take two different routes, 
with as many as 20,000 wandering far from 
the Rhine River into eastern Switzerland. 
Both groups die by the thousands in the 
frigid, treacherous terrian of the Alps. 
   The survivors, numbering about 7, 0 0 0,  
make their way to Genoa, where many take 
up offers of citizenship. The remainder, 
failing to secure transport to the Holy Land, 
make their way to Pisa, Rome, and Brindisi. 
(Some of the latter secure passage out to 
sea, only to drown in further shipwrecks.)     
   Those who follow Nicholas to Rome are 
thereupon implored to return home by 
Innocent III, despite the pope having failed 
to lift a finger to prevent them from setting 
out in the first place. (Indeed, impressed by 
their devotion to the Church, he reportedly 
stated, “These children put us to shame.”)
   A handful among both groups do finally 
manage to return to France and Germany. 
Stephen’s fate is unknown, but Nicholas fails 
to survive his return crossing of the Alps. 
(His negligent father is hung by the enraged 

parents of his numerous deceased devotees.)
Not a single one of the would-be crusaders 
are known to have reached the Holy Land.
   Ironically, the street in Hamelin where the 
children spirited off by the mythical Pied 
Piper were purportedly last seen is known to 
this day as the Bungelosenstrasse (‘street 
without drums’), as no one is permitted to 
ever dance or play music there. 
    For the thousands of hapless (and very 
real) victims of the Children’s Crusade, only 
a remote, derelict memorial remains, marking 
the spot along the Italian coast where many 
of their drowned bodies washed ashore. ◾


