
Seljuk Turks and the Crusades 

The Crusades were military expeditions undertaken for the deliverance of the Holy Land from 
Mohammedan oppression. The name is derived from the Cross which the warriors wore on their 
breast. 

Rise of the Seljuk Turks 

In extending their conquests eastwards, the Moslems came into collision with the Turks of central 
Asia. For centuries the Turks were subjects of the Abbasid Caliphate, and most adopted their 
religion. As the Mongols pressed in the East and the Caliphate in Baghdad broke down, many 
Turkish tribes moved west and staked out territory for themselves in Asia Minor. These Turks were 
fierce warriors of Tartar descent, wild barbarians, savagely cruel, and animated with an intense 
hatred of Christianity. Their leader was a grandson of a chieftain called Seljuk so the tribe that 
pressed furthest to the west was called Seljukian Turks. Pressing forward with irresistible 
perseverance, they conquered Armenia, Anatolia, Syria, Palestine, and won a devastating victory 
against the Byzantine Empire at the Battle of Manzikert (1071). 

Unlike most conquerors, the Seljuk Turks did not settled down peaceably among the vanquished 
people, but remained as an armed force. Their dominion over the peoples of the Middle East lasted 
about two hundred years, and throughout the whole period they warred with the native Saracens, 
Kurds, and other Mohammedans as well as the Byzantine and Latin Christians. Because the 
constant turmoil, many important Middle Eastern cities changed hands frequently during the 11th 
and 12th centuries. This was certainly the case with Jerusalem. 

The empire of the Seljukian Turks fell eventually through the combined efforts of European 
Christianity and of Mongol invasion. The work of European Christianity is known as the Crusades, 
and is described below but that of the Mongols, who rose in 1211 under Genghis Khan, deserves 
attention as well. The Mongol army was composed of horsemen, and numbered hundreds of 
thousands. They rode over all of Asia, destroying everything they came across, robbing, slaying, 
and leaving ruin and desolation in their path. The Seljuk Turks gave way before their fierce 
onslaught but not before they themselves had threatened Europe and had almost made 
themselves masters of Constantinople. 
 
Towards the close of the eleventh century, when the Turks were still extending their conquests, 
their presence in Syria was a considerable danger to the now Eastern Empire. A generation after 
the disastrous Battle of Manzikert, Emperor Michael VII. appealed to the Pope for assistance. 
Unfortunately, by the time the Crusades were called there was already a schism between the 
Eastern and Western Churches, and Latin and Greek Christians were unable to resist the Turks 
effectively. From the point of view of the Crusaders, the Greek Emperors played a perfidious part, 
constantly appealing to the West for help while refusing provisions and throwing difficulties in the 
way of those who came to their assistance. From the point of view of the Greeks, the Latins were 
ignorant adventurers who did not understand the political situation in the East. The a full history of 
the Crusades requires and understanding of East-West Conflicts and Schism. 
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Overview of the Crusades 

There were nine Crusades altogether, but not all were of equal importance. The First and Third 
Crusade were the most successful and important in terms of sustaining the Latin Kingdom in the 
East, and the Fourth was the most disastrous, since it permanently severed any hope of 
reconciliation between East and West. These three crusades are describe in later sections, but first 
an overview of all nine Crusades is given below. 

First Crusade (Knights' Crusade), 1097-1099.  
 
The First Crusade started early in the year 1097, to the number of about 600,000 fighting men, 
mostly from France, Lorraine, and Norman-Italy. The leader was Godfrey de Bouillon, Duke of 
Lorraine. It ended in 1099 when Jerusalem was taken after an obstinate siege. 
 
 Preached by Peter the Hermit. 
 Led by Godfrey de Bouillon, Raymond of Toulouse, Behemond of Taranto, 

and Stephen of Blois 

 Creation of Crusader Kingdoms in Tripoli, Edessa, Antioch, and Jerusalem. 

 
Second Crusade (St. Bernard's Crusade), 1147-1149. 
 
The conquest of Edessa by the Mohammedans in 1144 gave rise to the second crusade. The 
second Crusade was preached by St. Bernard but was a complete failure, owing partly to the 
treachery of the Greeks and partly to the dissensions among the leaders. 
 
 Preached by St. Bernard of Clairvaux. 
 Led by Emperor Conrad III, of Germany, and King Louis VII of France 

 The only success of the Second Crusades was liberation of Lisbon from the Moors while en 
route from Northern France by ship. 

 
Third Crusade (Kings' Crusade), 1189-1192. 
 
