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THE HISTORY OF THE FIRST CRUSADE: FAITH, WAR,
AND THE REMAKING OF THE MEDIEVAL WORLD

In the closing years of the 11th century, a wave of religious
fervor, political ambition, and sheer human desperation swept
across Western Europe. This movement culminated in one of the
most pivotal and bloody episodes of the Middle Ages: the First
Crusade. The History Of The First Crusade is not merely a
story of battlefield heroics; it is a complex tapestry woven from
threads of papal reform, Byzantine desperation, Islamic
fragmentation, and the raw, often brutal, piety of thousands of
ordinary men and women. This article seeks to explore the
causes, key events, major figures, and enduring legacy of this
extraordinary campaign that captured the imagination of
Christendom and reshaped the map of the Mediterranean for
centuries.

The Call from the East:
Setting the Stage for
Crusade

To understand the History Of The First Crusade, one must first
look at the world that created it. By the 1090s, the Byzantine
Empire, the eastern bastion of Christendom, was in a precarious
state. For decades, the Seljuk Turks had been encroaching on
Byzantine territory in Anatolia (modern-day Turkey), a vital region
for food, manpower, and strategic defense. The crushing
Byzantine defeat at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071 had left the
empire vulnerable and exposed.

Emperor Alexios | Komnenos, a shrewd and capable ruler, found
himself in a desperate situation. He needed military assistance,
and he looked to the West for mercenaries. In 1095, he sent
envoys to Pope Urban Il at the Council of Piacenza, requesting
help against the Muslim Turks. Alexios likely envisioned a small,
disciplined force of knights he could direct and control. What he
received instead was a mass movement that far exceeded his
expectations and, at times, his control.

The Council of Clermont: A
Sermon Ignites a Fire

The most famous single event that triggered the First Crusade
was Pope Urban IlI's sermon at the Council of Clermont in
November 1095. While the exact words of the pope are lost to
history (chroniclers like Fulcher of Chartres and Robert the Monk
recorded different versions), the core message was electrifying.

Urban II, a powerful reformer from the Cluniac tradition, saw an
opportunity. He could channel the violent energies of the knightly
class in Europe toward a holy purpose, heal the schism between
the Roman and Eastern churches, and assert papal leadership
over Christendom. In his speech, Urban reportedly painted a vivid
picture of Christian suffering in the East. He told his audience that

the Holy Land, the very land where Jesus Christ walked, was
under the control of a "filthy race" and that it was the duty of
every able-bodied Christian to take up the sword and liberate it.

The response was immediate and overwhelming. Cries of "Deus
vult!" ("God wills it!") erupted from the crowd. Thousands of men,
from powerful dukes and counts to poor peasants, pledged
themselves to the cause. They began sewing cloth crosses onto
their clothing, taking the Latin word crux (cross) and becoming
known as crusaders. This singular moment is the foundational
spark in the History Of The First Crusade.

The People’s Crusade: A
Prelude to Disaster

The enthusiasm for the Crusade was so intense that it could not
be contained. Before the official armies of the nobility were
ready, a chaotic and ill-prepared wave of commoners, known as
the People's Crusade, set out for the Holy Land. This movement
was led by charismatic figures like Peter the Hermit, a fiery
preacher who had travelled through France gathering followers,
and Walter Sans-Avoir (Walter the Penniless).

The People's Crusade was a tragic disaster. Lacking discipline,
supplies, and proper military leadership, the mob of thousands of
men, women, and children marched across Europe. They often
resorted to looting and violence against the local populations,
including Jewish communities in the Rhineland, in what are known
as the Rhineland massacres. When they finally reached Anatolia,
they were no match for the professional armies of the Seljuk
Turks. In October 1096, they were ambushed and slaughtered at
the Battle of Civetot. Peter the Hermit had fortunately left the
main army before the battle, but the People's Crusade ended in a
bloodbath that foreshadowed the brutality of the conflict to come.

The Princes’ Crusade: The
Armies of the Nobility

In the late summer and autumn of 1096, the main crusading
armies began their journey. These were not a single, unified army
but several distinct contingents led by powerful nobles. Each
leader had his own motives, ranging from genuine piety to
ambition for land and wealth.

e Godfrey of Bouillon, Duke of Lower Lorraine: A deeply
pious and skilled knight, Godfrey was one of the most
prominent leaders. He was accompanied by his brothers,
Baldwin and Eustace.

e Bohemond of Taranto: A Norman prince from southern
Italy, Bohemond was a brilliant and ruthless military
commander. He was perhaps the most ambitious of the
leaders, with his eyes set on carving out his own
principality in the East.

e Raymond IV, Count of Toulouse: The wealthiest and
most senior of the crusader leaders, Raymond was a close
ally of the papacy and saw himself as the protector of the
Crusade's religious ideals.

e Robert Curthose, Duke of Normandy: The eldest son of
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William the Conqueror, Robert was a formidable warrior but
a poor leader.

e Stephen of Blois: A wealthy nobleman who would later
prove to be a controversial figure for his desertion at a
critical moment.

These armies marched separately across Europe to
Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, often
engaging in skirmishes with local populations along the way.

