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And it is worth noting that they say that Our Lord, when he travelled 
beside the Syrian sea, did not enter this city, but cursed one of its towers, 
which today is called Accursed by the inhabitants. But I believe rather 
that it took its name fr om another source. When our men laid siege to 
the city, this tower was the most strongly defended of all; whence they 

called it the Accursed Tower.

Wilbrand van Oldenburg, visitor to Acre, 1211
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Islamic cavalryman

In the spring of 1291, the largest army that Islam had ever assembled 
against the crusaders in the Holy Land was moving towards the city of 
Acre. It was, by all accounts, an extraordinary spectacle – an immense 
concourse of men and animals, tents, baggage and supplies, all converging 
on Christendom’s last foothold. Th e aim was to deliver a knock-out blow.

Forces had been drawn from across the Middle East; from Egypt 
500 miles to the south, from Lebanon and Syria as far north as the 
banks of the Euphrates, from the great cities of Cairo, Damascus and 
Aleppo: a gathering of all the regions’ military resources. Th e elite 
troops were enslaved Turkish-speaking warriors from beyond the Black 
Sea, and the army included not only cavalry, infantry and specialist 
supply corps, but enthusiastic volunteers, mullahs and dervishes. Th e 
campaign had inspired a popular fervour for holy war – and a less pious 
one for booty.

Visible in this panorama was a vast array of outfi ts, devices and armour: 
lordly emirs in white turbans; foot soldiers in conical metal helmets, 
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chain mail and leather scale tunics; cavalry armed with short bows, their 
animals covered in colourful cloths and saddles embroidered with 
heraldic insignia; camel-mounted musicians playing kettledrums, horns 
and cymbals; fl uttering yellow banners and weapons of all kinds: maces, 
javelins, spears, swords, siege crossbows, carved stone balls, naphtha for 
the manufacture of Greek fi re and clay grenades. Oxen strained to haul 
carts laden with timber from trees felled in the mountains of Lebanon 
and fashioned in the workshops of Damascus, the prefabricated compo-
nents of stone-throwing catapults – known in the Islamic world as 
manjaniq (mangonels), to Europeans as trebuchets. Th e rumbling carts 
were bringing an unprecedented number of such devices, some of enor-
mous size, to batter the walls of Acre. Th ey represented the most powerful 
form of artillery weapon before the age of gunpowder.

Th e city this army had come to attack was very ancient and its role 
in regional power politics continuously signifi cant. It has had many 
names – Akko in Hebrew, Akka in Arabic; Ptolemais to the Greeks and 
the Romans; Accon in Crusader Latin; St Jean d’Acre to the French. It 
has been recorded in Egyptian hieroglyphics, the chronicles of Assyrian 
kings and the Bible. Bronze Age people occupied the nearby hill that 
would later be the base for Acre’s besiegers. It was captured by the 
pharaohs, used by the Persians to plan attacks on Greece. Alexander the 
Great took it without a fi ght and Julius Caesar made it the landing place 
for Roman legions; Cleopatra owned it. It fell to Islam in 636, just four 
years aft er the death of the Prophet Muhammad.

.

Acre’s long habitation and value lay in its site and strategic location. Th e 
city backs onto the Mediterranean Sea, on a hooked and rocky promon-
tory that provides a small but reasonably sheltered harbour. To the 
south lies a coastal plain and a long sweep of bay of the fi nest sand, 
valued from the time of the Phoenicians for glass-making – through 
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which the river Naaman runs, watering the city’s hinterland. Visible on 
the next headland, 10 miles away, is the equally ancient city of Haifa. 
Acre’s position midway along the shores of the Levant has rendered it a 
natural halting place – a hub for maritime trade, south–north from 
Egypt to the Black Sea and east–west across the Mediterranean. Acre 
has been an entrepot for the exchange and transhipment of goods, 
linked by land as well as sea to routes along the coast and into the heart 
of the Middle East. In the process, beneath the surface of war, it has 
been a door through which crop species, goods, industrial processes, 
languages, religions and peoples have passed and enriched the cycle of 
trade and the development of civilisation.

To the crusaders, Acre always mattered. When, in November 1095, 
Pope Urban II preached his incendiary sermon in a fi eld near Clermont 
in France, calling for the salvation of Jerusalem, the city where Christ had 
lived and died, he ignited the imagination of Western Christendom – 
with astonishing results. Th e First Crusade saw large numbers of ordinary 
people set out spontaneously for the East – and perish miserably – and 
then a more professionally organised expedition under the great barons 
of Europe. Th ousands of soldiers slogged the 2,000 miles round Europe 
into the Middle East. Against all expectations they captured Jerusalem in 
July 1099, trampling over the corpses of Muslims and Jews on their way 
to the Temple Mount. But despite this achievement the fi rst long march 
to the Holy Land had been massively attritional. Of the army of 35,000 
that had left  Europe, probably only 12,000 saw Jerusalem. Th is quickly 
taught military planners the need to transport armies by ship, and the 
necessity of ports such as Acre to receive them. Acre was initially taken in 
1104 by Baldwin of Boulogne, the fi rst Crusader King of Jerusalem, and 
then became the chief landing place for pilgrims and the armies needed 
to protect them. Th e city was so valuable that when a leading crusader 
lord, Gervais de Bazoches, Prince of Galilee, was captured in a raid four 
years later, the ruler of Damascus tried to exchange his prisoner for the 
city, plus Haifa and Tiberias further down the coast. Baldwin chose to 
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sacrifi ce the man. Gervais’s scalp, tied to a pole, became a Muslim banner, 
his skull the emir’s drinking cup.

Holding Acre proved critical to the continuation of Outremer 
(‘Overseas’), as the French called the principalities on the shores of 
Palestine, Lebanon and Syria they had established during the First 
Crusade. But almost a century later, Islam regained the city; in the aft er-
math of the destruction of a crusader army at the battle of Hattin in July 
1187, Acre was quickly surrendered, its Christian inhabitants allowed 
to depart unharmed.

Th is formed the prelude to the most exhausting military encounter 
of the Holy Land Crusades. For 683 days, between 1189 and 1191, a 
Christian force struggled to regain Acre. Th e contest for the city 
involved the champions of the age: Saladin, prince of the Ayyubid 
dynasty, pitted against the crowned heads of Europe, Philip Augustus 
of France and Richard I of England, Guy de Lusignan King of 
Jerusalem, and the forces of the Th ird Crusade. Th is was a titanic 
struggle, in which the besieging crusaders were at times themselves 
besieged. It involved naval battles, open-fi eld warfare, sorties and skir-
mishes. Th e walls were pummelled by catapults and battering rams, 
assaulted from siege towers, undermined by tunnels, defended by 
counter-bombardment with stones, arrows and incendiary devices. 
Men were hacked to pieces with swords, maces and spears, and burned 
alive by Greek fi re. Each side in turn was brought to its knees by starva-
tion, disease and despair.

Eventually the struggle narrowed to one particular point. Medieval 
visitors to Acre came up with vivid analogies to describe the city’s layout. 
Th ey pictured it variously as being shaped like an axe or a crusader’s 
shield, or more crudely as a triangle with the sea its base. Th e other two 
sides were formed by the north and east sides of the city’s single wall, 
punctuated by gates and towers and fronted by a low fore-wall and 
ditch. Th ese met at the triangle’s apex. Th is was both the most vulner-
able and the most heavily fortifi ed sector, and it was here that the contest 
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for Acre was at its fi ercest. Th e apex was guarded by a formidable 
tower – the keystone of the defence, which the crusaders called the 
Turris maledicta, the Accursed Tower.

Th ere is no clear explanation for the origin of this name. Legends 
surrounded the ill-omened tower: that Christ had cursed it as he 
traversed the Holy Land and so never entered the city. Or that it was 
complicit in his betrayal: the thirty silver coins for which Judas Iscariot 
sold him were said to have been minted there. Th e name may have 
predated the siege, but the churchman Wilbrand van Oldenburg, who 
visited the city shortly aft erwards, expressed a healthy scepticism for 
apocryphal explanations. He believed simply that ‘when our men laid 
siege to the city, this tower was the most strongly defended of all; 
whence they called it the Accursed Tower’.

Th e fi ght for this bulwark had been brutal. During the spring and 
summer of 1191 its walls were subject to terrifi c bombardment by 
powerful stone-throwing catapults. Th e defenders responded in kind. 
Th e tower was undermined and countermined; men fought in pitch-
black tunnels, then agreed a subterranean truce. When a section of wall 
adjacent to the tower collapsed, the French sought glory with a frontal 
assault over the strewn rubble and were massacred; one of the great 
nobility, Albéric Clément, Lord of Le Mez and the fi rst Marshal of 
France, was killed in the attempt. And it was here, when miners fi nally 
brought down the tower on 11 July 1191, that the city’s Muslim 
defenders bowed to the inevitable and surrendered.

At enormous cost, the crusaders had retaken the city. Perhaps the 
tower embodied the whole ordeal, its name simply giving expression to 
all the frustration, pain and suff ering the armies had endured before 
Acre’s walls. Its capture ensured that the wars between the Franks and 
the Saracens, as each side called the other, would go on for another 
century.

.
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Th e aft ermath of the siege left  a bitter legacy. On 20 August 1191, 
shortly aft er the surrender, Richard I of England – the Lionheart – 
bound the Muslim defenders of Acre with ropes, marched them onto 
the plain outside the city, and beheaded them. Th ere were probably 
around 3,000 of these men and, according to an agreement reached 
with Saladin, they were due for exchange. In the moves and counter-
moves in the contest for Acre mistakes had been made on both sides, 
but Saladin had missed a golden opportunity to sweep the infi dels into 
the sea once and for all. He had been fi nally forced to seek a deal and 
surrender the city. When he was considered to have reneged on the 
agreed terms Richard, in a decision taken in council, called his bluff  and 
acted ruthlessly.

Th e Th ird Crusade, of which this siege of Acre was the prologue, 
failed in its objective of retaking Jerusalem. Richard turned back from 
the ultimate prize 15 miles short, having judged the risks too great, just 
as Saladin was preparing to evacuate the city. Th e contest between these 
two great adversaries ended in stalemate, with the City of God unrecap-
tured, and the crusaders clinging tenaciously to the coast of Palestine. In 
the aft ermath, Acre became the hub and the heart of successive crusading 
ventures. Aft er 1191, the survival of Outremer rested on it heavily. Th e 
city was swift ly repopulated by the crusaders and, by a linguistic fi ction, 
on it was conferred the title of capital of the Second Kingdom of 
Jerusalem, while Jerusalem itself remained, for all but a short time, in 
Muslim hands. Acre’s Christian monarchs gloried in the all-important 
and frequently contested title of King of Jerusalem; its supreme reli-
gious authority, who answered only to the pope, was also titled 
Jerusalem’s patriarch.

Richard the Lionheart’s execution of the surrendered Muslim 
garrison remains a controversial episode in the history of the Crusades, 
one for which no clear explanation has been reached. ‘God knows best,’ 
refl ected Baha al-Din, Saladin’s advisor at the time. Exactly 100 years 
later the fate of the executed garrison would be remembered. In 1291 it 
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would be an Islamic army battering Acre, the Christians defending a 
reconstructed Accursed Tower. Th is book is an account of the road that 
led back to the city’s gates that spring and what happened there – the 
fi nal act in the 200-year struggle known to Arabic historians as the 
Frankish Wars, to Europeans as the Holy Land Crusades.

Th e seal of Richard the Lionheart.



Th e seal of Jacques de Vitry, bishop of Acre

When the French churchman Jacques de Vitry landed at Acre in 
November 1216 to take up his position as bishop, he was appalled. He 
had come to rejuvenate the spiritual fervour of its Christian people in 
advance of a new crusade, but instead of the pious city of western 
clerical imagination – gateway to the land where Jesus had walked and 
died – he found it ‘like a monster or a beast, having nine heads, each 
fi ghting the other’. Here were deviant Christian sects of every persua-
sion: Arabic-speaking Jacobites (Occidental Syrians) who circumcised 
their children ‘in the manner of the Jews’ and crossed themselves with a 
single fi nger; Eastern Syriacs, he considered ‘traitors and very corrupt’, 
some of whom when bribed had ‘revealed the secrets of Christianity to 
the Saracens’, and whose married priests ‘dressed their hair in the manner 
of the lay people’. Meanwhile the Italian merchant communities – 
Genoese, Pisans and Venetians – simply ignored his attempts to excom-
municate them, rarely if ever listened to the word of God, and ‘even 
refused to come to my sermon’. Th en there were the Nestorians, the 

ONE
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Georgians and the Armenians, and the Pullani (Syrian born oriental-
ised Europeans) who were ‘utterly devoted to the pleasures of the fl esh’. 
Doubtless the unfamiliar appearance of the Eastern Christians, the men 
oft en heavily bearded and robed like Muslims, the women veiled, was 
additionally disconcerting to Vitry; when he attempted to correct their 
doctrinal errors he had to resort to an Arabic interpreter. Vitry was 
experiencing all the disorientation of arriving in the Middle East – yet 
in a city whose churches, houses, towers and palaces looked puzzlingly 
European.

It was not just divergent Christian practices that sent Vitry reeling 
with culture shock. It was the place itself: ‘when I entered this horrible 
city and had found it full of countless disgraceful acts and evil deeds, I 
was very confused in my mind’. He conjured a dreadful den of vice, full 
of ‘foreigners who had fl ed from their own lands as outlaws because of 
various appalling crimes’; where black magic was practised and murder 
rife; where husbands strangled their wives and wives poisoned their 
husbands; where ‘not only laymen but even churchmen and some 
members of the regular clergy rented out their lodgings to public pros-
titutes through the whole city. Who would be able to list all the crimes 
of this second Babylon?’

Vitry might well have exaggerated Acre’s reputation for sin but it 
certainly confounded his expectations. Th is sense of bewilderment 
among newly arrived Christians with crusading expectations was a 
repeated theme – and one that would have tragic consequences in Acre’s 
fi nal crisis seventy years later.

.

Aft er the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin and Richard the Lionheart’s failure 
to retake it, the Crusader States had shrunk to three small connected 
footholds, pushed to the edge of the Mediterranean Sea: the Principality 
of Antioch to the north, the County of Tripoli, and the so-called 
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Second Kingdom of Jerusalem, a long narrow coastal strip that stretched 
some 180 miles, from Beirut to Ascalon and Jaff a in the south. It was 
Acre that now became eff ectively the capital and political centre of this 
displaced Holy Kingdom. On it was conferred all secular and religious 
administration: Acre was home to the royal court and castle of the kings 
of Jerusalem and later the seat of the kingdom’s patriarch – the pope’s 
appointed representative. Th e powerful crusading military orders of the 
Templars and the Hospitallers also transferred their headquarters to 
Acre, where they constructed impressive and formidable palaces and 
strongholds. Immensely wealthy, the orders now comprised the most 
eff ective defence of the Latin East. During the early thirteenth century, 
the orders redoubled their castle-building and development as forward 
positions for ensuring the safety of roads and the protection of the 
remnant territories. In Acre they were joined by a number of other, 
smaller orders – including the knights of the Order of St Lazarus, origi-
nally founded to provide care for lepers – and newly formed imitations, 
some of which had sprung out of the Th ird Crusade, including 
the German Teutonic Knights and the English-inspired order of the 
Knights of St Th omas of Canterbury. At the same time many of the 
religious orders, driven out by Saladin or fearful of insecurity, relocated 
their churches, monasteries and nunneries within Acre.

Jacques de Vitry had not just arrived in the fi ctitious replacement of 
the holy city of Jerusalem; he had stepped groggily ashore, disorientated 
and horrifi ed, into a colourful, ethnically diverse and bustling 
Mediterranean port with all the varied activities and attractions that 
this implied. Acre was an emporium for the exchange of goods over a 
vast area, and the most cosmopolitan city in the medieval world. Th e 
city was a multilingual hubbub of peoples and cultures, each with its 
own quarters and religious institutions. Among its eighty-one churches 
was one dedicated to St Bridget of Kildare, in Ireland; another to St 
Martin of the Bretons; yet another to St James of the Iberian Peninsula. 
Th e merchant communities of the Italian maritime republics – Genoa, 



T H E  S E C O N D  K I N G D O M  O F  J E R U S A L E M

– 11 –

Venice and Pisa – were prominent, fi ercely competing for Mediterranean 
markets alongside traders from Marseille and Catalonia. Many of these 
merchant groups had been granted their own judicial and commercial 
independence from royal authority. Th ere was a small community of 
Jews, Copts from Egypt and visiting Muslim merchants from Damascus, 
Antioch and Alexandria who came regularly to do business. Th e main 
language of communication was French, but German, Catalan, Occitan, 
Italian and English could all be heard in the streets, mingling with the 
languages of the Levant. In spring and autumn, with the arrival of 
merchant ships from the West, the harbour was crammed with vessels 
and the population of the city could be further increased by the arrival 
of up to 10,000 pilgrims intent on travelling to see the holy sites. Touts 
and tour guides and lodging houses benefi ted from these throngs of 
visitors. When the instability of the Palestinian hinterland made further 
progress to Jerusalem impossible, Acre, despite having no connection 
with the life of Jesus, became a pilgrimage site in its own right. Under 
the guidance of local clerics, Acre provided a circuit of forty of the 
churches to visit, each with its own relics and holy souvenirs, where 
pilgrims could obtain remission of sins granted by the papacy.

Swelled by refugees from throughout Palestine and the city’s attrac-
tion to European merchants and pilgrims, Acre at the start of the thir-
teenth century was booming. As an important harbour of the Latin 
Levant, it didn’t just trade with the western Mediterranean, but was an 
axis of commercial exchange for all of the eastern Mediterranean, from 
the Black Sea and Constantinople as far south as Egypt. Th is involved 
accommodation with the Islamic world and paid little attention to the 
barriers of faith: to the outright displeasure of the papacy, Acre employed 
the monetary system of its Muslim neighbours. It minted gold and 
silver imitations of Fatimid and Ayyubid coins, with inscriptions in 
Arabic, and when, in 1250, the pope banned the use of Islamic inscrip-
tions and date styles, the city’s mint simply replaced the words on its 
coinage with Christian ones – but still in Arabic script, and with added 
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crosses. Th e interdependence of Christian and Muslim merchants 
ensured that neither had a strong interest in disturbing the status quo.

