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he conquering armies of the Prophet
emerged from the Arabian Peninsula in the
¢ seventh century and swept across North
~ " Africa and the Middle East, destroying the
. Sassanid Empire and severely damaging
' the Byzantine Empire. However the

Byzantines held on, and in the West, the
tide of conquest was at last halted by Charles Martel and
the Franks, at Tours (or Poitiers) in 732 AD.

For three hundred years, Christian forces slowly regained
some small parts of the lost ground in Northern Spain
and, under resurgent Byzantium, in the Levant. But the
Byzantine Empire was gradually weakened by economic
decline and internal dissention, and in 1071 AD it
suffered a disaster when the Emperor Romanos IV
Diogenes was captured during his defeat by Alp Arslan
and his Seljuk Turks at Manzikert. Most of Asia Minor
was lost, and it seemed that the heathens would soon be
at the gates of the city. Michael VII appealed to the Pope
for aid in 1074 AD, but none was forthcoming.

Over the next twenty years, Byzantium recovered
somewhat under a new Emperor, Alexios I Comnenos,
but was unable to retake the offensive. As part of his
search for allies, this Emperor too sought assistance from
the Christian West, by appealing to Pope Urban II for aid
against the Seljuks in 1095 AD.

The Pope must have seen an opportunity to strike against
the Moslems while also demonstrating his religious

superiority over the Patriarch of Byzantium. He called a
conference at Clermont in France at which the enterprise
was discussed, and as a result he called for good Christians
to go to the East. All who answered the call would be
granted the remission of all penances due for their sins.

The focus of Urban’s call was not military aid to
Byzantium, but the reconquest of the Holy Land so that
access to Jerusalem could be regained for the faithful. A
number of wealthy French magnates answered the call,
and the First (and most successful) Crusade left in 1096.

Over the next 280 years there would be a total of nine
crusades to the Middle East. In addition various Popes
called for crusades against other foes, some religious and
some more political, against the Wends, the pagans of
Latvia and Estonia and the Albigensian heretics, to name
a few. The “Northern Crusades” enjoyed considerable
success, but none of those mounted against the Moslems
were nearly as successful as the first, which succeeded in
capturing Jerusalem and setting up the states of Jerusalem,
Antioch, Tripoli and Edessa. Some of these Christian
outposts would survive for nearly 200 years.

The most famous confrontation during the period was
probably that between Richard 1 “the Lionheart” of
England and Saladin, but Richard was unable to break the
growing impetus of the Moslem counter-offensive and

Saladin it was who recaptured Jerusalem.
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