The Siege of Nicaea and
the Battle of Dorylaeum

When the crusader armies arrived at Constantinople, Emperor
Alexios | was alarmed. He had not bargained for such a massive
and unruly force. He skillfully managed the situation, extracting
oaths from the leaders to return any former Byzantine territory
they conquered to the Empire. With this uneasy alliance in place,
the crusaders were ferried across the Bosporus into Anatolia in
the spring of 1097.

Their first major target was Nicaea, the Seljuk capital. The
crusaders laid siege to the city. The siege was a success, but it
demonstrated the complexity of the relationship with the
Byzantines. Alexios secretly negotiated the surrender of the city
with the Turks without consulting the crusaders, a move that
bred deep mistrust.

After capturing Nicaea, the crusader army, now numbering tens
of thousands, marched inland. In July 1097, they were ambushed
by a massive Seljuk army under Kilij Arslan | at the Battle of
Dorylaeum. The crusaders were initially caught off guard and
suffered heavy losses. However, the discipline of the knights, the
effective use of cavalry charges, and the eventual arrival of
reinforcements under Godfrey of Bouillon and Raymond of
Toulouse turned the tide. The battle was a hard-won victory that
proved the crusaders could defeat the Turks in open battle. The
journey through Anatolia, however, was a brutal ordeal of thirst,
starvation, and constant harassment.

The Long and Horrific Siege
of Antioch

The campaign against Antioch, a massive and heavily fortified
city in northern Syria, is the centerpiece of the History Of The
First Crusade. It was a test of endurance, faith, and military
ingenuity. The siege began in October 1097 and lasted for eight
long months. The crusaders were too few to fully surround the
city, allowing supplies and reinforcements to trickle in. Winter
was brutal, and the army was ravaged by starvation and disease.

Morale plummeted, and leadership was constantly fractured by
bickering and distrust. Stephen of Blois, convinced the situation
was hopeless, deserted the army. The turning point came
through treachery. Bohemond of Taranto, ever the opportunist,
made contact with a disaffected Armenian guard named Firouz,
who controlled a tower on the city walls. In June 1098, Bohemond
and his men secretly entered the tower, opened the gates, and
the crusaders poured into Antioch, massacring the inhabitants.

Their victory was short-lived. Within days, a massive Muslim relief
army under Kerbogha, the atabeg of Mosul, arrived and besieged
the besiegers. The crusaders were now trapped inside the very

city they had just captured. The situation was desperate. This is
where the most famous spiritual event of the Crusade occurred.

A poor monk named Peter Bartholomew claimed to have a vision
revealing the location of the Holy Lance, the spear that had
pierced the side of Christ during the crucifixion. The relic was
supposedly discovered beneath the floor of the Cathedral of St.
Peter. The discovery ignited a wave of religious ecstasy. With
their morale restored, the crusader army, starving but inspired,
marched out of Antioch to face Kerbogha. The result was a
stunning and unexpected victory. The crusaders believed the
Holy Lance had given them divine protection. This victory
secured their hold on Antioch and left the road to Jerusalem open.

Jerusalem: The Sacred Prize

After a long and contentious delay in Antioch, during which
Bohemond established his own Principality of Antioch, the
remaining crusaders finally marched south toward Jerusalem in
the spring of 1099. The army was now a shadow of its former
size, numbering perhaps only 12,000 to 15,000 men, including a
few thousand knights.

When they finally saw Jerusalem on June 7, 1099, many crusaders
wept with joy and reverence. But the city was no easy prize. It
was strongly fortified and defended by a Fatimid Egyptian
garrison. The siege of Jerusalem was a race against time, as a
Fatimid relief army was on its way from Egypt. The crusaders
were short on water, food, and timber for building siege engines.

In a state of religious frenzy, the army fasted and conducted a
barefoot procession around the city walls. Renewed in their faith,
they began a final assault on July 15, 1099. Using two large siege
towers, they finally breached the walls. What followed was a
massacre of staggering proportions. The crusaders poured into
the city and slaughtered the Muslim and Jewish inhabitants for
hours. The streets ran ankle-deep in blood, and the city was put
to the torch. The chroniclers, both Christian and Muslim, describe
scenes of unimaginable brutality. For the crusaders, it was the
divinely ordained liberation of the Holy City. For the Muslim and
Jewish worlds, it was an unforgettable atrocity.

Legacy and Aftermath of
the First Crusade

The crusaders had achieved the impossible. Against all odds,
they had captured Jerusalem and established a foothold in the
Levant. Godfrey of Bouillon was elected the first ruler of the
Kingdom of Jerusalem, famously refusing the title of "king" in a
city where Christ had worn a crown of thorns. He took the title
"Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre" instead.

The success of the First Crusade led to the establishment of four
crusader states:

e The Kingdom of Jerusalem
e The Principality of Antioch
¢ The County of Edessa
e The County of Tripoli

The History Of The First Crusade fundamentally changed the
medieval world. It proved the power of a papally-sanctioned holy
war, increased the prestige of the Roman Church, and opened up
a new channel for trade and cultural exchange between East and
West. It also created a legacy of deep-seated mistrust and
hostility between the
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