During the course of the thirteenth century Acre came to rival and 
even overtake the great port city of Alexandria in the volume and variety 
of goods that passed through its port. Th e Earl of Cornwall, who came 
here in the early 1240s, estimated that the city brought in £50,000 
a year, a sum equal to royal incomes in western Europe. Textiles such as 
silk, linen and cotton passed from the Islamic world into Europe either 
as raw materials or as fi nished cloth, along with glassware, sugar and 
precious stones. Back came European wool, which Latin merchants 
went to Muslim Damascus to trade, along with ironwork and foodstuff s 
(spices, salt, fi sh), war horses and various other supplies needed to 
support the crusading eff ort. Pottery entered Acre as ballast in the 
hold of European ships and from as far away as China, and daily 
through the city gates came camels and donkeys laden with produce to 
support a large population: wine from Nazareth, dates from the Jordan 
valley, wheat, fruit and vegetables grown locally by Eastern Christians 
and Muslims. It was an industrial centre too: the Templars and the 
Hospitallers manufactured glass and refi ned sugar at their own mills and 
furnaces outside the city, while in the crowded covered markets were 
workshops specialising in the manufacture of glass, metal and ceramic 
wares, and pilgrim souvenirs, alongside tanneries and soap makers.

.

If successive popes were scandalised by Acre’s Islamic-style coinage, they 
were more deeply troubled by another highly profi table trade: many of 
the war materials sold to the Ayyubid sultans in Cairo – wood and iron 
for shipbuilding, weapons and war machines, and naphtha for incen-
diary devices – passed through the hands of Italian merchants via Acre. 
Even more signifi cant to the Holy See was the trade in human beings. 
Turkish military slaves from the steppes north of the Black Sea came via 
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Constantinople on Byzantine or Italian ships, and Acre was both a 
slavers’ stopover and a slave market. Repeated papal bans were regularly 
fl outed. In 1246 Pope Innocent IV was blaming all three Italian trading 
communities in the city for transporting slaves from Constantinople, 
who were then shipped on to Egypt to swell the sultan’s armies. Th e 
acceleration of this trade from the 1260s on was to have unintended 
consequences for the rump Crusader States: Acre was destined to be 
besieged by armies recruited through its own port.

Vitry may have exaggerated the iniquity of Acre, but the city did serve 
as something of a penal colony: courts in Europe sometimes commuted 
criminal sentences by transporting the guilty for settlement in the Holy 
Land. And he was accurate about the disputatious, nine-headed nature 
of the place. Under the very nominal authority of the largely absent King 
of Jerusalem – a title that was to lead to endless factionalising and inter-
necine warfare throughout the thirteenth century – Acre consisted of a 
jostle of diff erent, and largely independent interest groups, contesting 
property rights and access to the port. Communities within the city had 
their own historic privileges, oft en their own legal systems that hindered 
any eff ective administration of justice, and a considerable measure of 
autonomy. Th e rival military orders, answerable only to the pope, 
comprised the wealthiest and most militarily eff ective sector of the 
community – the Templars and Hospitallers, each occupying large areas 
of Acre with their spacious palaces and walled complexes, were the most 
visually dominant presence in the city.

Th e layout of the city refl ected the close proximity of the many 
diff erent factions and religious communities to one another. Acre’s plan 
consisted of a tightly packed urban centre, in which the merchant groups 
occupied their own densely inhabited quarters. Th ese came to resemble 
tiny fortifi ed Italian towns – barricaded against their neighbours, 
protected by gates and watch towers, and containing warehouses, shops 
and residences. Networks of narrow winding streets (probably derived 
from a more ancient Arab layout) led to small market squares, the nuclei 
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of each community, each with its own church, religious houses and insti-
tutions. Activity was most dense around the port, where goods were 
unloaded. Direct access to it was a source of fi erce competition.

Acre may have been a den of vice. It was also extraordinarily fi lthy. 
Visitors and pilgrims were struck by the sheer unhealthiness of the 
place. Th e Greek pilgrim John Phokas, coming in 1177, complained 
that ‘the air is being corrupted by the enormous infl ux of strangers, 
various diseases arise and lead to frequent deaths among them, the 
consequence of which is evil smells and corruption of the air’. Th e Arab 
traveller Ibn Jubayr, who came from the vastly more civilised world of 
Moorish Spain and had little good to say about Christians, thought the 

A medieval map of Acre redrawn with modern lettering, showing the layout 
of the city, the double row of walls, the suburb of Montmusard on the left  
and the harbour. It marks key churches and buildings, the Templars’ castle 
(Templum) by the sea, the Hospitallers’ complex (Hospitale) and the areas 

occupied by the Venetians, Genoese and Pisans. It gives a sense of the 
warren-like nature of the city. Curiously it still places the Accursed Tower 

(Turris Maledicta) at the right angle of the outer wall, although by this time 
its actual position was at the same point on the inner wall.
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place a pig sty: ‘Th e roads and streets are choked by the press of men . . . 
It stinks and is fi lthy, being full of refuse and excrement.’ Th e Hospitallers, 
within their magnifi cent compound, possessed an extremely effi  cient 
latrine and sewerage system, the effl  uent of which, along with much of 
the rest of the city’s ordure, including refuse from the fi sh market and 
slaughter house, was channelled into the enclosed harbour, nicknamed 
‘Lordemer’ – ‘the Filthy Sea’. Th e Venetians were compelled to block off  
the main window of their church of St Demetrius that faced the port, to 
prevent fi lth blowing onto the altar.

Out towards the city walls, there were gardens and more open 
ground, though these spaces shrank during the thirteenth century. 
Beyond, on the fertile plains, vineyards, orchards and cultivated fi elds 
provided not only food for the town, but also relief from its clenched 
and oft en tense environment. As the population grew, a second resi-
dential suburb developed to the north of the old town, known as 
Montmusard, which later became an organic part of the city.

When the crusaders retook Acre in 1191, the city was enclosed by 
a single wall, with the Accursed Tower collapsed and the sections adja-
cent to it severely damaged. Richard the Lionheart carried out repairs, 
but in 1202 substantial stretches were again fl attened, this time by an 
earthquake. Th ere must have then been concerted reconstruction, 
because within a decade the walls had been rebuilt and extended to 
enclose Montmusard. Th e wall was now an impressive line of defence 
– more than 1 mile in length, locking the whole city in from shore to 
shore. Th e Accursed Tower itself was buttressed by substantial outer 
works. Wilbrand van Oldenburg, who came on a fact-fi nding mission 
in 1211 in preparation for the launch of a new crusade, was impressed 
by the city and its defences:

Th is is a good rich strong city, sited on the seashore, such that, while in 
its layout it is a quadrangle, two of its sides forming an angle are girded 
and defended by the sea. Th e remaining two sides are enclosed by a 
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good ditch, wide, deep and walled from the very bottom, and by a 
double wall, fortifi ed with towers in a fi ne arrangement in such a way 
that the fi rst wall, its towers not exceeding the height of the parent wall 
itself, is overlooked and guarded by the second, interior wall, whose 
towers are tall and very strong . . . Th is city has a good and stable 
harbour, guarded by a fi ne tower, in which the god of the fl ies, whom 
we call Baalzebub but they called Akaron, was worshipped among the 
deviant heathens; from which the city itself is named Accon or Accaron.

From Acre’s gates, roads led to the remnant crusader kingdom – the 
coastal route to Upper Galilee and to the Templars’ castle at Safad, to 
Tyre and the castle of the Teutonic Knights at Montfort.

.

Th e warren-like network of walled compounds refl ected the lack of 
social cohesion and the disunifi ed political rule. Fragmentation of 
political power paralysed decision-making. Th e endless contests for the 
title of King of Jerusalem, splitting both military orders and Italian 
merchant communities into rival factions, ensured that for sixty years 
there would be no resident king present in Acre’s royal citadel. In 1250, 
the populace temporarily declared the city an independent commune 
from the rest of the kingdom. Its one potential unifi er was the Patriarch 
of Jerusalem, whose church of the Holy Cross was eff ectively Acre’s 
cathedral and rallying place.

Th e discord within the Kingdom of Jerusalem and the weakness of 
the remaining crusader enclaves in the fi rst half of the thirteenth century 
raised the possibility that any further determined strike by Islam could 
be terminal. It never happened. Saladin, a Kurd and an outsider, briefl y 
created a shared sense of religious purpose within the Islamic world and 
a consolidated Sunni empire that stretched from Egypt and the shores of 
North Africa through Palestine and Syria to northern Iraq and the banks 
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of the Tigris. Under Saladin, who issued gold coins bearing the legend 
‘Sultan of Islam and the Muslims’, the spirit of jihad burned brightly: 
it was Muslim holy men who were off ered the chance to behead the 
captured crusaders at Hattin in 1187 – a task they performed with horri-
fying ineptitude. But this commitment to religious war, by which Saladin 
had managed to unite his feuding family, fell away at his death in 1193. 
Th e Islamic Middle East splintered into a quarrelsome group of Ayyubid 
principalities, with Egypt the only unifi ed state, and no will to expel 
the Franks. Individual rulers each negotiated their own treaties with the 
intruders from the West, sometimes even forming alliances with them 
against rival princelings. Appeasement and the fear of fresh crusading 
ventures replaced aggression. Jerusalem, whose image as a holy city had 
unifi ed the Muslims, became strategically unimportant. Remarkably, in 
1229 it was simply handed back to the Christians by treaty, without a 
blow being struck – an unthinkable betrayal of Islamic pride. Although 
regained by Muslims in 1244, Jerusalem remained a potential bargaining 
chip. Th e last of the Ayyubid rulers of Egypt, al-Malik al-Salih, would 
give his son Turanshah worldly advice: ‘If they [the Franks] demand the 
coast and Jerusalem from you, give them these places without delay on 
condition that they have no foothold in Egypt.’ Th e Ayyubids had seen 
off  the Fift h Crusade to Egypt in 1221 and were determined to make 
almost any concession to avoid a reprise.

Among the pious, this craven realpolitik led to fi erce condemnation. 
Th e historian Ibn al-Athir deplored the fact that ‘Amongst the rulers of 
Islam we see not one who desires to wage jihad or aid . . . religion. Each 
one devotes himself to his pastimes and amusements and wronging his 
fl ock. Th is is more dreadful to me than the enemy.’ Th e Crusader States 
became just another player in the pattern of alliances and feuds. Th e 
Kingdom of Jerusalem even sided with Damascus in the Ayyubid civil 
wars, and suff ered a crushing defeat for its pains at the battle of La 
Forbie in 1244, in which the Hospitaller and the Templar detachments 
were almost wiped out.
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Trade also fostered détente. Th e Crusader States were economically 
useful to the Islamic world; Acre and Tyre particularly profi ted hugely from 
these interchanges during the fi rst half of the thirteenth century, for which 
they were as roundly criticised by the papacy as were their Islamic trading 
partners by pious Muslims. However, at no time did the disunity of Islam 
enable the Franks to regain the substantial territory lost to Saladin. Periods 
of truce were interspersed with small-scale crusading ventures from Europe. 
Th e Fift h Crusade had ended in failure in the Nile Delta. It was followed by 
a string of other piecemeal initiatives that failed to shift  the balance of 
power. Th e Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, under excommunication 
by the pope, came to the Levant in 1228. Despite negotiating the short-
term recovery of Jerusalem, he stirred up deep opposition in the kingdom. 
When he sailed away from Acre the following year, the townspeople pelted 
him with off al. Th eobald, Count of Champagne, led an inconsequential 
crusade in 1239–40, Richard of Cornwall another shortly aft er.

Th e functional inadequacies of both the Ayyubids and the Crusader 
States ensured a status quo. Without a more unifi ed Islamic response, 
the Franks were impossible to dislodge; without unity among Christian 
factions, the goal of retaking Jerusalem remained a dream. In the West, 
attention to Outremer was also slowly waning. Europe was witnessing a 
consolidation of empires and nation-states. Th e papacy’s long-running 
feud with Frederick II and his successors over the rule of Sicily was 
diverting energy and funds from the Latin East. It had become possible 
for the faithful to fulfi l their crusading vows elsewhere – in Sicily, or 
Moorish Spain, or the forests of Prussia – or even to buy remission for 
their sins. Th e Templar poet Ricaut Bonomel complained:

For he [the pope] pardons for money people who have taken our cross
And if anyone wishes to swap the Holy Land
For the war in Italy
Our legate lets them do so
For he sells God and Indulgences for cash.
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Within the heart of Asia, however, the tectonic plates of power were 
starting to shift . At the beginning of the thirteenth century the Mongols 
embarked on their sweep west, and before their advance other nomadic 
people were being displaced. Soon the repercussions were felt in the 
Islamic world. Th e Mongols destroyed the existing Persian dynasty and 
pushed the Khwarazmians, its Turkish tribal rulers, into Palestine. (It 
was this warlike people, of similar central Asian origin, who sacked 
Jerusalem in 1244.)

Among those buff eted by the Mongol advance were another Turkish 
tribal people from the central Asian steppes, the Kipchaks. Like the 
Mongols, the Kipchaks were nomadic tent dwellers, who lived by 
grazing fl ocks and raiding their neighbours, animists who worshipped 
the earth and the sky through the intermediation of shamans. Similarly, 
they were also horse people, highly skilful fi ghters, expert in the use of 
the powerful composite bow and the mobile tactics of cavalry warfare. 
Pushed ever westwards into an area north of the Black Sea, young 
Kipchaks were captured in raids by rival tribes and shipped to the slave 
markets of Anatolia and Syria, converted to Sunni Islam, and sold to 
appreciative buyers.

Th e fi ghting qualities of the nomadic peoples had been quickly recog-
nised. Th e Caliph of Baghdad was recruiting tribal fi ghters into his army 
as military slaves as early as the ninth century. Th ey were praised for their 
unique skills in mounted warfare: ‘raiding, hunting, horsemanship, skir-
mishing with rival chieft ains, taking booty and invading other countries. 
Th eir eff orts are all directed towards these activities, and they devote all 
their energies to these occupations.’ Kipchak boys probably started to 
learn archery skills from the age of four. ‘Th us,’ it was said, ‘they have 
become in warfare what the Greeks are in philosophy.’

Th ese fi rst-generation Sunni Muslims still retained many of their 
tribal practices, but they brought to their new religion the zeal of 
converts. Looking back from the fourteenth century, the Arab historian 
Ibn Khaldun saw the appearance of the Turkish peoples as providential 
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in reviving a decadent Islam: ‘Sedentary people,’ he wrote, ‘have become 
used to laziness and ease. Th ey fi nd full assurance of safety in the walls 
that surround them, and the fortifi cations that protect them. [Nomadic 
people] have no gates and walls. Th ey take hurried naps only . . . when 
they are in the saddle. Th ey pay attention to every faint barking and 
noise. Fortitude has become a character quality of theirs and courage 
their nature.’ Ibn Khaldun saw them as a providential blessing sent from 
God ‘to revive the dying breath of Islam and restore the unity of 
Muslims’.

Saladin, a Kurd, had led armies that were Turkish in ethos. Within 
the insecure dynasties of the Middle East there was a long tradition 
of recruiting such military slaves, known in Arabic as Mamluks, ‘the 
owned ones’. With no hereditary ties to competing factions, they owed 
all their loyalty to their master. As one statesman put it:

One obedient slave is better
than three hundred sons;
for the latter desire their father’s death,
the former long life for his master.

Th e concept of military slavery in the Islamic world was radically 
diff erent to that of slavery in Europe. Th e Mamluks were more like elite 
mercenaries than bonded serfs. Th ey could rise through the ranks to 
positions of power as emirs, they were paid, and their occupation could 
not be handed down: their children could not inherit a place in the 
sultan’s corps. Th ere was always a demand for fresh conscripts from the 
grasslands beyond the Black Sea.

When the Ayyubid prince al-Malik al-Salih came to power in Egypt in 
1240, he began buying Kipchak military slaves and importing them into 
Egypt. Over the course of his reign, al-Salih acquired a corps of about 
1,000 such Mamluks. Many were garrisoned on an island in the Nile, 
from which they gained their name, the Bahriyyah – the ‘regiment of the 
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river’. Another smaller corps, the Jamdariyyah, served as al-Salih’s personal 
bodyguard. Isolated in barracks and subject to intense training in the 
skills of horsemanship, hand-to-hand combat and archery, the Mamluks 
developed a strong group spirit that served them well in battle – but 
potentially rendered them a threat to masters increasingly reliant on 
them.

.

In the wake of the 1244 loss of Jerusalem, there was a fresh call in Europe 
for crusade. Th e response came from the King of France, Louis IX. 
Louis set about organising the best-planned and most deeply funded 
military expedition ever mounted for the recapture of Jerusalem. Th is 
grand mission was destined to have unintended consequences. It would 
see the collapse of the Ayyubid dynasty; the Bahriyyah Mamluks would 
move from slaves to sultans. And it would set in motion a chain of 
events that would lead back to the gates of Acre in 1291.



Th e seal of Louis IX

At dawn on Saturday, 5 June 1249, a crusader fl eet prepared to land on 
the coast of Egypt, near the eastern tributary of the Nile and the town 
of Damietta. Th e army of the Fift h Crusade had alighted at the same 
spot thirty years earlier and this new expedition was not unexpected. 
‘We found there all the sultan’s forces lined up on the seashore,’ wrote 
the French knight Jean de Joinville, surveying the scene before him. 
‘Th ese were very fi ne men to behold, for the sultan’s coat of arms was 
golden and they glittered where the sunlight fell on them. Th e noise of 
their kettledrums and Saracen horns was terrifying to hear.’ With the 
sun rising, thousands of men waded ashore from small boats.

A beach landing against organised opposition was dangerous in the 
extreme, but the crusaders’ level of discipline was exceptionally high, 
and the knights and foot soldiers were covered by fi erce crossbow fi re. 
Joinville landed to confront a band of Muslim horsemen. ‘As soon as 
they saw us land, they advanced towards us spurring their horses. When 
we saw them coming, we planted our lances in the sand with the points 
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towards them. Once they saw the lances ready to impale their stomachs, 
they turned and fl ed.’ To his left , the knight could see a magnifi cent 
galley rowed by 300 men, studded with shields bearing brightly painted 
coats of arms and pennons fl uttering in the breeze.

As it neared the shore, the rowers propelled it forward with all the force 
of their oars, so that it seemed as if the galley was fl ying. Such was the 
cracking of the pennons in the wind, the thunder of kettledrums and 
Saracen horns that were in the count’s galley that it sounded like thun-
derbolts crashing from the heavens. As soon as the galley grounded on 
the sand, riding up on the shore as high as it could, the count and his 
knights leaped from the galley, very well armed and wonderfully 
equipped, and came and formed themselves up alongside us.

Up and down the beach, the standards of the great noble families of 
France were being planted as a rallying point for the troops in the face of 
mounted attacks. Prominent among these was the orange-red banner 
of the French kings, the orifl amme, said to be the colour of the blood of 
the martyr St Denis. When King Louis IX, the leader, organiser and 
fi nancer of this expedition, watching from his magnifi cent ship, the 
Montjoie, saw his standard planted on the beach, he could restrain himself 
no longer. He leaped into the sea, his shield slung over his shoulder, his 
helmet on his head, with the water up to his armpits, and waded ashore. 
With his blood up, he levelled his lance, armed his shield, and was 
preparing to charge into the enemy ranks. He had to be held back.