The taking of Jerusalem in 1187 by Saladin, a Kurdish chief, was the cause of the Third Crusade. 
Frederick Barbarossa started first by an overland route and took the city of Iconium, opening the 
way for the other armies, but died en route. Philip Augustus, continued to the holy lands and 
assisted in the siege of Acre until the arrival of Richard I. Richard completed the conquest and 
signed a truce with Saladin, who agreed that Christians should have free access to the Holy 
Places, but stopped short of re-taking Jerusalem. 
 

 Preached by William of Tyre 

 Led by Frederick Barbarossa, Philip Augustus, and Richard the Lion-hearted 
 Advances of Turks under Saladin stayed and the cities of Ascalon and Acre taken. 

 
Fourth Crusade (Pseudo Crusade), 1202-1204. 
 
Led by Baldwin of Flanders, the Crusaders set out for the East in 1202, but were delayed in 
Venice. The government of Constantinople was in turmoil and the Crusaders promised support for 
a deposed Emperor, but ended up sacking the city and setting up a Latin Empire which lasted fifty-
seven years. Relations between Latin and Greek Christians, already frosty before this outrage, 
were permanently severed. 



 Led by Baldwin of Flanders, Dandolo of Venice. 

 Constantinople sacked by Crusaders. Latin Empire of Constantinople founded. 

 

Fifth Crusade (Hungarian Crusade), 1218-1220. 
 
After the Emperor of Germany and King of Hungary both turned back from the effort to take 
Jerusalem, John of Brienne entered Egypt, and captured Damietta. His effort was in vain however, 
as the Crusaders became trapped in Egypt and had to surrender the city as the price of a peaceful 
retreat. 
 

 Led by John of Brienne, Leopold VI of Austria 

 Damietta in Egypt taken, but later surrendered. 

 
Sixth Crusade (German Crusade), 1228-1230. 
 
Frederick II of Germany agreed to lead the sixth crusade, only after he had been excommunicated. 
He is said to have bribed the Sultan to a shameful peace, and Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth, 
Tyre, and Sidon surrendered to Frederick on condition that the Mohammedans should have liberty 
of worship there. 
 

 Led by Frederick II of Germany 

 Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth, Tyre, and Sidon surrendered to Frederick but on 
meaningless conditions. 

 

Seventh and Eighth Crusades (Crusades of St. Louis), 1248-1250 and 1270-1274. 
 
Louis IX of France set out to take Damietta after four years of preparations. The effort was beset 
with difficulties, and much delayed. St. Louis was defeated and taken prisoner, but ransomed by 
the return of Damietta. The death of his regent mother obliged Louis to return to France, but upon 
the capture of Antioch by the Sultan of Egypt, he resolved to make a final effort. His fleet was 
delayed in Tunis where a plague broke out killing St. Louis and bringing the crusades to an end. 
 
 Led by St. Louis IX of France 

 Damietta taken by St. Louis in the Seventh. Pestilence broke out in the Eighth. Death of St. 
Louis. 

  



Results of the Crusades 

 A great revival of religious fervor. 

 Elevation of the standard of Christian Knighthood. 

 Advancement of knowledge, science, and art. 

 Development of commerce and navigation. 

 Improvement of lower and middle classes; increase of the spirit of liberty and public charity. 

 Advance of Turks on Europe stayed. 

Though the Crusades failed to achieve their stated purpose, their influence on the subsequent 
history of Europe can hardly be overestimated. From the time of the Crusades began a rapid 
development of political and constitutional liberty, together with a growth of commerce, industry, 
and learning. 

The decay of feudalism can be traced to these wars. Nobles sold or let their vast estates to 
tenants, so property passed from nobles into the hands of the rising middle classes. Indirectly the 
influence of the sovereign rose, as he was no longer confronted by peers who were his rivals in 
dominions. The decay of feudalism not only meant the cessation of the private wars, which had 
been the bane of society for several centuries, but the growth of towns. 

Nations also came to know each other better. In the brotherhood born of combats shared, of 
sufferings endured for a common cause, national prejudices, began to give way and bonds of 
union in trade, language, and civilization were nurtured. The West learned from the East many 
sciences little cultivated. Mathematics and medicine began to be taught in Europe, the medieval 
schoolmen devoting attention to new learning. Maritime routes laid open for military enterprise 
continued to be used for commerce and many new products and luxuries were imported into 
European markets. 

That the Crusades were a great benefit to after years is now almost universally acknowledged. " . . 
It is now admitted that the survival of any Christianity at all in Asia was due to the Crusades; that 
the expulsion of the Moors from Spain and Portugal was part of the movement; and that the 
knights of Rhodes and Malta, whose splendid valor saved the nations of the Mediterranean, were 
the direct result of the Crusades." 

 