.

Louis’s preparations had been detailed and thorough. Th e crusade was 
French in inspiration and composition, and consisted of some 25,000 
men – mounted knights and sergeants, foot soldiers and crossbowmen. 
It included three of the king’s brothers and the fl ower of French chivalry, 
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and had been four years in the making. Th is was a completely profes-
sional force: Louis had left  behind the volunteers who turned up at the 
departure port of Aigues-Mortes on their own initiative. He was 
driven by a rigorous sense of duty towards his men and devout Christian 
ideals, inspired by a vow he had taken when he had been near death in 
1244. His campaign’s initial objective, however, was not Jerusalem, but 
Cairo.

Shrewd military thinkers, such as Richard I, had understood that 
Saladin’s victories in Palestine and Syria depended on the wealth of 
Egypt. ‘Th e keys of Jerusalem’, as Richard had put it, ‘are to be found in 
Cairo.’ Th is thinking had held currency for half a century. Th e disastrous 
Fourth Crusade, which had ended in the sacking of Constantinople in 
1204, had been covertly intended to make a strike on the Nile Delta. 
A decade later, when Jacques de Vitry arrived in Acre to prepare for a 
new crusade, the objective was quite explicit: ‘We planned to proceed to 
Egypt, which is a fertile land and the richest in the east, from which 
the Saracens draw the power and wealth to enable them to hold our 
land, and aft er we have captured that land, we can easily recover the 
whole kingdom of Jerusalem.’ Th is Fift h Crusade had also ended in 
abject failure. It took eighteen months to capture the coastal city of 
Damietta, 100 miles north of Cairo. Th e crusaders had spent another 
indecisive eighteen months there, had twice refused to accept a peace 
treaty with the Ayyubid sultan (who even off ered to return Jerusalem), 
and had then been ambushed among the complex seasonal fl ows 
of the Nile and the labyrinth of its channels. Blockaded, trapped and 
forced to wade waist-deep in muddy water, the army had surrendered 
ignominiously.

Louis’s crusade came with the same strategic objective, greater clarity 
of purpose and whatever knowledge it had garnered about the unique 
hydrology of the Nile from its predecessor. It all started so promisingly. 
According to Joinville, the defenders of Damietta sent urgent carrier 
pigeons to Cairo, but they received no reply. Th e sultan al-Salih was 
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dying. ‘Th ey thought the sultan was dead and they abandoned Damietta’, 
was the confi dent explanation in the Christian camp. Where it had 
taken their predecessors nine months and a long and horrifi c siege, 
Louis’s troops entered the town in a day to fi nd its commander, the emir 
Fakhr al-Din gone, along with its garrison. Th e panic-stricken popula-
tion had followed them. It seemed providential – a sign from God that 
Louis’s crusade would succeed – and it imbued the king with a disas-
trous sense of confi dence. Th e planners were aware of the vulnerability 
of the Ayyubid regime, torn apart by factional feuding and now in slow 
decline. Th is had provided some of the rationale to go for Egypt. 
Damietta had been provisioned and garrisoned to withstand a long 
siege, so its capitulation seemed to confi rm that they were pushing at an 
open door. It was described in the Muslim annals both as ‘a terrible 
disaster, the like of which had never happened before’ and a disgrace 
on the part of the emir and his regiment. But what the crusaders 
did not know was that Fakhr al-Din had only abandoned the town 
without a fi ght in order to mount his own bid for power upon the 
sultan’s death.

What followed was a slow-motion and much ghastlier reprise of the 
Fift h Crusade, whose events were recounted in vivid detail by Jean de 
Joinville. Louis demanded unbending discipline from the troops, but in 
the early skirmishes the desire to fi ght led to individual knights charging 
at the enemy and losing their lives. He himself had set an intemperate 
example at the beach landing and the chivalric code of personal valour 
in single combat was a recurrent problem: the nobility proved diffi  cult 
to restrain from reckless acts of bravery.

A grimmer reality quickly set in. Despite the collapse of Damietta, 
the crusader camp was stalked nightly by Bedouin horse thieves and 
murderers. ‘Th ey came and killed the sentry of the lord of Courtenay, 
and left  his body lying on a table, having cut off  his head, and they made 
off  with it. Th ey did this because the sultan gave a golden bezant 
for each Christian head.’ For the same reason, the Bedouins were 
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also said to cut off  the heads of hanged men and dig up buried bodies. 
Th e crusaders were quickly compelled to entrench their camp outside 
Damietta and to guard it round the clock. Th ey debated their next 
move: consolidate their position by taking the strategic port of 
Alexandria 120 miles to the west, or march on Cairo. Louis’s brother, 
the Count of Artois, was adamantly for Cairo, reasoning that ‘he 
who wishes to kill the serpent must fi rst crush the head’, but the 
army was forced to wait for the Nile’s seasonal fl oodwaters to recede. 
It was not until November that it set out, following the path traced 
by the Fift h Crusade in a march south up the river, with the aim of 
seizing the strategic town of Mansurah, to which the sultan’s army 
had fallen back. Buoyed by the disarming success at Damietta, there 

Th e crusaders advance on Damietta. Th e defence as shown in this medieval 
manuscript never happened. Th e town was abandoned.
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was a feeling that if this town could be taken, Egypt would quickly 
collapse.

Th ere was widespread alarm among the Muslims at this possibility: 
‘if the army at Mansurah were to be driven back just one stage to the rear 
the whole of Egypt would be conquered in the shortest time’. Cairo was 
thrown into panic. Th e troops at Mansurah were dug in for a deter-
mined stand, with the dying sultan in attendance.

Th e 40-mile march south was a combined operation, the army 
progressing along the east bank of the Nile, accompanied by galleys 
carrying food supplies. Th e expedition had a reasonably good knowl-
edge of the river’s hydrology, but crucially failed to register the impor-
tance of a stagnant-looking waterway, the Mahallah canal, that joined 
the opposite side of the river halfway to their goal. It seemed too insig-
nifi cant to consider blocking. Th is canal had played a key role in the 
defeat of the Nile crusade thirty years earlier and it was about to again. 
As Louis’s men approached Mansurah, they found their way barred by 
another tributary, which the Christians called the Tanis; their adver-
saries were encamped on the opposite bank, and the crusaders now 
halted in the fork between the Nile and the Tanis.

On 22 November, while Louis was on the march, the sultan died. 
Al-Salih had harboured suspicions about Fakhr al-Din’s retreat from 
Damietta; he had hanged the whole deserting garrison. Now these fears 
seemed confi rmed. In conjunction with one of the sultan’s widows, Fakhr 
al-Din concealed the death from the people, and a power struggle for the 
succession was under way. He forged al-Salih’s signature on documents and 
called on people to come to the cause. Amidst the rumours and counter-
rumours, he despatched Aqtay, the leader of the Mamluk Bahriyyah regi-
ment, on a mission to distant Hisn Kayfa, a town on the Tigris in 
south-eastern Turkey, to invite the late sultan’s son, al-Muazzam Turanshah, 
to take up the throne, perhaps hoping that he would never arrive.

Despite the secrecy, the news of al-Salih’s death leaked out, but 
people were too frightened to voice what they suspected. It was believed 
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among the emirs that ‘Fakhr al-Din was aiming at sole and arbitrary 
rule, should al-Malik al-Muazzam [Turanshah] fi nd it impossible to 
come’. In any case, Turanshah, the sultan’s youngest and only surviving 
son, did not inspire confi dence. He was by inclination a scholar rather 
than a military leader, and al-Salih was reported to have harboured deep 
fears over his succession: ‘when death comes upon me, do not summon 
Turanshah from Hisn Kayfa and do not entrust the country to him, for 
I know that nothing good will come from him’.

.

Meanwhile, the river Tanis was posing a serious obstacle for the crusade. 
Crossing it was critical, but the river was fast-fl owing and apparently 
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too deep to ford, and the Ayyubid army was determined to resist any 
attempts. Louis and his commanders decided to construct a causeway 
and, to protect the men tasked with building it, two ‘cats’ – moveable 
wooden towers – were constructed, and catapults positioned to 
bombard the Egyptian camp. From the Muslim side, a similar torrent of 
catapult shots and Greek fi re was directed at these towers. To overcome 
the protective screen provided by the cats, the Muslims also took to 
fi ring their arrows ‘straight up into the clouds so that their arrows fell 
right down among our men’. Guarding these wooden structures became 
fraught with danger, both from the fear of being burned alive and the 
shower of arrows that the Egyptian troops were launching over the 
water. Confronted by a ‘great hedge of fl aming fi re coming towards our 
cat castle’, Joinville and his men were forced out into the open in an 
attempt to extinguish it ‘so that the Saracens hit all of us with the arrows 
they were fi ring across the river’. He was openly relieved when the tower 
he was assigned to guard was set on fi re before his next turn of duty: 
‘God granted a great favour to me and my knights, as we would have 
undertaken guard duty that evening in great peril.’

Over and beyond the attacks, constructing the causeway was proving 
tricky for the crusaders. Th e speed of the river kept washing it away, and 
their opponents dug back the bank on the far side, so continuously 
widening the channel. No matter how fast the crusaders dumped earth 
and stones, it made no diff erence. Louis was compelled to realise the 
futility of the strategy. Morale sank. If they were unable to cross the 
Tanis, the crusade was over. At this point, a Bedouin arrived in the camp 
with the off er to show the crusaders a ford where they could cross in 
return for suitable reward. A new plan was hatched: to ford the river, 
draw up in good order on the other side, and then attack the enemy 
camp. Th e bridgehead would be established solely by horsemen, as it 
was harder to get infantry across in the fi rst phase.

On Shrove Tuesday, 8 February 1250, ‘with daybreak coming 
we prepared ourselves in every way’, Joinville recounted. Th e ford was 
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deeper than the Bedouin had promised. ‘When we were ready we 
went down into the river and our horses had to swim . . . Once we 
reached the middle, we found the bottom where the horses could 
set their hooves.’ Some lost their footing and drowned their riders. Th ey 
were watched by 300 mounted Saracens; ‘and as soon as we made it 
over the Turks fl ed’. Th e aim was for the Templars in the vanguard to 
hold the ring on the south bank, while the king and the main force 
crossed over and regrouped.

At this juncture, discipline broke down; Robert d’Artois, the king’s 
brother, decided to lead a reckless charge against the Muslim camp – 
the Templar commander, Brother Giles, was unable to restrain him. 
Robert and his men bore down on an unsuspecting foe.

Th ey attacked the Saracen forces encamped there, who were expecting 
no such attack. Some were still fast asleep, others lying in bed. Th e 
Saracens on sentry duty were defeated fi rst and almost all put to the 
sword. Our men charged in through the Turks’ quarters killing all and 
sparing none; men, women and children, old and young, great and 
small, rich and poor, they slew and slashed and killed them all . . . It was 
sad indeed to see so many dead bodies and so much blood spilt, except 
that they were enemies of the Christian faith.

Among those cut down in the slaughter was the emir Fakhr al-Din 
himself, taken by surprise at his morning ablutions. Carrier pigeons 
hurried news of a great battle at Mansurah back to Cairo. Aware of its 
critical importance, ‘this information alarmed us, as it alarmed all 
Muslims’, wrote one chronicler. ‘Everyone imagined the ruin of Islam.’

If the advance guard had stopped with the destruction of the camp, 
all would have been well. Brother Giles tried again to restrain Robert 
from further pursuit, but in vain. Tempted by the lure of total victory, 
and perhaps remembering the ease with which Damietta had fallen, 
Robert accused the Templars of cowardice. ‘My Lord’, Brother Giles 
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answered, ‘neither I nor my brothers are afraid. We shall not stay behind, 
we will ride with you. But let me tell you that none of us expect to come 
back, neither you nor ourselves.’ Even explicit orders from the king 
failed to restrain his brother from charging into the town. Waiting 
for them in Mansurah were the formidable Mamluks of the Bahriyyah 
regiment.

It was the disaster the Templars had foreseen. Within the narrow 
streets of the town, the intruders quickly became separated. Bitter at the 
massacre in their camp, the Mamluks ‘slashed and cut and took and 
bound them and dragged them into captivity. Some fl ed towards the 
river to escape death, but the Saracens were on their heels, bringing 
them down with Danish axes, with maces and swords, and if they 
reached the river, great, fast and deep, and fl ung themselves into it, they 
drowned.’ From the Muslim perspective, a single charge against the 
Franks ‘shook their foundations, shattered their entire edifi ce and 
turned their crosses upside down. Th e swords and maces of the Turks 
set about them, infl icted on them death and wounds, and strewed them 
in the narrow streets of Mansurah.’ Th ere was great rejoicing at God’s 
benevolence when the news reached Cairo.

Th ere was a signifi cance in this episode well beyond the scale of 
the disaster. It was the fi rst time that Christian crusaders had experi-
enced the tougher fi ghting qualities of the Turkish Mamluks. Looking 
back, the Arab chronicles acknowledged a landmark moment in 
‘the fi rst battle in which the Turkish lions were victorious over the 
polytheistic dogs’. Th is encounter was destined to unleash unintended 
consequences for the whole future of the Crusades. Th e victory at 
Mansurah had secured the survival of Ayyubid Egypt, but more broadly, 
it started to clarify where true power lay. Among those who chopped 
down the trapped crusaders was a young Mamluk called Rukn al-
Din Baybars.

.
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For Louis, the immediate consequences were serious. Six hundred had 
ridden in; just a few made it back alive. Both Robert and Giles had gone 
down in the slaughter. Th e crusaders had lost valuable fi ghting men 
and put heart into the enemy. Th e king’s troops had barely established 
themselves on the south bank before they too came under massive pres-
sure from counterattacks, armed horsemen bearing down, volleys of 
arrows and crossbow bolts whistling through the air. As the chroniclers 
recounted,

a tremendous noise of horns, bugles and drums broke out, men shouted, 
horses neighed . . . they completely surrounded our forces and shot 
dense clouds of bolts and arrows at them; no rain or hail could 
have caused such darkness . . . Th e king and our men had no cross-
bowmen with them; all who had crossed the river with the king had 
been killed in the vanguard, for the Saracens killed without mercy 
every crossbowman they took. When the king and our men saw that 
they and their horses were being destroyed, they spurred forward in 
one massed charge to escape the Turks’ arrows.

Joinville, fi nding himself in the thick of the fi ght, gave perhaps the most 
visceral eyewitness account of pitched battle of any of the Crusades – 
though not perhaps without a tendency to talk up his own bravery and the 
deeds of the king. A mounted Muslim, he recalled, ‘struck me with his 
lance between my two shoulders, pinning me to my horse’s neck and held 
me there so pinioned that I could not draw the sword at my belt’. Somehow 
surviving this blow, he went to rescue another knight thrown to the 
ground. Returning, he was attacked again by mounted warriors with 
lances. ‘My horse collapsed to its knees under the weight it was bearing. 
I was thrown forward over its ears. I got up as fast as I could, with my shield 
at my neck and my sword in my hand.’ As he scrambled to his feet, a second 
wave of horsemen ‘hurled me to the ground, galloped over me and sent the 
shield fl ying from my neck’. Stunned and disorientated he was led by some 
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other knights to make a stand at a ruined house. ‘Th ere the Turks attacked 
us from all sides; one group of them got into the ruined house and stabbed 
at us with their lances from above.’ He watched one man wounded with 
three lance blows in the face, another by a lance thrust between the shoul-
ders with a wound so large ‘that blood streamed from his body as if from 
the bunghole of a barrel’. Meanwhile ‘my Lord Érard de Siverey was struck 
in the face by a sword blow, so that his nose dangled over his lip’. While the 
apparently indestructible Joinville addressed an urgent prayer to St James, 
Siverey, still able to speak (though he died later) suggested coolly that they 
might seek help from others nearby, but only ‘Sire, if you thought 
that neither I nor my heirs would be reproached for this’. Th e knights’ 
honour code and fear of accusations of cowardice persisted even to the 
edge of death.

All day Louis struggled to maintain his foothold on the southern 
bank of the Tanis and to prevent his men from fl eeing. It was with a 
measure of disbelief that the Muslims had witnessed the stupidity of 
Artois in being drawn into the trap at Mansurah. Now they launched 
wave aft er wave of attacks in tight formation with shouts and yells and ‘a 
great noise of trumpets, kettledrums and Saracen horns’. Trapped by the 
Tanis, Joinville watched the situation deteriorate: ‘We saw, as we were 
coming downstream, the river covered with lances and shields and with 
the bodies of horses and men who were drowning and dying.’ Six Saracen 
horsemen had Louis’s horse by the bridle but the king ‘singlehandedly 
freed himself by the great blows that he landed on them with his sword’. 
Torrents of arrows whipped through the air, and Greek fi re shot from 
crossbows. One man ‘caught a pot of Greek fi re on his round shield, for 
if any of the fi re had landed on him he would have been burned to death’. 
Joinville, now without his own shield, picked up a Muslim’s padded tunic 
as a makeshift  replacement, ‘which helped me greatly, since I was only 
wounded by their arrows in fi ve places and my horse in fi ft een’. Somehow 
Louis managed to hold the line, encouraging his men and fi ghting with 
great bravery. By late aft ernoon, a fresh contingent of crossbowmen was 
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ranged in the front line, and the Muslims withdrew. At the day’s end, the 
Bedouins, scavengers of battlefi elds and cutters of throats, emerged to 
loot the abandoned Muslim camp, stripping it bare.

For the crusaders, the battle had been, in its way, a triumph of courage 
and endurance, but it was only the briefest respite. Th e Muslims were 
certain they could wipe out the camp on the south bank of the Tanis. 
Before dawn the next day, Joinville was again roused by the call to arms. 
Too wounded to put on mail, he threw the padded tunic over his back 
and prepared to fi ght on. In the days that followed, Louis’s men with-
stood repeated attacks. Th ey managed to salvage wood from the Muslim 
siege engines and create a stockade and trench around their encamp-
ment; a bridge of boats was built across the Tanis to link the two camps, 
but the death toll continued to rise.

.

Despite this spirited resistance, the situation was desperate. Louis clung 
on stubbornly, still blinded by the belief that the Ayyubid sultanate was 
on the point of collapse, that God would grant victory. Yet the evidence 
was otherwise. He dared not retreat over the Tanis without admitting 
that the crusade was lost, but the situation in the camp started to dete-
riorate. Nine days aft er the fi rst battle, the corpses of the slain bobbed 
gaseously to the surface of the river, and clogged the bridge joining 
Louis’s two camps. ‘Th ere was such a mass of bodies that the whole river 
was jammed with corpses from one bank to the other, and for as far as a 
small stone might be thrown.’ Labourers were employed to dump the 
bodies of the circumcised Muslims on the other side of the bridge to 
fl oat off  downstream, while the Christians were buried in a long trench. 
It being Lent, the survivors ate only fi sh from the river, burbot, ‘and the 
burbot were eating the dead men, because these fi sh are gluttonous’, 
Joinville recalled, his gorge rising. He attributed to this the spread of 
‘camp fever’ (in all likelihood scurvy) which started to riddle the army: 
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‘Th ere was so much dead fl esh on the gums of our people that the 
barbers had to cut away the dead fl esh to allow them to chew and 
swallow their food.’ As the barbers went to work, the camp was fi lled 
with the sound of screaming soldiers: ‘because they howled like women 
in labour’. Joinville’s priest collapsed in the middle of saying Mass. 
Joinville caught him in his arms and revived him. Th e priest somehow 
fi nished the service, ‘but he never sang again’. Survival now depended 
on supplies making it down the river from Damietta but the crusaders’ 
plight was about to take a dramatic turn for the worse.

On 25 February, the sultan’s surviving son, the scholarly Turanshah, 
arrived from Hisn Kayfa to take charge. From the start, he misread the 
situation. A change of sultan oft en meant a change of administration, 
but a wise ruler carried out this transition gradually. Turanshah did 
not. He alienated the leading emirs and army commanders. Possibly 
he was unable to fi nancially reward those who had fought at Mansurah; 
he appears to have failed to accord Aqtay, the leader of the Mamluk 
regiment, the tax revenues of Alexandria that he had been promised, 
and he replaced the leading emirs with his own people. Th e new emirs 
were unknown to those on the ground and they lacked support. Lurid 
tales were spread of Turanshah’s depravity; it was said that ‘when he 
was drunk, he gathered candles and would slash off  the heads [of 
the candles] with his sword and would lop them off , saying, “Th us shall 
I do to the Bahriyyah” and he would mention his father’s Mamluks by 
name. Th e base-born were exalted and those of quality removed. He 
treated his father’s chief Mamluks with contempt.’ He failed to under-
stand that the Ayyubid dynasty was now riding the tiger of its own 
Turkish slaves.

Despite these undercurrents, the Muslim campaign took on a new 
impetus, and the signifi cance of the Mahallah canal, which the crusaders 
had missed on their descent of the Nile, became clear. Th e crusaders had 
ships at their camps at Mansurah and at Damietta near the coast, but 
Turanshah now cut the connection between the two. He had fi ft y 
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galleys carried across land with the aid of camels and launched into the 
upper reaches of the Mahallah canal, stagnant but with enough water in 
its upper reaches to sail back into the Nile above the crusader camp. 
When the Christian supply ships came down from Damietta, they were 
ambushed, their supplies captured, and their crews killed or marched 
off  into captivity. Th e Muslims had sprung a similar trap against the 
Fift h Crusade, thirty years earlier, but it came to Louis and his men as a 
complete surprise. Th ey knew nothing about this until a small crusader 
ship managed to shoot past the blockade and into their encampment. 
‘Th e Turks set about starving us out, to the amazement of many people,’ 
recorded Joinville. Th e dire situation saw food prices rise to extraordi-
nary heights. Despair gripped the camp. Th e sick multiplied. Everyone 
expected to die.

From that moment Louis’s crusade was doomed but still he hesi-
tated, unable to relinquish the crusading dream until it was too late. 
Attempts to broker a reasonable truce failed. It was not until 5 April 
1250 that the king fi nally admitted defeat and gave the order to with-
draw to Damietta. Louis was insistent that the sick and wounded should 
be put in the boats, and that he himself would stay to the end and travel 
by land the 40 miles back to Damietta. By this time, he was stricken 
with dysentery, but refused to take a ship. Th e plan to withdraw 
stealthily from the south bank was botched. Th e man ordered to cut the 
ropes on the bridge panicked and failed to do so; Muslim troops made 
it across. An orderly retreat descended into nightmare. Th e wounded 
Joinville, ‘struck by camp fever in my mouth and legs’ and too weak to 
walk, was among those on ships. As night fell, he could see, by the light 
of fi res, Muslims killing the sick who had staggered or crawled to the 
water’s edge hoping to be taken off . A rout took place, with the Muslims 
pursuing and killing those travelling by land. Joinville’s ship was slowed 
by a headwind, got lost in a backwater and was bombarded with 
crossbow bolts and volleys of Greek fi re from the bank. Th e convoy of 
ships was then intercepted by the sultan’s vessels. Ahead, Joinville could 
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see those on other ships being killed and thrown into the water. As they 
waited on their fate, anchored in the middle of the channel, Joinville 
threw his jewels and relics into the river. As a galley approached, a sailor 
begged Joinville that ‘unless you let me say that you are the king’s cousin, 
they will kill you all, and us sailors too’. He agreed. When their ship was 
boarded, Joinville was wrestled to the ground with a knife at his throat, 
waiting for the end, when a man called out ‘He’s the king’s cousin!’ He 
instantly became a valuable commodity to ransom. Others were not so 
lucky. Joinville watched his priest being murdered and thrown in the 
river and his clerk, who had fainted, was struck on the head with a stone 
bowl. ‘I was told that these men who were there had no value, because 
their illnesses had left  them helpless.’

Louis’s own capture was humiliating. His dysentery was so bad that 
his attendants had to cut the seat out of his breeches. He was taken half-
dead in a village house. It was all over. Th e defeat was total: ‘Here the 
orifl amme was torn to pieces, the bauséant [the black-and-white stan-
dard of the Templars] trampled underfoot, a sight nobody remembers 
having ever beheld. Over there the standards of magnates, since ancient 
times an object of dread to the infi del, were bespattered with the blood 
of men and horses . . . and were most vilely destroyed and treated with 
contempt.’

For the Muslims, there was straightforward rejoicing: ‘God cleansed 
Egypt of them.’ One chronicler recorded that ‘a tally was made of the 
number of captives, and there were more than 20,000; those who had 
drowned or been killed numbered 7,000. I saw the dead, and they 
covered the face of the earth in their profusion . . . It was a day of the 
kind the Muslims had never seen; nor had they heard of its like.’ 
Damietta was surrendered. Herded into camps, the worthless were 
decapitated at the rate of 300 a day. Th e rest were kept for ransom. 
Joinville survived, despite mock executions kneeling before the axe. 
Louis agreed to pay a massive sum – 800,000 gold bezants – for the 
ransom of 12,000 men. He made a down payment of half, and sailed off  
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to Acre, with Joinville on board, to raise the remainder and thus liberate 
the army still being held.

He left  for Acre on 7 May 1250, but fi ve days earlier he had been 
witness to a seismic shift  in dynastic power within the Islamic world, 
one that his crusade had unwittingly provoked. Turanshah had alien-
ated the Mamluk corps, either by lack of preferment or by his refusal to 
share out the spoils of war. On 2 May, Aqtay, the Mamluk commander, 
attacked the sultan and seriously wounded him. Turanshah, stricken 
but not dead, promised to return to him the profi ts of Alexandria, but 
it was too late. Th e sultan had failed to take notice of the power shift  
under way. He was said to have been fi nished off  by Rukn al-Din 
Baybars. Aqtay cut out Turanshah’s heart and carried it with bloody 
hands to the exhausted Louis. He held out the gruesome trophy and 
said ‘What will you give me, who has killed your enemy, who would 
have put you to death, had he lived?’ Appalled, the king said nothing.

.

In Europe, news of Louis’s shattering defeat hit hard. Th e pope wrote 
‘words of grief, written in sorrow’ to Queen Blanche, Louis’s mother. 
Th ere was deep soul-searching. How had this happened? Louis’s enter-
prise, so pious and so well-prepared, had been annihilated: ‘We must 
take thought,’ pondered a sermon on the losses at Mansurah, ‘as to the 
reasons why the Lord allowed such a tragic event to befall the Christian 
people . . . How, then, did He tolerate it that bought slaves . . . slaves of 
the Devil, full of foulness, killed such noble men, such mighty friends of 
God and champions of the entire Christian people?’ Th e role and social 
status of the slave Mamluks had been particularly troubling. Th e answers 
given were, fi rst and foremost, sin, then a lesson to chastise, then other 
demonstrations of God’s mysterious justice and love.

Whether Baybars actually struck the blow that killed Turanshah, or 
if this was a piece of retrospective hagiography, is unknown. Regardless, 
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the death of Turanshah at the hands of the Mamluks was instrumental 
in reshaping the entire Middle East. It signalled the death throes of the 
divided and weakened Ayyubid sultanate; in its place would come 
the dynasty of the Mamluks, who would bring ruthless military skill 
to the war with Christendom. Th e keys of the kingdom of Jerusalem 
remained in Egypt, and in due course they would be in the hands of the 
ambitious Baybars.



Th e mobile horse warfare of the Mamluks and the Mongols

With Turanshah’s bloody heart at Louis’s feet and his body dumped in 
the Nile, life was draining out of the Ayyubid dynasty. It was the 
Mamluk regiment created by Turanshah’s father, al-Malik al-Salih, that 
had massacred the Christians in Mansurah and saved Egypt. Th is 
professional military corps had become the power behind the Ayyubid 
throne and during the 1250s, they took it. Th is was a convoluted 
process that lasted ten years and involved puppet rulers and a contest 
between diff erent Mamluk factions. Th e former slave soldiers inspired 
discord in Cairo, whose citizens came to fear the Turkish presence in 
their midst. Aqtay, leader of the Bahriyyah regiment, was murdered by 
a rival, Qutuz, and the Bahriyyah, with Baybars increasingly infl uential, 
were forced out of Egypt in 1254. For the rest of the decade, Baybars 
honed his leadership and fi ghting skills on behalf of diff erent Ayyubid 
princelings in Syria. In Egypt, Qutuz manipulated claimants to the 
throne and then declared himself sultan in 1259.

THREE

BETWEEN THE MAMLUKS AND 
THE MONGOLS

1250–1260

– 40 –
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Louis, to his great credit, did not shirk the consequences of his failed 
crusade. Instead of returning to France, he stayed in the Holy Land for 
four years, ransoming prisoners from the Egyptian debacle and forti-
fying the remaining crusader footholds at Acre, Caesarea, Jaff a and 
Sidon, at considerable personal expense. He established a permanent 
French regiment in Acre, a small but valuable professional force, and 
also set about seeking out potential allies against Islam.

For a long time, distorted echoes of the advance of the Mongols had 
been reaching the Christian West – and with it the hope that their kings 
might become, or even be, Christians. Th e evidence was otherwise. By 
the 1240s, eastern Europe was being shattered by Mongol raids. In 
1249, while in Cyprus preparing to launch his crusade, Louis had 
received envoys from the Mongols in Persia. In reply, he despatched two 
Dominican friars (one of whom, André de Longjumeau, spoke relevant 
languages), to encourage the Mongols’ adherence to the Christian faith 
and ‘to show and teach the Tartars [Mongols] what they should believe’. 
Th e missionaries showed some imaginative insight into the nomadic 
life of their potential converts by taking with them a portable tent-
chapel, embroidered with scenes from the life of Christ, along with 
chalices, books and everything needed for the friars to perform Mass. 
Th e trip took two years, and saw the pair journey into the heart of 
central Asia to the Mongol court. Longjumeau returned to fi nd Louis 
at Caesarea, overseeing refortifi cation of the city aft er his failure on the 
Nile. Longjumeau’s somewhat garbled report contained a brisk correc-
tive to any blithe optimism. Th e friars had witnessed devastation: 
ruined cities, great heaps of human bones. Th ey had been sent back 
with the warning that the Mongol khans put all opponents to the 
sword: ‘We point this out to warn you that you cannot have peace unless 
you have peace with us. So we advise you to send us enough gold and 
silver each year for us to keep thinking of you as friends. If you do not 
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do this we will destroy you and your people as we did those others we 
mentioned before.’ Submit or die: it was a choice that would soon 
confront the whole of the Middle East. Louis did not reply.

In 1253, Hülegü Khan, brother of Möngke Khan, Great Khan of the 
Mongol Empire and a grandson of Genghis, was ordered to advance 
west with his army, ‘as far as the borders of Egypt’. Th e aim was to crush 
Islam as a step to Mongol world domination. By 1256 Hülegü was 
in Persia.

Two years later the Mongols delivered a shattering blow to the 
Islamic world, one that echoed down the centuries. In January 1258, 
Hülegü laid siege to Baghdad, for half a millennium the seat of the 
Abbasid Caliphate, a repository of scholarship and culture, and the 
intellectual centre of the Islamic world. With the aid of Chinese siege 
engineers, Baghdad’s walls were breached in early February. Surrender 
made no diff erence. Th e city was put to utter destruction; mosques, 
palaces, libraries and hospitals destroyed. Estimates of the dead have 
ranged wildly between 90,000 and 800,000. Th e Tigris ran black with 
the ink of thousands of books hurled into the water, their leather covers 
torn off  to make sandals. Th e last Abbasid caliph was rolled in a blanket 
and trampled to death by Mongol horsemen. Th e sack of Baghdad 
shook Islam to its roots.

In September 1259, Hülegü crossed the Euphrates on pontoon 
bridges with an enormous army of perhaps 120,000 men, his sights set 
on Syria. Th e Christian kingdoms of Outremer were in a quandary. 
Hethoum I, the Christian king of the principality of Cilician Armenia 
in south-western Turkey, accepted the overlordship of the Mongols; it 
was known that Hülegü’s general, Kitbuqa, had been converted by 
Nestorians to Christianity, and Hethoum naïvely believed that the 
Mongols wanted to recapture Jerusalem for the Christians. He 
attempted to persuade other Christian enclaves to join the Mongols; 
only his son-in-law, Bohemond VI, ruler of the small principality of 
Antioch and the Count of Tripoli, responded. When Aleppo fell, the 
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Muslims were put to the sword; Armenian Christians burned the great 
mosque to the ground. Damascus saw what was coming and simply 
opened its gates to the Mongols in March 1260. Th e city’s Eastern 
Christians rejoiced intemperately at the discomfi ture of their Muslim 
neighbours, ringing their church bells and drinking wine during 
Ramadan – humiliations that would not be forgotten. Soon, with the 
capitulation of many Ayyubid princes, almost all of Syria was in Mongol 
hands, and the Mongols were raiding south to the borders of Egypt. Th e 
Islamic world was facing collapse.

.

Acre was also in turmoil. During the late 1250s it became the epicentre 
of the growing commercial rivalry between Genoa and Venice that 
culminated in a full-blown contest in the city, known as the War of 
St Sabas. Ostensibly fought over ownership of the monastery of that 
saint, which lay on the boundary between the two Italian communes, it 
was a refl ection of a wider struggle for trading supremacy across the 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea. Th e competition sucked in almost all 
the city’s factions and those of surrounding Crusader States. Th e 
Hospitallers were for the Genoese, the Templars and the Teutonic 
Knights for Venice; the Pisans fi rst sided with Genoa before switching 
to Venice; the powerful barons of Outremer similarly took sides. Th e 
year-long contest included sea battles, blockades and siege warfare on 
an intimate scale. Within Acre the two sides bombarded each other at 
close range with catapults, hurling rocks over the walls of fortifi ed 
enclosures into their neighbours’ quarter. Th e chronicles record that 
during 1258,

all that year there were at least sixty engines, every one of them throwing 
down onto the city of Acre, onto houses, towers and turrets, and they 
smashed and laid level with the ground every building they touched . . . 
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Th is meant that nearly all the towers and strong houses in Acre were 
destroyed, except for religious houses. Twenty thousand men died in 
this war on one side or the other . . . the city of Acre was utterly devas-
tated by this war as if it had been destroyed in warfare between 
Christians and Saracens.

Th e death toll is probably exaggerated, but the contest certainly wrecked 
large parts of the city. Houses, warehouses, ships and defensive towers 
were destroyed before the Genoese were fi nally expelled and their 
quarter fl attened. Th ey moved up the coast to Tyre. Acre required major 
reconstruction; its trade had been damaged, its factional divisions exac-
erbated, and its manpower diminished.

At the same time the Kingdom of Jerusalem was also starting to feel 
pressure from the Mongol advance. Hülegü’s true intentions were 
expressed in an order to one of his commanders in 1257 to ‘advance as 
far as the coasts of the sea, and wrest those countries from the hands of 
the children of France and England’. Acre had resisted Hethoum’s 
urging to join the Mongol cause. Th at year it received a blunt demand 
to submit. Th e determination, as expressed by the military orders, was 
resolute: ‘Let therefore these Tartars – these demons of Tartarus – come 
on, and they will fi nd the servants of Christ encamped and ready to do 
battle.’ In February 1260, Hülegü’s general, Kitbuqa, peremptorily 
ordered the city to dismantle its walls. Th e leading council in Acre 
ignored him and strengthened their fortifi cations, going so far as 
robbing outlying cemeteries of tombstones in a search for suitable 
building material. Th ere was no reason to feel positive about voluntary 
submission or alliance. Both Armenia and Antioch had been reduced 
to vassal status. When the Lord of Sidon launched an intemperate raid, 
Mongol forces retaliated, sacked the city and razed it to the ground. Th e 
Mongols’ contempt for other groups was absolute. Calls were sent to 
Europe for aid, not only out of fear of the Mongols, but also in the hope 
that with Islamic power waning and the Mongols increasingly focused 
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on Egypt, there might be actually be opportunities to expand. Th e claim 
was that:

We duly believe that Jerusalem and the whole kingdom of Jerusalem 
could, with God’s aid, be obtained easily if those who are called 
Christians were swift ly and manfully to make ready to assist us. For the 
Saracens, for the most part, are now gone. And as for the Tartars, if they 
meet with resistance on the part of the Latins, we believe that the more 
[opposition] they fear they will fi nd, the sooner they will sheathe their 
bloodstained swords.

But no crusading ventures resulted. Acre played a distrustful and waiting 
game.

When the Mongol blow did fall, the Crusader States were mere 
onlookers. In early 1260, Mongol ambassadors arrived at Cairo with a 
familiar message:

From the King of Kings of the East and West, the Great Khan. To 
Qutuz the Mamluk, who fl ed to escape our swords.

You should think of what happened to other countries . . . and 
submit to us. You have heard how we have conquered a vast empire and 
have purifi ed the earth of the disorders that tainted it. We have 
conquered vast areas, massacring all the people. You cannot escape 
from the terror of our armies. Where can you fl ee? What road will you 
use to escape us? Our horses are swift , our arrows sharp, our swords like 
thunderbolts, our hearts as hard as the mountains, our soldiers as 
numerous as the sand. Fortresses will not detain us, nor arms stop us. 
Your prayers to God will not avail against us. We are not moved by tears 
nor touched by lamentations. Only those who beg our protection will 
be safe.

Hasten your reply before the fi re of war is kindled . . . Resist and you 
will suff er the most terrible catastrophes. We will shatter your mosques 
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and reveal the weakness of your God, and then we will kill your chil-
dren and your old men together.

At present you are the only enemy against whom we have to march.

Qutuz had only seized power three months earlier. His regime was 
fragile, but his response resolute. He chopped the Mongol ambassadors 
in half and hung their heads from the city gates. He prepared to go out 
to fi ght rather than await a siege. Th e lesson of Baghdad had not been 
forgotten.

Any army that Qutuz could potentially raise would be massively 
outnumbered by a factor of ten to one; but luck was on his side. In 
August of the preceding year, Möngke, the Great Khan of the Mongols, 
had died, exposing one of the structural fl aws in the Mongol Empire. 
Each succession contest inevitably required the leading khans to return 
to central Asia. When word reached Hülegü in Syria, he prepared to 
withdraw the bulk of his men, perhaps 100,000 in number, leaving his 
general Kitbuqa with a holding force of around 11,000 men. In a letter 
sent to Louis IX, Hülegü himself claimed that the withdrawal of the 
bulk of his army, with its tens of thousands of horses, had been a logis-
tical necessity. Th e fodder of northern Syria had been used up, and it 
was the Mongol custom to withdraw to more temperate lands in 
summer. Th e possibility that the Mongols, once across the Euphrates, 
were campaigning at their operational limit was a vulnerability the 
Mamluks would later exploit.

Th e Mongol advance into Syria had displaced many Muslim refugees 
and Ayyubid soldiers who now rallied to Qutuz. And this included 
Baybars and the Bahriyyah Mamluk contingent, battle-hardened by a 
decade of fi ghting for and against various factions during the fragmen-
tation of Syria. Among these ventures had been raids and invasion 
attempts against Egypt itself. Th ere was long-standing enmity between 
the Bahriyya and Qutuz over the murder of their leader Aqtay, but the 
diff erences were, for the time being, put to one side. Th e Mongol threat 
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created a coalition of rivals. Baybars obtained a guarantee of safe 
conduct from Qutuz and brought his Mamluks to Cairo to confront 
the gathering storm. His troops were a welcome addition.

In July 1260, the Egyptian army rode out with a force of perhaps 
12,000 men, probably slightly larger than Kitbuqa’s. Th e Egyptians 
consisted of a small corps of Mamluks, local Egyptian soldiers and refu-
gees. As Qutuz moved up the coastal plain towards Acre, he decided to 
ask for Christian co-operation. Within Acre, there were intense discus-
sions on how to respond. Many were in favour. Th e sacking of Sidon 
and the intemperate Mongol threats had rattled the Christians. Qutuz 
was Egypt’s third sultan in six years; there was no reason to believe that 
he could provide a lasting threat. Th e Christians could, at that moment, 
hardly distinguish this latest ruler from the more easy-going Ayyubids, 
who had been valuable trading partners. A joint campaign with Qutuz 
might ease the Mongol pressure, too. However, the Grand Master of the 
Teutonic Knights, Hanno von Sangershausen, argued vehemently 
against any co-operation and eventually talked the authorities out of it. 
It was unwise to risk Christian lives, and, in the aft ermath of a Muslim 
victory, Qutuz might turn on them; better to conserve their strength 
and watch two rivals fi ght it out.

Th e Christians might have opted for neutrality, but they hedged 
their bets by granting Qutuz a safe conduct. He could pass through 
their territory without fear of attack. For three days, the Egyptian army 
camped in orchards outside the city walls and were given provisions. 
Th ere was nervousness in the town. Th e leading emirs entered Acre and 
some kind of compact was made. Among them, according to the 
Christian sources, was ‘a great emir called Bendocar, who later became 
sultan’. Th e Arabic sources claimed that Baybars came in disguise as a 
spy to gain information to store against a future opportunity. While 
camped outside the walls of Acre, Qutuz delivered a powerful speech to 
his increasingly hesitant assortment of troops, now more than wary of 
the power of the Mongols, to whip up their courage: the future of Islam 
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hung in the balance. Baybars was sent ahead with the vanguard to scout 
out the disposition of the enemy.

Qutuz and his army met the Mongols 30 miles south-east of Acre on 
3 September 1260, at the appropriately named Ayn Jalut (‘Goliath’s 
Spring’) – where David was said to have slain the giant – for a contest that 
has been claimed as epochal in world history. Th e central corps of each 
army, supported by allies and unreliable supporters, was similar. It was a 
battle between matching detachments of Turco-Mongolian horse archers 
from the Eurasian steppes, employing similar tactics: mounted attacks, 
feigned retreat and mobile encirclement. Baybars led the vanguard 
charging the Mongols, alternately advancing and retreating. Twice the 
Mongols came close to crushing Qutuz’s army. At the height of the battle, 
with the situation critical, Qutuz took off  his helmet to show his face to his 
men and shouted ‘O Islam, O God, help your servant Qutuz against the 
Mongols!’ With the red-and-yellow banners of the Mamluk detachments 
rallying the men, he was able to stem the rout, regroup and shatter the 
enemy. Kitbuqa was killed in the heat of the battle and the Mongols slaugh-
tered. Th ose who escaped were pursued by Baybars and beaten again.

It was not the fi rst defeat that the Mongols had incurred, nor did it 
end their ambitions in Syria. Th eirs was a relatively small army that had 
unwisely underestimated an adversary similar to itself. Hülegü consid-
ered it a local setback that he intended to redress. Th e Mamluks had not 
confronted the full force of Mongol military might; a further riposte 
was inevitable. Yet the victory had unforeseen consequences. Qutuz’s 
rallying cry was prophetic of the ability of Turkish-speaking peoples, 
nomads from the Asian steppes, to unify Islam. Th e battle of Ayn Jalut 
conferred prestige and legitimacy on these outsiders.

.

Qutuz was not destined to enjoy the fruits of victory. Maybe he had 
made overgenerous promises to his leading emirs – including the off er of 
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the governorship of Aleppo to Baybars – which he failed to keep. In the 
aft ermath of Ayn Jalut, the distrust between the Mamluks of Qutuz and 
those of the Bahriyyah bubbled to the surface again. Th e latter had never 
forgiven Qutuz for the murder of Aqtay. It was probably a question of 
who struck fi rst. On the way back across the desert to Cairo, Qutuz 
expressed a desire to stop and engage in his favourite sport of hare 
coursing. He turned off  the road, accompanied by his emirs. When the 
hare had been caught, it seems that the Bahriyyah contingent made their 
move. Th e most likely version of events is something to the eff ect that 
Baybars approached the sultan to ask a favour. Baybars moved to kiss his 
hand. Th is was the signal. Baybars now fi rmly gripped Qutuz to prevent 
him drawing a weapon. A second emir stabbed him with a sword. Qutuz 
was fi nished off  with arrows. Baybars did not act alone nor was he most 
likely the one who struck fi rst. As with the murder of Turanshah, history 
was possibly rewritten to favour him. In the election process among the 
emirs that followed, Baybars claimed primacy on the basis that he was 
the one who had struck Qutuz down. Although the position of Mamluk 
sultan came to depend on a supporting confederacy of leading emirs, 
Baybars was to set about establishing unfettered personal rule.

.

From Acre, the murder of Qutuz must have looked like just another 
sign of the welcome dysfunctionality of the Islamic world – one ruler 
following another in a bloodbath of fragmenting petty kingdoms. Th e 
Christians breathed a sigh of relief: the Mongols were defeated, the 
Islamic world remained fragmented. What they did not know was that 
with Baybars, a new Turkish dynasty would unify the Islamic Middle 
East with an uncompromising commitment to jihad not seen since the 
days of Saladin; nor that the Mongols, despite sorties, would never 
return with suffi  cient desire to provide a counterbalance to Baybars or 
create the space to play off  two more powerful opponents. For Acre 
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particularly, the dislocation caused by the Mongols and the rise of the 
Mamluks had severe economic consequences. With Baghdad in ruins, 
the long-range trade routes that had ended at Acre and Tripoli moved 
north. Th e great days of economic prosperity were over, and the lords of 
Outremer were no longer so rich. Increasingly, they leased or sold their 
castles and lordships to the military orders, who would become the only 
viable defenders of the Christian Holy Land. It was Baybars who would 
slowly squeeze their room to breathe. His stealthy reconnoitre of Acre 
was to be put to good use.

Baybars himself never forgot the allegiances made by some Christians 
with the Mongols, nor the burning of Aleppo’s great mosque. Th e 
remaining Crusader States were soon to confront a stable, unifi ed 
Islamic dynasty, and an unrelenting foe in Baybars, who would rule for 
seventeen years. Th e new sultan was said to be short of stature and 
broad-chested with a powerful voice. In one of his blue eyes there was 
an unusual white fl eck. When he was fi rst sold as a slave he had fetched 
a low price – one purchaser promptly returned him to the auctioneer as 
spoiled goods. It was said that there was something evil in his eye. He 
rarely blinked.



Th e lion with raised paw: Baybars’s heraldic emblem

For 150 years, with the rare exception of Saladin’s reign, the Islamic 
Middle East had been too divided to unite in common cause in the face 
of the inexplicable irruption of the Franks onto the shores of Palestine. 
Th e Ayyubids might have talked of jihad, but it was theoretical rather 
than practical, and the material benefi ts of long-distance trade with 
Europe had overridden any unifi ed call to holy war. Rather, the Crusader 
States had been largely absorbed into the pattern of alliances and concil-
iations that operated throughout Palestine and Syria. With Baybars and 
the ascendancy of Turkish peoples from the Asian steppes everything 
changed.

Baybars was a fi rst-generation convert to Islam; he had fought at 
Mansurah to protect Egypt from catastrophe and on his return to the 
country in October 1260 he brought back with him a harder ideology: 
a commitment to an orthodox Sunni caliphate and the unifi cation of 
Egypt and Syria under the banner of war. With the destructions of the 
Mongols, the Islamic world had been brought to the edge of collapse. 
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He now set about unifying the people against their enemies to east and 
west: the Mongols and the Franks. He was single-minded, tyrannical 
and puritanical in forging a new Islamic empire.

His arrival in Cairo was met with consternation. Th e city’s people 
were expecting to see Qutuz enter in triumphant procession. Instead 
they were confronted with yet another cycle of bloody turmoil, a further 
quick change of sultan within the space of a year. Th e Turks were 
outsiders to the orthodox world – potentially usurpers – and Baybars 
had come to power through murder and a rigged election. Th e people 
were horrifi ed and frightened by the prospect of a return to the 1250s, 
when the Mamluks had brought disorder, violence and fear to Cairo’s 
streets. Baybars worked swift ly to alleviate their apprehension. He 
lowered taxes and set about creating for himself the image of a legiti-
mate Sunni ruler, heir to Saladin and the Ayyubids. Pious works were 
undertaken – the construction of mosques, the provision of work and 
charitable food supplies in time of famine. He repaired the Dome of the 
Rock and the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, as well as Cairo’s dilapi-
dated great al-Azhar mosque, and assiduously cultivated the religious 
class. He was both far-sighted and ruthless. He sidelined his fellow 
conspirators in the assassination and demolished the grave of Qutuz to 
prevent it becoming a pilgrimage site. Th e cult of his personality was 
projected through both word and image. His heraldic symbol, the lion, 
appeared on coins and the façades of public buildings – gates, fortresses 
and bridges. Th e lion held its right paw raised and ready to strike, or in 
the act of crushing in its claws a trapped rat: the enemies of Islam.

Baybars, in the role of a pious Muslim leader, revived the offi  ce of the 
Sunni caliphate; a descendant of the last caliph murdered at Baghdad 
was conveniently discovered, to whom Baybars swore allegiance. Th e 
caliph, in turn, invested Baybars as universal sultan in a solemn cere-
mony. Wearing the black turban of the Abbasid Caliphate and a violet 
robe, presented with banners, swords and a shield, he pledged to levy 
just taxes, restore the caliphate to its ancient glory, and wage holy war. 
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Legitimacy was conferred on what Arab historians of the time called 
the State of the Turks. Shortly aft er, the caliph was encouraged to 
embark on a suicide mission to retake Baghdad with a small force that 
was swift ly and conveniently annihilated by the Mongols. A second 
caliph was eff ectively a puppet, and the offi  ce of caliphate would gradu-
ally become merged with that of the Mamluk sultans.

Building a military state was Baybars’s fi rst priority, which he under-
took with rigour and effi  ciency. First, the defence of Egypt. Remembering 
Louis’s crusade, coastal fortifi cations, watch towers and dredging 
schemes were undertaken to ensure adequate defence of the Nile; next 
the walls of Damascus and other cities that had been razed by the 
Mongols were rebuilt. Th e supply of military slaves to bolster the 
Mamluk regiments required regular shipments from the Black Sea; 
from the 1260s, it would be the Christian Genoese who would provide 
the manpower that was destined to confront their co-religionists in the 
years ahead.

At the same time, Baybars made structural reforms to the army. Th e 
enslaved Mamluks were native Turkish speakers and mainly operated 
under their offi  cers in their own language. Baybars built a core group of 
about 4,000 Mamluks. Some were his own elite troops, others were 
owned by his emirs. Th ere was also a corps of freeborn cavalry. Alongside 
these were infantry, mainly from Syria, and less well-trained volunteers. 
Although his enemies routinely overestimated the total size of Mamluk 
armies, Baybars could muster perhaps as many as 40,000 men for partic-
ular campaigns.

In addition he fostered military training regimes. He built two new 
maydans, hippodrome training grounds for the practice and develop-
ment of military skills and physical fi tness. Here the Mamluks would 
practise the disciplines of archery, fencing, the use of the mace and the 
cavalry spear. Th ere would be wrestling and mock cavalry combat – 
particularly the use of the short, whippy composite bow – on foot and 
on horseback. A skilled archer should be able to loose three arrows in 
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one and a half seconds, and hit a target a metre wide at 70 metres. Th e 
Mamluks also employed a wide variety of incendiary devices and trained 
their cavalry in fi re games. Horseback manoeuvres involving these 
weapons were performed to develop the skill of the riders and the 
temperament of their mounts against startling at their noise and fl ames.

To unify Egypt and Syria, Baybars set about systematically under-
mining or destroying autonomous Ayyubid princelings and linked the 
furthest reaches of his sultanate with a remarkable communications 
network. He established an effi  cient postal system of swift  riders, relay 
stations, pigeon messenger services and fi re signal towers, and built 
bridges to speed troop movements and couriers. Intelligence gathering 
lay at the heart of his state-building; he consistently surprised oppo-
nents with his ability to respond rapidly. His postal riders, who reported 
directly to him, were well rewarded. Th ey could bring a message the 

Mamluk cavalry training: one man wields a mace and the other aims at a 
target from a galloping horse.
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600 miles from Damascus to Cairo in four days. He alone could open 
and read the correspondence, which he responded to immediately by 
day and night. On one occasion it was observed that ‘while he was 
taking a bath in his tent, the post arrived from Damascus. Without 
waiting an instant, without giving himself time to cover his nakedness, 
the prince had the letter read.’ Th e reply was back there four days later.

.

Baybars was the sultan commander who slept little and never relaxed. 
Over the seventeen years of his reign, he ruled from the saddle, rode 
70,000 miles and fought thirty-eight campaigns, twenty-one of these 
against the Franks. He waged war even in harsh winter weather. He acted 
secretly, unnerved even his most loyal emirs by his unpredictable appear-
ances, walked the streets of his city incognito, never divulged in advance 
the objective of a military expedition. Surprise and deception were 
weapons of war. If, as a usurper of Turkish origin, he kept himself aloof 
from the indigenous population, his emirs also felt themselves continu-
ously watched, and his enemies were kept guessing. A truce was only ever 
provisional, to be abrogated as the situation demanded. Th is restlessly 
energetic, controlling fi gure, both rewarded the loyal, the brave and the 
pious and carried out exemplary acts of cruelty – blindings, crucifi xions 
and bisections – to terrify and command obedience.

External threats were the justifi cation for tyranny; Baybars’s policies 
were all framed with the eventuality of warfare with the Mongols and 
the Franks. Th e help given to the Mongols by Antioch and Armenia led 
him to consider all the Christian principalities as enemies and he was 
wary of the possibility of fresh crusades from the West. Th e threat of 
Mongol incursions loomed large aft er 1260, but a major invasion by 
Hülegü never happened. Th e Mongol Empire, stretched to its geograph-
ical limits, was starting to fragment. Hülegü, as khan of Mesopotamia, 
was at loggerheads with Berke, ruler of the neighbouring Mongol 
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khanate of the Golden Horde. Th e latter, a convert to Islam, had been 
outraged by the Mongol destruction of Baghdad. By 1263, the two were 
at open war. Baybars was able to establish cordial diplomatic relations 
with Berke, thus neutralising a larger threat to the Islamic Middle East. 
Looking west, and aware that the papacy was making diplomatic over-
tures to the Mongols, Baybars also established cordial relations with 
its rivals, the Hohenstaufens, rulers of Sicily, and then with the 
Hohenstaufens’ own enemies, the Byzantine emperors, through whose 
waters the cargoes of military slaves from the Black Sea had to pass.

By 1263, Baybars had stabilised his position as the Sultan of Egypt 
and Syria and was readying his army to move against the Franks. 
Training, morale and discipline were critical. He commanded the men 
to ensure that they were properly equipped: each was personally respon-
sible for providing his own armour. Th e arms market in Damascus 
boomed. To ensure compliance, Baybars staged reviews in which the 
sections of his army fi led past one at a time, to ensure that the men were 
not exchanging equipment. Th e spirit of jihad was prominent in these 
mobilisations and the language uncompromising: the troops were 
enjoined ‘to remove all excuse for abstaining from the Holy War’. He 
forbade the brewing and drinking of beer and threatened to hang 
miscreants for drinking wine.

Baybars then embarked on a series of stop-start campaigns to intim-
idate and undermine the crusaders’ fragmentary possessions that had 
survived Saladin’s reign ( Jaff a, Caesarea, Acre and Tripoli), but his 
particular anger was directed against Bohemond VI, ruler of Antioch 
and Tripoli, and the Armenian king Hethoum I for their support of the 
Mongols. Baybars waged asymmetrical warfare – a bewildering combi-
nation of sieges and raids. His armies would appear quite suddenly, 
ravage the countryside, show their fl ags outside the walls of castles and 
vanish again. Th ese tactics were used to apply political pressure, to 
intimidate enemies into favourable treaties and concessions, and to 
infl ict economic damage. Objectives were always hidden, motives unde-
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clared. Th e Mongols provided a convenient justifi cation. Almost every 
year there would be scares of their incursions from across the Euphrates; 
few materialised, but for additional security the pastureland of northern 
Syria was routinely burned to deny grazing to Mongol horsemen. Th e 
Mongols were to be given nothing. Th eir threat both justifi ed and 
required attacks on the Crusader States.

Baybars had little regard for the advantages of Levantine trade that 
had seduced the Ayyubids into co-operation with the Franks. He 
worked to encourage the rerouting of commerce to Egypt. In the 
interim, although the Muslims held no harbours on the Mediterranean 
coast north of Gaza, he found ways to turn some of the Frankish ports 
to his advantage. When Jaff a, the most southerly of the Crusader coastal 
cities, submitted, he used it to import grain for famine relief. When it 
was no longer needed, Jaff a was destroyed. Where the Ayyubids had 
recognised local Christians as a clearly protected minority a greater 
intolerance now prevailed. Baybars had not forgotten their celebrations 
at the fall of Damascus to the Mongols. His actions were punitive, 
barring pilgrimage to Jerusalem and ordering his troops to raze to the 
ground the hugely signifi cant church of St Mary in Nazareth, the 
supposed site of the Annunciation.

Th e Crusader States became increasingly alarmed by the pressure 
Baybars was bringing to bear. Acre, which he had secretly reconnoitred 
on his way to Ayn Jalut, was subjected to continuous visitations. In 
April 1263, his army suddenly appeared outside the city and attacked 
some of its outer defences. Th ere was fi erce fi ghting that forced the 
defenders back. An Arabic chronicler left  a vivid, if partisan, account:

Th e Franks retired, routed, to Acre, while the Muslims burned the 
surrounding towers and walls, cut down trees and burned the fruits. 
Th ere was nothing to be seen but smoke, clouds of dust, fl ashing swords 
and cutting, gleaming spear points. Th e Muslim army rode up to the 
gates of Acre, killing and taking prisoners . . . the remaining Franks 
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then rushed to the gates of the city walls and came down to defend 
them. Th ey were all shouting together: ‘Th e Gate! Th e Gate!’, in fear 
that an attack was going to be made on them. Meanwhile the sultan was 
standing on the Acre side of the summit of the Tell [a nearby hill], 
making gift s and promises.

.

Th en, just as suddenly, Baybars withdrew. It was not a concerted attempt 
to take the city, rather a policy of soft ening up, disrupting agriculture, 
keeping opponents on edge. Every time his army moved, anxiety rippled 
through Outremer. Acre was raided in this way on an almost annual 
basis, its orchards uprooted and its crops burnt. Baybars was back in 
1265, again in the vicinity in 1266. In May 1267, he got up to the city 
gates by deception, fl ying the banners of the Templars and Hospitallers. 
He surprised the peasants working in the fi elds and captured and killed 
500 of them. He came again in 1269.

Oft en these attacks were diversionary episodes designed to distract 
from more major operations against crusader castles. Th e 1266 raid on 
Acre was only one of a number that year. Baybars had the military 
resources to send simultaneous raiding parties against Tyre, Sidon and 
the Teutonic Knights’ castle at Montfort, throwing dust in the eyes of 
Christian defenders, while his main army besieged the Templars’ castle 
at Safad. Tripoli and Antioch each experienced three such assaults 
during the 1260s. In 1270 the Hospitallers’ stronghold of Krak des 
Chevaliers, the most formidable castle ever constructed in the crusader 
era, was soft ened up by the devastation of its hinterland. Baybars was 
scorching away the economic foundations of the last Crusader States. 
Th e damage to Acre’s agricultural lands was so severe that Muslim 
writers felt compelled to fi nd religious justifi cations for malicious 
destruction. In the area around Tripoli, he destroyed irrigation channels 
and aqueducts stretching back to the Roman Empire. Th is devastation 
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of fertile land to inhibit, demoralise and economically weaken was to 
scar the coastal strip of Palestine and Lebanon for hundreds of years.

Th e Franks did not help themselves. Unable to put out enough men 
to risk open battle, they resorted to tit-for-tat counterattacks that lacked 
strategic forethought or coherent eff ort. Aft er the raids of 1263, the 
two sides patched up a truce. Th is did not prevent the Templars and 
Hospitallers, acting as autonomous bodies, from mounting further 
sorties two months later. Th is was followed shortly aft er by the arrival in 
Acre of a small contingent of French troops, eager for action. Th ey 
promptly attacked nearby Muslim villages, snatched people and animals 
and set fi re to houses. Whereas Baybars engaged in such tactics with 
strategic intent, these unco-ordinated Christian initiatives, with no 
clear purpose beyond releasing pent-up frustration, served only to 
alienate local Muslim people and to infuriate Baybars.

At no point were the Crusader States capable of combined action. 
Each made its own piecemeal truces with the Mamluks in the hope of 
temporary respite, usually on disadvantageous terms. When Acre tried 
to arrange a prisoner exchange with Baybars, both the Hospitallers and 
the Templars refused to participate because the Muslims they were 
holding were skilled craft smen and too expensive to replace. Such actions 
earned them growing criticism from fellow Christians for selfi shness 
and self-interest: ‘they ought to have made the exchange, for the sake of 
God and the deliverance of the poor Christian slaves’, was one critical 
verdict. Th ey not infrequently made their own agreements with Baybars 
with regard to territory they controlled around their inland castles, 
while the Frankish barons were capable of reckless bouts of destruction. 
All this served to broaden support for the State of the Turks, and further 
legitimise Baybars’s claim as Sunni sultan and liberator.

But the language of power spoke louder than the language of diplo-
macy. Baybars could pick and choose his own terms. In 1267 he refused 
a truce with Acre while the Grand Master of the Hospitallers signed a 
humiliating ten-year agreement in return for non-aggression against 
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their castles in Lebanon, with the sultan having the right to abrogate it 
whenever he wished. Truces with the Frankish states were frequently 
cancelled by Baybars on grounds of minor technical infringements or 
just uncorroborated assertions.

For Baybars, the Frankish settlements along the Mediterranean coast 
were strategically signifi cant. Th ey threatened the direct route from 
Cairo to Damascus and they occupied the best agricultural land. 
Dominance over the landscape was maintained by a chain of castles 
commanding the hills of Palestine, Lebanon and northern Syria. From 
there they controlled territory, though at no point did they constitute a 
coherent defensive system; rather a patchwork of independent local fi ef-
doms owned by the military orders and Frankish barons. As crusader 
control of territory shrank with the campaigns of Saladin, so the impor-
tance of these castles grew. Th e disaster at Hattin had quenched any 
Frankish enthusiasm to take on the armies of Islam in extensive open-fi eld 
warfare. Th e thirteenth century saw the military orders – increasingly the 
only bodies with the resources – construct or remodel castles on a massive 
scale. Th ey spent money and energy on sophisticated concentric fortifi ca-
tions and defensive features that exposed attackers to heavy counter-
bombardment and slowed down the operations of their miners and siege 
engines. South of Acre, the Templars erected the near impregnable 
redoubt of Château Pèlerin on a headland above the sea; the Teutonic 
Knights built their headquarters castle of Montfort 180 metres above a 
valley on an inaccessible bluff ; in northern Syria, the Hospitallers’ remod-
elled Krak des Chevaliers aft er an earthquake into the most formidable 
bastion in all of Outremer. Such fortresses compensated for lack of 
manpower and allowed small garrisons to dominate landscapes and intim-
idate local populations and would-be attackers.

Th e castles’ weakness was that Baybars’s campaigns of attrition were 
rendering them increasingly isolated. Now, with the reunifi cation of 
Egypt and Syria and Baybars’s army in a high state of readiness, the 
sultan felt himself in a position to take on these discrete fi efdoms and 
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their castles in earnest. Th e Mamluks’ traditional fi ghting skills were as 
mounted cavalry, but 1265 saw them deploy the techniques of siege 
warfare that were ultimately to drive the Franks out of the Holy Land. 
Th ey had inherited the siegecraft  of earlier Islamic dynasties, but under 
Baybars they established a competency in the complex technical and 
logistical requirements of investing and taking fortifi ed places that 
surpassed that of their forebears. Th e spring of 1265 saw the start of a 
series of siege campaigns that would last until 1271 and destroy much of 
the military strength of the Crusader States.

.

Th e pretext was a threatened Mongol attack of northern Syria. As 
Baybars scrambled forces to intercept and harry the Mongol invaders – a 
process hastened by his network of fast couriers – he believed that the 
Franks had now shift ed from the position of neutrality that had marked 
the march to Ayn Jalut, and had tipped the Mongols off  that Mamluk 
cavalry had scattered for the season. Rapid mobilisation dissuaded 
the Mongols from a major assault, but it alerted the ever-watching 
Baybars to the dangers of the alliance. He wrote to the Constable of 
Jaff a complaining that the Frankish leaders ‘have committed many 
wrongs against me, such as their writing to the Mongols to attack my 
territories’.

Baybars’s fi rst targets were two cities on the coast of southern 
Palestine, Caesarea and Arsuf, and demonstrated the techniques and 
resources that the Mamluks brought to the crusader wars: deception, 
disregard for treaties, technical expertise, deep planning, propaganda 
for holy war and overwhelming resources of manpower. Under cover of 
conducting a lion hunt in the area, Baybars reconnoitred the fortifi ca-
tions of the two cities. At the same time he began cutting wood for siege 
machines on site, ordering up a skilled workforce of stonemasons, 
tunnellers and engineers. Stone balls were prepared and the troops 
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already gathered were put to work constructing ladders. Prefabricated 
siege engines were also being constructed in Damascus that could be 
disassembled and transported by camels or carried by men.

On 27 February 1265, Baybars showed up without warning at the 
gates of Caesarea, encircled it, and attacked. Laudatory accounts 
depicted the sultan himself participating in the fi ghting: the morale of 
the men demanded that the sultan should be seen. With Caesarea’s 
inhabitants taken completely by surprise, its outer walls were apparently 
overcome by ingenious improvisation without the use of ladders. Like 
climbers hammering pitons into a rock face, ‘using iron horse pegs, 
tethers and halters onto which they clung, they climbed up from all 
sides and set their banners there. Th e city gates were burnt and its 
defences torn away.’ Caesarea surrendered in a week, and the survivors 
sailed off  to Acre. In the immediate aft ermath Baybars embarked on the 
complete destruction of the city. Meanwhile, he sent raiding parties off  
to harry Acre (and various other locations) to distract and pin down 
potential relief. A Christian delegation that arrived to question the 
reasons for this attack was warmly and disarmingly received while the 
sultan quietly prepared his next move.

On 19 March, Baybars left  Caesarea. Two days later his army 
appeared, equally unexpectedly, at the fortifi ed stronghold of Arsuf on 
the coast 25 miles south. For Baybars a treaty was only a treaty so long 
as he wanted it to be. In 1263, he had complained to the Hospitallers 
that they had reinforced the fortifi cations of Arsuf in breach of an agree-
ment. At the time gift s had been sent to mollify his anger and the 
ambassadors were assured that the city would not come under attack. 
Now it did.

Arsuf was well fortifi ed and stoutly defended, but the ensuing siege 
refl ected both the asymmetry of numbers and the increasingly sophisti-
cated techniques and the resources that the Mamluks were able to 
employ. Substantial tunnelling and trench-digging work was under-
taken by skilled men, and despite equally professional countermeasures 
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by the Hospitallers, who used barrels of grease and fat, ignited and 
fanned by bellows, to destroy the tunnels, the scale of the siege works 
allowed the attackers eventually to undermine the outer walls. Th e 
Mamluks had brought a range of projectile-throwing artillery to Arsuf 
and the catapult bombardment was considerable. Baybars himself was 
said to have participated in hauling the ropes that launched the stone 
missiles. Religious enthusiasm was another ingredient that was to 
become a hallmark of Mamluk mobilisation and commitment. Prayers 
were said in the open, while Baybars himself travelled with a personal 
tent-mosque. A visible religious contingent – ‘pious people, ascetics, 
legal scholars and indigent Sufi s’ – came at Baybars’s behest to inspire 
the men to fi ght and die for jihad; Baybars himself was continuously 
present, close to the fi ghting:

now . . . in the ditch, now at the openings which were being made, and 
now by the sea shore shooting at the Frankish ships and pulling on the 
mangonels . . . he would climb to the top of palisades so as to shoot 
from there, showing everyone his part to play, ordering them to exert 
themselves, thanking those who deserved it and giving robes of honour 
to those who had distinguished themselves by some act of merit . . .

Th e presence of the sultan at Arsuf, his energy and his personal bravery, 
provided inspiration and motivation during the campaigns that 
followed.

It took fi ve weeks to ready a fi nal attack: rushing the walls, taking the 
outer city, then subjecting the inner citadel to furious assault with cata-
pults and arrows. On 29 April the outer barbican of the citadel collapsed 
from mining or bombardment. Baybars off ered surrender with a guar-
antee that their lives would be spared. Th e defenders accepted. Th ey 
were unable to escape by sea: the harbour was too small and within 
range of Baybars’s artillery. As with Caesarea, Arsuf, a city since ancient 
times, was demolished, and never inhabited again.
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On 29 May, Baybars made a ceremonial entry into Cairo. In his train 
walked the captured Franks from Arsuf with broken crosses round their 
necks and their banners reversed. In the aft ermath Baybars lost no time 
in exploiting the propaganda value of the conquest. To Jean d’Ibelin, 
Lord of Jaff a, the bombastic threats that would soon become familiar to 
crusader lords:

We brook no oppression: if anyone takes a fi eld [of ours], in its place we 
capture a loft y citadel, and for any peasant of ours captured we seize a 
thousand armed warriors. If they destroy a house wall, we destroy the 
walls of cities. Th e sword is in the hand of one who strikes and the 
horse’s reins are in the grasp of the rider. We have a hand which cuts 
necks and another which reaches the porticos [of palaces]. Whoever 
wishes to pick a quarrel [with us] must know what he is about; and 
whoever wishes [to take] something [from us] will fi nd [disasters such 
as] those ordained for him.

Th e numbers on each side at Arsuf had been mismatched. Whereas the 
defenders could muster just 270 skilled Hospitaller knights, some auxil-
iaries and the eff orts of the townspeople, Baybars could draw on thou-
sands of troops. As well as those with specialist skills in the construction 
and operation of catapults, there were engineers, masons, tunnellers, 
carpenters and all the logistical support. Yet Arsuf was a stoutly fortifi ed 
stronghold, access to which was limited by its position on the sea, and 
defended by men who also knew what they were doing. Th e Franks had 
compensated for a shortage of manpower by placing their faith in their 
highly sophisticated fortifi ed defences. Th ese had proved insuffi  cient.

What Arsuf demonstrated was that the Mamluks had rapidly 
grasped and refi ned the elements of siegecraft . Th is siege was the 
prototype of successive blows about to fall on Outremer. Its strategies 
would be repeated again and again: dissimulation, careful planning 
and logistical arrangements, religious motivation, inspirational – and 
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intimidating – leadership, large numbers of troops, the combined skills 
of mining and artillery bombardment, and a frenetic pace to deliver 
quick knock-out blows. Sieges usually ended in surrender in the face of 
the inevitable, less frequently with a full-front assault and a massacre. It 
became standard practice to demolish coastal installations that might 
provide beachheads for fresh crusading initiatives. Disorientating 
raiding and economic warfare were one arm of Baybars’s campaigns. 
Isolating and picking off  stoutly fortifi ed castles, one aft er the next, was 
the other. In the next few years, Baybars would come close to decapi-
tating the Frankish states, and these twin techniques would be in play 
right up to the walls of Acre in 1291.

.

At about this time, Baybars added to his list of honorifi c titles that of 
‘annihilator of Mongols and Franks’. Inscriptions praised him as the 
Alexander of the age, ‘the victorious prince, the pillar of the world and 
religion, the sultan of Islam and the Muslims, the killer of infi dels and 
polytheists, the tamer of rebels and heretics, the reviver of justice in the 
two worlds’.

Th e following spring, in 1266, Baybars opened his next campaign by 
ravaging the area around Tripoli and showing up outside the walls of 
Acre, Tyre and Sidon. Th ese sorties, however, were just sideshows 
intended to intimidate and confuse. His real target was the Templar 
castle of Safad. It was the last Christian stronghold in inland Palestine 
and strategically placed to threaten traffi  c to Damascus. In a trope oft en 
applied to Christian fortifi cations and cities, it was ‘an obstruction in 
the throat of Syria and a blockage in the chest of Islam.’ At the same 
time, Baybars was busy building bridges across the river Jordan to 
improve communications within the empire. While the pattern of raids 
distracted and alarmed – and even his commanders, equipped with 
sealed orders, were kept in ignorance of his objectives until the last 
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moment – siege equipment was being prepared in Damascus. When he 
arrived suddenly outside the walls of Safad, a host of embassies from 
other pillaged places quickly showed up, seeking treaties and off ering 
gift s. All were dismissed. Th e ruler of Tyre’s representative was 
reproached for alleged treaty breaking: ‘If you want me to grant you 
security, then drive out my Frankish enemies from your midst. For it 
was part of our oath that my enemies should be yours.’

Th e siege was timed to open on the feast day that ended the Ramadan 
fast. Pious religious practices were rigorously enforced on the troops: 
any who celebrated by drinking wine would be hanged. Full-hearted 
zeal was non-negotiable; when a fi rst direct assault failed in the face of 
resolute resistance, Baybars temporarily imprisoned forty of his emirs 
for insuffi  cient eff ort. Th e siege skills that had reduced Arsuf gradually 
prevailed. Aft er his army had broken through the outer wall, the 
defenders withdrew to their inner citadel and attempted to negotiate 
surrender. Th e end was played out in disputed versions – either Baybars 
was again using his dominant position to break an agreement, or the 
Christians breached the sworn terms.

Th e defenders thought they had brokered a safe conduct. Instead 
they were detained: Baybars declared they had breached the agreement 
by trying to depart with concealed weapons. It was clear, though, that 
throughout the crusader era Islam particularly detested the military 
orders. Th e Templars were marched to the top of a nearby hill where 
they had executed their own Muslim prisoners, and all 1,500 were 
beheaded. According to the Christian chroniclers the remnants were 
left  there as a grim warning: ‘he had a circular wall erected around them, 
and their bones and heads may still be seen’. Only two survived: an 
Arabic-speaking Armenian who had negotiated the deal (and who may 
have been complicit in the Templars’ fate), and one other who was sent 
back to Acre to bear witness to what had happened and what was to 
come. Baybars was waging war to the knife. Th ere would be no quarter 
without unconditional surrender. Unlike captured coastal fortifi ca-
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tions, which were all demolished, Safad was occupied and rebuilt to 
guard the way into Syria.

In 1268, Baybars was on campaign again, using the same tactics and 
mobilisations. In March, he attacked Jaff a, vulnerable aft er its lord’s 
death in 1266, and reduced the city to ashes. In April it was the turn of 
the Templars’ castle at Beaufort, which surmounted a crag in southern 
Lebanon. In between, there were raids to Tripoli and Acre. Each of 
these campaigns not only removed substantial defensive structures, 
they also induced the voluntary surrender of other small forts, along 
with concessions, placatory gift s and new treaties on terms increasingly 
disadvantageous to their residents or defenders.

But it was Antioch on which Baybars’s fi ercest anger was turned. Th e 
Mongol alliance of its ruler, Bohemond VI, still rankled. Th e sultan 

Th e intimidating Baybars receives an audience in his tent. Th e spears of his 
army and his standards can be seen in the background.
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surrounded this large and populous city, whose extensive perimeter was 
stoutly walled. He demanded an annual tribute of a dinar a head of the 
whole population – a large sum, but no more than they had been paying 
the Mongols. Antioch’s refusal was unwise, given its expanse and an 
insuffi  cient number of defenders. Baybars issued a fi nal ultimatum. No 
response. On 15 May 1268 his army stormed it, breaching the walls. 
Th e sultan ordered the city gates closed so that no one could escape, 
then gave it over to slaughter and sack. Tens of thousands were trapped 
inside. Th ose who were not killed were enslaved, and the city’s wealth 
produced huge booty. Each soldier in the army was granted a slave; so 
many that there was a glut on the market and a huge drop in prices. 
Th en much of the city was torched.

.

Antioch, a city of biblical signifi cance, was iconic in crusader memory. 
It had been the gateway to the Holy Land for the First Crusade. Its 
almost miraculous capture aft er eight months of perilous endeavour 
and retention against overwhelming odds had paved the way for the 
taking of Jerusalem. It fell to Baybars in a single day. Aft er this loss, 
Antioch never recovered its former prominence. With its loss the last 
Templar outposts were abandoned and only the tiny coastal port at 
Latakia remained. Frankish Syria had collapsed.

Bohemond, absent from his capital at the time of the sack, received 
a taunting letter from Baybars congratulating him on his survival. 
Written with threat and fl ourish, it conjured images of apocalypse and 
hell to be visited on the infi del:

We took the city by the sword on the fourth hour of Saturday, the 4th 
of the month of Ramadan [19 May]. We killed all those whom you had 
chosen to guard and protect it . . . You could have seen your horsemen 
thrown down between the legs of the horses, houses in the power of the 
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plunderers . . . your goods being weighed by the qintar, your ladies 
being sold in fours and being bought with a dinar of your own money.

If you had seen your churches with their crosses broken and rent, 
the pages of the false Testaments scattered, the graves of the patriarchs 
rifl ed, your Muslim enemy trampling down the sanctuary; had you 
seen the altar on which had been sacrifi ced the monk, the priest and the 
deacon . . . if you had seen the fi res burning in your castles and the slain 
being consumed in the fi re of this world, the state of your palaces 
altered, . . . the churches . . . tottering to their fi nal ruin – had you seen 
these things, you would have said: ‘Would that I were dust’ . . .

Th is letter then gives you good news of the safety and prolongation of 
life that God has granted to you because you were not staying at Antioch 
at this time . . . Th e living rejoice in the preservation of their own lives 
when they see the dead. Perhaps God has granted a delay only that you 
may make up for your past lack of obedience and service . . . Since no one 
escaped to tell you what has happened, we have told you ourselves.

By the end of the 1260s Baybars could draw a pause to his campaigns. 
Th e yellow fl ag of the Mamluks had been hoisted on one captured 
citadel aft er another, but they had been hard won victories. Th e sultan 
had pushed forward campaigns through rain and cold, and the height 
of summer. Crossing the mountains of Lebanon in the spring snow in 
1268, it was recorded that his army ‘could fi nd nothing [to eat] except 
snow, which they ate themselves and fed to their horses’. Baybars later 
boasted to the hated Bohemond that there was no crusader fastness to 
which he could not haul his siege artillery and no season in which he 
would not campaign. He described how, in order to attack the Crusader-
held castle of Akkar in northern Lebanon in 1271,

we transported the mangonels there through mountains where the 
birds think it too diffi  cult to nest; how patiently we hauled them, 
troubled by mud and struggling against rain; how we erected them in 
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places where ants would slip were they to walk there; how we went 
down into valleys so deep that were the sun to shine through the clouds 
there it would show no way out except the precipitous mountains.

Despite the exaggerations, siege warfare was a terrible slog. And the 
Lion of Egypt had been cautious; he had never attempted yet to drag a 
siege train to the walls of Acre. Aft er the near collapse of Islam his 
campaigns were, in large measure, defensive. It was necessary to pick off  
enemies one at a time, above all to avoid provoking a working alliance 
between the Mongols and the Christians, or inciting a major new 
crusade from Europe.

.

In July 1269, Baybars made the pilgrimage to Mecca in strictest secrecy, 
to ensure no insurrection among dissident emirs. Elaborate arrange-
ments concealed his departure. It was given out that he had gone 
hunting. His confi dential messengers continued to bring him the mail; 
replies were despatched as if he had never left . When he returned from 
Mecca at the end of August, he arrived without warning in Damascus, 
and then in Aleppo. His aim was to keep his provincial governors in 
uneasy obedience, aware that he was always watching and could unex-
pectedly call them to account at any moment.



A crusader raiding expedition for captives and livestock

By the time Baybars departed for the Hajj in 1269, he had infl icted 
serious damage on the Crusader States, prising away their castles one 
by one, depriving them of revenues and tribute, and destroying 
their agricultural hinterland. Th ey were increasingly dependent on 
resources from the West. Th e quarrels between factions of the noble 
families of Outremer and among the Italian merchants continued 
unabated. Many seemed oblivious to the possibility of a fi nal collapse, 
but to those alive to political and military realities there was a sense of 
impending doom. An increasing burden was falling on the wealthy 
military orders for the defence of the Christian footholds and they at 
least were realistic about the outlook. As early as 1261, ‘If the kingdom 
is lost’ had begun to appear as an ominous qualifi er to their contracts on 
property and land.

Th e Genoese expulsion from Acre aft er the War of St Sabas further 
weakened the city’s position as an emporium for trade and the irruptions 
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of the Mongols had diverted caravan routes further north. Its great days 
as the richest city in the Mediterranean world seemed to be coming to an 
end. Th e disintegration of authority in Acre and the disputes between 
factions in the Kingdom of Jerusalem hampered any co-ordinated 
response to a deteriorating situation. By the mid-1260s, the only real 
leadership in Acre was the Bishop of Acre who carried the title of 
Patriarch of Jerusalem. He was not just the city’s spiritual leader, but 
eff ectively its temporal lord. Th e patriarch was given unlimited powers 
by the papacy to manage the kingdom’s aff airs – in so far as the citizens 
and factions would obey the pope. As de facto head of state, he was 
authorised to act against disputatious military orders, and at times given 
money for troops and funds to repair fortifi cations, build war machines, 
and redeem prisoners. It was the patriarch who was destined to be the 
commanding fi gure in Acre’s fi nal crisis.

An awareness of Baybars’s devastations was seeping back into Europe 
too. Despite the continuing struggles between the papacy and the 
Hohenstaufens, the growing crisis in the Holy Land was unavoidable, 
but the only states stable enough to respond to a fresh crusading call 
were England and France. Papal initiatives were stop-start, but the 
possibility of complete loss stirred Clement IV to raise money and issue 
a call for a new crusade. Th e rivalry between the kings of France and 
their French-speaking neighbours, the kings of England (who also held 
land in France), formed a running backstory to crusader ventures. Both 
were deeply steeped in a crusading tradition whose origin was French, 
but the mutual suspicion between Richard the Lionheart and Philip 
Augustus of France had soured the siege of Acre in 1191. When Louis 
IX had launched his ill-fated crusade to the Nile in 1248, the English 
king Henry III had sworn to go – and failed to do so, with considerable 
loss of face and, more seriously, breach of a sacred vow. Now Louis, 
himself haunted by Mansurah and obsessed with the golden dream of 
Jerusalem, again responded. Th e embarrassment of the English crown if 
it failed to commit a second time would be doubled.
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It was Henry’s oldest son, Edward, who answered the call. Th e 
English prince was in his late twenties, blond and dashing. He was nick-
named ‘Longshanks’: at six foot two, he cut an imposing fi gure at a time 
when most men were barely fi ve foot six. And he was a fi ghter well-
versed in the knight’s code of chivalry, with combat skills honed in tour-
naments and mock battles. Th e desire to do heroic deeds in the Holy 
Land ran in his bloodline; he had been fed crusader stories since his 
childhood. Richard the Lionheart was his great uncle; another crusader, 
Richard of Cornwall, his uncle, and he had in his entourage older 
French knights who had fought with Louis at Mansurah.

Edward had early fi rst-hand experience of war, too. He had led his 
father’s armies against the rebel Simon de Montfort at the battle of 
Evesham in 1265, at which both sides had worn crosses on their surcoats. 
Edward had won, but rather than ransom the rebel nobles who 
attempted to surrender, he had had them slaughtered on the battlefi eld. 
Men seeking sanctuary in the abbey church were cut down at the altar. 
It was dubbed ‘the murder of Evesham’ – an unprecedented breach of 
chivalric protocol. Edward and his knights may have felt they had blood 
on their hands. Crusading was not only an opportunity to perform 
heroic deeds. It was also an expiation of sins.

In a carefully choreographed ceremony in June 1268, the pope’s 
cardinal preached the call to crusade in the church of the Holy Sepulchre 
in Northampton. Th e venue had special resonance. It had been built by 
a knight from the First Crusade in imitation of the church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Th at day, Edward and his younger brother 
Edmund both took crusading vows, along with hundreds of other 
nobles and their followers. Among this band were two knights destined 
to play a leading part in Acre’s fate. Othon de Grandson was thirty, just 
a year older than Edward, and his closest friend. Grandson came from 
an old noble family from Swiss Savoy and he too came from crusading 
stock: his grandfather had died in the Holy Land. He was reliable, brave 
and versatile, both a fi ghter and a skilled diplomat, destined to give 
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years of service to the English crown. He had fought in Edward’s 
civil war battles and been rewarded with a knighthood and land. 
Another knight from Savoy, Jean de Grailly, somewhat older, was one 
of Edward’s counsellors; he had also been rewarded by the prince for 
reliable service.

King Louis’s fi nancing and organisation of his second crusade was as 
effi  cient as the fi rst – he again demonstrated the bureaucratic, emotional 
and fi nancial skills necessary for a well-organised campaign. Crusading 
was expensive. When Edward found it diffi  cult to raise the funds for an 
English contingent, Louis lent him £17,000. Tellingly, the loyal Joinville 
had declined the invitation to a second brush with death.

If the preparations were again impeccable, the results were no better. 
For political and misconceived strategic reasons, Louis set out not to 
the Holy Land, or even back to the graveyards of the Nile, but to Tunis, 
which he believed, once captured, would be the gateway to Egypt. 
Instead, the king and his army were struck down by dysentery and the 
crusade petered out in stalemate and a peace treaty.

Louis died near Carthage in August 1270; his whispered last words 
were reported to be ‘Jerusalem! Jerusalem!’ While many of his men 
returned to France, part of his expedition followed this injunction and 
sailed on to the east, but most of the fl eet was wrecked in a storm at 
Sicily. Only the detachment of Prince Edward of England made it to the 
Holy Land.

Longshanks arrived in Acre in May 1271 with a small force, prob-
ably 1,000 in total, of whom 250 were knights. His party included the 
churchman Teobaldo Visconti, who received word while in Acre that 
he had been elected to the papacy. If any pope understood the critical 
situation of the Frankish states, it was Visconti; his fi nal sermon before 
he sailed was on the text ‘If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand 
forget its skill! Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I do not 
remember you.’ No pope could have had a deeper commitment to the 
plight of Outremer.



A  P U P P Y  Y E L P I N G  AT  A  M A S T I F F

– 75 –

Edward was appalled by the political and commercial realities of the 
Crusader States. He could see with his own eyes ships of the Italian 
merchant republics in Acre harbour en route to Alexandria with 
weapons, food supplies and the enslaved manpower for the Mamluk 
army. Successive popes had repeatedly outlawed these trades with dire 
threats of excommunication; in 1202, so suspicious was Innocent III 
that he was issuing categoric threats to the Venetians on this subject 
even as they were preparing to participate in the Fourth Crusade: ‘[we] 
prohibit you, under strict threat of anathema to supply the Saracens by 
selling, giving or bartering, iron, hemp, sharp implements, infl ammable 
materials, arms, galleys, sailing ships, or timbers’. Versions of these care-
fully framed interdictions were repeated regularly during the thirteenth 
century – to little eff ect. Even when the republics’ state authorities were 
forced to repeat the papal ban, illegal trades – smuggling or consign-
ments on foreign ships – continued.

Acre’s role as a great trans-Mediterranean trade hub may have been 
diminishing but it remained an important regional hub for tranship-
ment and transit, a link in the chain that connected the slaves of the 
Black Sea, the iron, wood, pitch of Turkey, the wheat and weapons of 
Europe to Alexandria and the state arsenal in Cairo. Th e timber went to 
make war machines, crossbows, ships and spear shaft s; the pitch for 
Greek fi re; the wheat to off set shortages in Egypt and pacify dissent in 
Cairo; the iron for blades, and sometimes fi nished weapons; the slaves 
to wield or operate these weapons against Acre’s own walls.

Seen from Edward’s perspective, Acre was complicit in eating itself, 
yet within the city these trades induced a degree of complacency. It was 
believed that the city was simply too valuable to be destroyed. Th e 
feuding barons of the Crusader States, so intent on their own privileges 
and prerogatives, were unable to see that in their disagreements lay the 
route to disaster.

Nor had Edward come in time or been in any position to prevent 
what was to prove Baybars’s most spectacular siege campaign. Released 
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from the Mongol threat, Baybars could turn his attention back to picking 
off  crusader forts. In March 1271, he moved against the Hospitallers’ 
spectacular castle of Krak des Chevaliers. Situated in northern Syria the 
castle was of considerable strategic value. It overlooked the Homs Gap, 
an important thoroughfare through the mountains, and from here the 
Hospitallers were able to dominate territory and extract tribute from the 
surrounding area. King Andrew II of Hungary, who came in 1218, called 
it the key to the Christian lands. At its peak it housed a garrison of 
2,000 men and provided a base for off ensive operations; but by the 
second half of the thirteenth century the Hospitallers’ fi nances and 
manpower were both in decline. Th eir English-born Grand Master Hugh 
Revel complained in 1268 that there were only 300 Hospitaller knights 
in all Outremer. Baybars’s campaigns of economic attrition had stripped 
away valuable revenue and devastated the hinterland. By 1271, the castle 
was isolated and poorly garrisoned.

Nevertheless, Krak des Chevaliers was exceptional – the most formi-
dable fortifi cation the crusaders ever built. Positioned on a steep-sided 
bluff , 650 metres above sea level, which could only be accessed along a 
level approach from the south side, it was a work of extraordinary skill. 
Erected on a bedrock of hard basalt out of high-quality limestone 
blocks so perfectly fi tted that there was barely need for mortar, the 
inner keep rose 50 metres, its outer walls 9 metres. It was nicknamed 
‘the Mountain’. As well as a moat, fed from a spring between the two 
walls on the southern side, it contained sophisticated defensive features: 
overhanging box machicolations of stone allowed well-protected 
defenders to drop projectiles onto the heads of attackers at the base of 
sheer walls, arrow slits were staggered to limit the area of dead ground, 
and a twisting 140-metre passage with blind turns would force any 
attackers to launch a fi nal assault under fi re from above. Its capture by 
storm against a determined defence was almost an impossibility.

Baybars, at the head of an army of 12,000 men, hauled the siege equip-
ment up the rocky outcrop in the spring rain. Th e wooden components 
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of the trebuchets swelled in the wet and could not be set up; the archers’ 
bow strings were rendered unusable. Th e army waited eighteen days for 
the weather to ease. When it did, Baybars brought into play all the skills 
he had honed over the past decade. On the south side of the castle, his 
troops quickly overcame the outer works, probably wooden stockades. 
He then erected his catapults and set the miners to work. While the cata-
pults hurled stones of up to 100 kilograms against the parapets, keeping 
the defenders’ archers at bay, it was the miners who eventually brought 
down a tower on the southwest corner of the outer wall. At this point 
Baybars was still confronted with the moat, which could not be mined, 
and the mountain itself, rearing up above; against his usual practice of 
demolishing castles he wanted to take this one intact, without a fi ght.

Deception always formed a key component of his armoury. In 1268, 
he had succeeded in intercepting a letter to the besieged garrison at 
Beaufort and replacing it with a forgery designed to undermine the 
defenders’ morale. Now at Krak des Chevaliers, it’s probable that he 

Th e Mountain: a reconstruction of Krak des Chevaliers.
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again fabricated a letter from the Hospitallers’ Grand Master in Tripoli 
to state that no relief was on the way and giving them permission to 
surrender. Th e castellan of the castle sought terms, and on 7 April the 
garrison capitulated. Baybars was handed Krak des Chevaliers largely 
undamaged. Whether the forgery actually occurred or simply provided 
the castellan with a convenient excuse for surrender it was clear that the 
isolation of crusader forts and their lack of manpower rendered even 
the most impregnable stronghold obsolete against the Mamluk tactics 
of total war.

Baybars honoured a guarantee of safe conduct and addressed a taunt 
to the Grand Master of the Hospitallers in Acre in his now familiar style:

To Frère Hugues – may God make him one of those who do not oppose 
destiny or rebel against Him who has reserved victory and triumph for 
His army . . . to inform him of the conquest, by God’s grace of [Krak 
des Chevaliers], which you fortifi ed and built out and furbished . . . 
and whose defence you entrusted to your Brethren. Th ey have failed 
you; by making them live there you destroyed them, for they have lost 
both the fort and you. Th ese troops of mine are incapable of besieging 
any fort and leaving it able to resist them.

It was a boast, but no more than the truth. Krak des Chevaliers had 
been the ultimate test for Baybars and the castle’s capture called into 
question the ability of any fortress to resist Mamluk siegecraft . On a 
column of its elegant gallery, the Hospitallers had once had carved a 
short poem in Latin that served perhaps as a warning: ‘Have richness, 
have wisdom, have beauty but beware of pride which spoils all it comes 
into contact with.’ Baybars was remorselessly puncturing any remaining 
crusader pride. He moved on to the castle at Akkar, at the northern end 
of the Homs Gap, transporting his siege engines on carts, on which he 
was said to have ridden. A breach in the outer wall led its garrison 
quickly to seek terms.
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From there, Baybars resolved to wipe Tripoli off  the map. Bohemond 
VI had escaped the fi res of hell that had engulfed Antioch, but the sultan 
still had a score to settle with the counts of Tripoli for allying with the 
Mongols. Bohemond received another letter from Baybars, warning 
him of what was coming and advising him to fl ee by sea: the prison 
fetters awaited. Yet news of Prince Edward’s arrival at Acre caused the 
sultan to pause. Wary of new crusader armies led by royal commanders, 
and unable to ascertain the level of the threat posed by the English 
prince, he agreed a ten-year truce with Tripoli.

Edward’s presence raised morale, but he had far too few men to make 
any substantial diff erence to Acre’s strategic situation. Baybars moved 
immediately to threaten the English prince, appearing in the vicinity of 
Acre, then turning north to tackle the redoubtable castle of the Teutonic 
Knights, Montfort, perched on the edge of a ravine 12 miles to the east. 
Despite the operational diffi  culties of the terrain both for his trebuchets 
and his miners, within a month he had compelled the garrison’s 
surrender with a guarantee of safe conduct. Edward was treated to the 
dispiriting sight of these men being released in front of Acre’s walls and 
the sheer size of a Mamluk army. It was a rude awakening to the realities 
of the Holy Land.

But Edward had seen other possibilities. Upon arrival, he immediately 
despatched ambassadors to Abaqa, the Mongol ruler in Iran to propose a 
combined operation against the Mamluks. While awaiting a reply he 
embarked enthusiastically on raiding the hinterland, and carried out an 
attack with the Hospitallers and Templars on a nearby Mamluk strong-
hold. It infl icted damage but also provided the English knights with a 
sobering lesson in the risks of military operations in the height of summer; 
in their heavy chain mail numbers of his men died of thirst and heat 
stroke. Th is kind of military tourism had become a repeated, and at times, 
aggravating problem for the Kingdom of Jerusalem. Newly arrived 
crusaders, hungry for action but oft en never staying long enough to make 
a substantial diff erence, stirred up trouble without any comprehension of 
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the delicate compromises that now allowed Outremer to survive. It was a 
tendency that would precipitate Acre’s fi nal crisis.

Th e Mongols’ reply to Edward, which took months to arrive, was 
encouraging. Th ey undertook a new campaign, drove the Mamluks out 
of Aleppo, and compelled Baybars to move north. In the interim, 
Edward launched a second front, attempting to capture the Mamluk 
castle of Qaqun, 40 miles to the south, that guarded the road to 
Jerusalem. His small force again ravaged the surrounding lands, but the 
castle held out, being ‘very strong, surrounded by ditches full of water’. 
Any hopes of real progress were further dented by the news that the 
Mongols had withdrawn from Aleppo in the face of Baybars’s advance. 
As to Qaqun, the sultan scornfully remarked that ‘if so many men cannot 
take a house, it seems unlikely that they will conquer the kingdom of 
Jerusalem’. A further perplexity for new arrivals in the Holy Land who 
came with preconceptions of the implacable confrontation between 
Christianity and Islam was that the people of Qaqun were routinely 
accustomed to selling their agricultural surpluses in the markets of Acre.

.

Over the winter of 1271–72, Edward borrowed money to strengthen 
Acre’s defences by constructing a new tower on the critical section 
of outer wall, fronting it with a further low wall to protect its base. 
He additionally founded a small military order, the Confraternity of 
St Edward the Confessor, expressly dedicated to the defence of this 
‘English Tower’. Meanwhile, Baybars pondered the continued threat 
represented by Edward’s presence. In December 1271, he feinted a further 
attack on the city, a calculated attempt to unsettle and undermine.

But Baybars had in his repertoire a second strategy for dealing with 
the heir to the English throne. It required cunning and patience. Sources 
diff er as to the exact details, but most probably his plan involved the 
despatch of a loyal emir with an entourage to the gates of Acre. He came 
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bearing gift s and with a tale to tell: that he had come to betray the sultan. 
He and his men were cautiously welcomed, and Edward, not above decep-
tion himself but probably encouraged by the possibilities, was taken in. 
Some time passed. Suspicions were lulled. On 17 June, one of the emir’s 
party secured a private audience with the prince and his interpreter with 
the promise of important news. Coming near, he drew a dagger and struck. 
Edward fought back and killed the assassin, but not before he had been 
badly wounded with a weapon believed to be poisoned. In legend, either 
his wife, Eleanor of Castile, sucked the venom from the wound or his friend 
Othon de Grandson did, but the following day the spread of infection 
caused Edward to write his will and prepare for the worst. He was saved by 
radical and painful surgery, the doctor cutting away the infected fl esh.

With this act Edward’s crusade was over and he departed for England 
shortly aft er, thwarted but resolved to return. He never did so, but his 
two close companions, Othon de Grandson and Jean de Grailly, would. 
Twenty years later these men, along with Guillaume de Beaujeu, who 
had been the Templar commander at nearby Tripoli in the early 1270s, 
would be forming a council of war to defend Acre for the last time.

Edward’s brief intervention had at least bought the city some time. 
By the early 1270s, Baybars must have felt himself poised for a fi nal 
attempt on Tripoli and Acre but the fear of Mongol attacks, encouraged 
by Edward’s initiative, had led the sultan to seek other means to defuse 
crusader pressure and free his hands to deal with the larger problem. In 
April 1272, shortly before the assassination attempt, he had signed a 
truce with the city of Acre of ten years, ten months, ten days and ten 
hours, in the Islamic formulation. Edward had again been dismayed by 
the realpolitik of the Levant and had refused to participate in signing, 
but the truce had cut the ground from under his feet. When Guillaume 
de Beaujeu returned to Acre in 1275 as Grand Master of the Templars, 
he wrote to Edward, now King of England, to describe the state of 
aff airs in Outremer. His account was gloomy. He feared further attacks 
from Baybars, who had stripped the land of its resources. Revenues 
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from the land that they had once held were no longer coming in; the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem was impoverished, and the Templars were faced 
with increasing costs maintaining their castles.

It seemed that only the counter-pressure of the Mongols was keeping 
the Crusader States alive. Th e spectre of encircling alliances haunted 
Baybars. If it increased his desire to eradicate the Franks, this was always 
a secondary consideration. In the years aft er 1272, the sultan moved to 
confront the Mongols on their own territory. In 1277, he took an army 
through Syria into Anatolia – southern Turkey – where he infl icted a 
shattering defeat on a Mongol army, but with a second Mongol force on 
its way he deemed it wise to retreat.

.

Within Europe, the enthusiasm for crusading ventures was dying. 
Teobaldo Visconti, who had accompanied Edward to Acre, now Pope 
Gregory X, set about energetically trying to rally support. In 1274 he 
called a council to discuss the organisation of a new crusade. Only a 
single crowned monarch attended, and the lack of enthusiasm for 
the project was resounding. Érard de Valéry, a veteran of both of 
Louis IX’s crusades, did attend. Wise to the realities of confronting 
the Mamluks, he commented that, with the puny resources that could 
now be mustered against the infi del, Christendom was like a small 
puppy yelping at a mastiff .

It was a blunt assessment of the diffi  culties facing any crusading venture. 
Th e initiative collapsed with Pope Gregory’s death in 1276. Baybars 
himself died in Damascus the following year aft er drinking fermented 
mare’s milk while watching a polo game. Poisoning was suggested, but 
rumours of foul play routinely circulated around any sultan’s death.

Although the Mamluk succession was traditionally a tribal election 
process among the leading emirs with no hereditary prerogatives, 
Baybars tried to ensure his son would become sultan aft er his death but 
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the attempt failed. Attaining the sultanate required the building of a 
confederacy of support, and was frequently a bloody process. Aft er 
some years of confusion, it was one of Baybars’s most trusted and 
successful generals, al-Mansur Qalawun, who emerged as sultan in 
1280. Qalawun was about sixty years old, and had been a leading 
commander in several of Baybars’s campaigns. He belonged to the same 
Kipchak tribe as Baybars and had been enslaved quite late so never 
became fl uent in Arabic. Like Baybars, he was not initially popular in 
Cairo. For several months he feared to go about the streets and when he 
did the people provided the traditional show of contempt by pelting 
him with off al. But he wisely followed Baybars’s example, carrying out 
public works and showing piety towards orthodox Sunni Islam, even if 
he never quite shook off  his Turkish roots. He was said to have retained 
some of the shamanistic practices of his steppe origins, such as predicting 
the future from the shoulder bones of sheep.

Qalawun, however, was an astute and successful general, fully aware 
of the greater threat of the Mongols, and equally wary of possible 
alliances with the Christians. Between 1276 and 1291 the Mongols 
sent six embassies to the courts of the West. Th ey achieved nothing. 
Th e distances and the communication times, and growing western 
disenchantment with large crusading ventures, ensured that such 
co-ordinated plans remained in the realms of fantasy. Th e death of 
Baybars had (however temporarily) eased the pressure on Acre.

Within the enclaves on the coast of the Levant, feuding continued 
unabated. Bohemond VII, Count of Tripoli, was at war with the 
Templars; a contest between Charles of Anjou and the kings of Cyprus 
for the title of King of Jerusalem rumbled on between 1277 and 1285, 
while the friction between Genoa and its rivals ensured continuous 
disruption. Th ese schisms were refl ected on the streets of Acre. Hugh 
III, King of Cyprus and nominally of Jerusalem, left  the city in 1276 
and returned to Cyprus, regarding the place as ungovernable. In 1286 
the French contingent at Acre refused to accept the claim of his son 
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Henry II to be king in Acre and temporarily barricaded themselves in 
the royal castle, denying him access. Th e following year, as the storm 
clouds were gathering once more, the Genoese were blockading the 
port and fi ghting with the Pisans in the city streets.

Qalawun’s preoccupation with the menace of the Mongols made him 
keen to neutralise the Franks at his rear. He signed truces with the 
Hospitaller stronghold at Margat in Lebanon, and with Bohemond as 
Count of Tripoli in 1281 in order to have his hands free to confront the 
Mongol threat. Th at year he put the Mongols to fl ight at the battle of 
Homs in Syria – a nominal victory that cost him as many men as his oppo-
nents. Securing his position against internal revolts from the Bedouins 
and dissident factions prevented any sense of threat to Outremer.

In 1283, Qalawun signed another ten-year truce with Acre, by the 
terms of which he specifi cally also bound the Hospitallers and the 
Templars. As independent entities not answerable to the commune of 
Acre and the city’s most eff ective military forces, they had a history of 
wriggling free of agreements which they had not personally signed. One 
signatory to this agreement was Guillaume de Beaujeu, now Grand 
Master of the Templars, who would have cause to re-examine the docu-
ment’s exact wording just a few years later.

Critical to Qalawun’s bid to counter multiple threats was the 
desire to build up the core group of Mamluks as a reliable military cadre 
loyal to the sultan and his group of emirs. Th e slave trade grew in the 
second half of the thirteenth century, drawing on kidnapped or displaced 
tribal peoples from the shores of the Black Sea, traded through 
Constantinople on Genoese ships, or from ports in southern Turkey. He 
had agents in the Black Sea to facilitate this trade, critical to his mission. 
He obtained many more Mamluks than Baybars ever had, a fi gure of some-
where between 6,000 and 12,000, and from further-fl ung places. Some of 
the captured who entered his service were even of Greek or Prussian origin.

His victory over the Mongols at Homs may have been pyrrhic, but 
it quietened the frontiers of Syria and, in time, Qalawun turned his 
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attention back to the Franks. Despite the spirit of militant jihad, the 
desire to rid the Islamic world of the Europeans was in large measure 
defensive. Th e prospect of fresh incursions from the West never died, 
nor did the fear of a pincer movement – that the Islamic world could be 
caught in an alliance between Christians and Mongols. In 1285, 
Qalawun besieged and took the powerful Hospitaller castle of Margat, 
a loss that further shook Christian morale. In 1287, he occupied the 
coastal port of Latakia. Now all that was left  in Christian hands was 
Tripoli, Acre and a few other fortifi ed coastal enclaves, such as Tyre and 
Sidon.

.

Th e Mamluk threat was drawing ever closer, but Christian Acre was 
living out its last few years with an attenuated splendour. With the 
death of Charles of Anjou in January 1285, the long-running contest 
for the crown of the shrinking Kingdom of Jerusalem was over. In 
August 1286, the coronation of his rival, the sixteen-year-old Henry II 
of Cyprus, took place in Tyre. Henry then came to Acre for festivities 
that lasted a fortnight in the grand hall of the Hospitallers’ compound. 
‘It was,’ according to the chronicles,

the loveliest festival anyone had seen for a hundred years, with amuse-
ments and jousts with blunted lances. Th ey re-enacted stories of the 
round table . . . with knights dressed up like women jousting together. 
Th en they had nuns who were dressed as monks and who jousted 
together, and they role-played Lancelot and Tristan and Pilamedes and 
many other fair and delightful and pleasant scenes.

It was a decadent fantasy in the face of known facts, but beneath the 
brawling, the fi ghting, the feuds and the bombardments, Acre sustained 
a late fl owering of medieval culture.
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Th e time that Louis IX had spent in the city aft er his disastrous 
crusade had stimulated Acre. Th ough never a major centre of learning 
– more an administrative hub, a launch pad for crusader armies and a 
warehouse for merchants – the city was energetic and vibrant. With 
its come-and-go of peoples it attracted cultured visitors, leading 
churchmen, and kings. Francis of Assisi had preached here and its last 
half-century saw the development of a school of book production, 
painting and manuscript illumination, ranging from copies of the Bible 
to editions of the classics and histories of the Crusades. In the margins 
of these volumes, the illustrators portrayed the world they knew: mailed 
crusaders, weapons, ships and castles, silk pavilions, coronations and 
kings. An element of oriental sophistication soft ened this crusader 
world. Th e common use of glass in the windows of houses, fi ne carpets 
and textiles, new tastes and cuisines – olive oil, citrus fruits, sugar and 
spices – all contributed to a sense of the exotic.

Nearly half a century aft er its fall, the German traveller Ludolf von 
Suchem conjured a wistful and romantic portrait of Acre’s splendour, 
though there was perhaps some measure of truth. He described the city, 
of which he could only see the ruins, standing:

on the sea-shore, built of square hewn stones of more than usual size, 
with loft y and exceeding strong towers, not a stone’s throw distant 
from one another all around the walls. Each gate of the city stood 
between two towers and the walls were so great that two carts driving 
along the top of them could easily pass one another, even as they are at 
the present day. On the other side also, toward the land, the city was 
fenced with notable walls and exceeding deep ditches, and variously 
equipped with divers outer works and defences, and conveniences for 
watchmen.

He imagined the palaces ‘adorned with glass windows and paintings’ 
and houses ‘not built merely to meet the needs of those who dwelt 
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therein, but to minister to human luxury and pleasure . . . the streets of 
the city were covered with silken cloths, or other fair awnings, to keep 
off  the sun’s rays. At every street corner there stood an exceeding strong 
tower, fenced with an iron door and chains.’ He painted a world of court 
ceremonial in which ‘princes, dukes, counts, nobles, and barons walked 
about the streets in royal state, with golden coronets on their heads, 
each of them like a king, with his knights, his followers, his mercenaries, 
and his retainers, his clothing and his war horse wondrously bedecked 
with gold and silver’, the military orders with their headquarters and 
their garrisons, the many churches, and also ‘the richest merchants 
under heaven, who were gathered together therein out of all nations’ 
and where ‘everything that can be found in the world that is wondrous 
or strange used to be bought thither’. Evidently, there were such shows 
of extravagant splendour. When the Sultan of Homs came to Acre in 
1252 they ‘greeted him with such honour in Acre that cloth of gold and 
silk was laid on the ground everywhere he went’.

Generations of stone masons, many of them Muslim slaves, had 
constructed this city of splendour and fi lth, with its Romanesque and 
Gothic churches, its monasteries and chapels, its double walls and its 
foul-smelling harbour and spice bazaars. Beauty there certainly was. 

A monument to a mason in Acre: ‘O men who pass along this 
street, in charity I beg you, pray for my soul – Master Ebule Fazle, 

builder of this church.’
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A Muslim writer described the portal of one of these churches as ‘one of 
the most marvellous things made by man, for it is of white marble and of 
wonderful shape and of the highest quality of workmanship . . . the 
bases, capitals and shaft s being all of one piece’. Th e impressive castle of 
the Templars stood perched on the edge of the sea, a landmark for 
arriving ships. Out towards the walls was the equally imposing 
compound of the Hospitallers, with its extensive series of pillared halls, 
undercroft s, courtyards and towers, that combined the functions of 
palace, fortress, infi rmary and church. Acre in its heyday rivalled 
Alexandria and Constantinople as a great emporium. To live here was 
to sense the possibility of larger worlds. Aft er André de Longjumeau’s 
journey to central Asia, King Louis despatched another ambassador. 
Th e Flemish Franciscan missionary Willem van Ruysbroeck (William 
of Rubruck), a Marco Polo before Marco Polo, spent two years jour-
neying to the court of the great Mongol khan at Karakorum, and came 
back to Acre with his written account. Niccolò and Maff eo Polo, 
Marco’s father and uncle, who traded in the city, followed in his foot-
steps. Th ey returned here in 1269 aft er their fi rst nine-year journey to 
China. In 1271, they set out from Acre again, this time taking Marco 
with them.

.

While the nobility were play-fi ghting with blunted lances, they were 
also doing what they could to shore up the city’s defences. Th e last half 
of the thirteenth century had seen concerted reinforcement of the walls 
and the addition of new towers at individual initiative and expense. Th e 
work intensifi ed as the Mamluks drew closer. Louis IX, aft er the debacle 
on the Nile, had completed the fortifi cation of the new suburb of 
Montmusard in 1250; Edward’s English Tower of 1271–72 was accom-
panied by the construction nearby of a barbican – an external defensive 
structure connected to the main wall by a walkway – by Hugh III, King 
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of Cyprus. In 1286 his son Henry II, the new King of Jerusalem, built a 
stout round tower at the very north-eastern tip of the outer walls. Th is, 
known informally as the King’s Tower, was designed to buttress defence 
of the critical Accursed Tower. It was fronted with a further defensive 
curtain wall. Th e following year, Alice, Countess of Blois also funded an 
adjacent tower that bore her name and gave money for strengthening 
the wall that protected Montmusard. One year aft er that, in 1288, the 
pope advanced a loan to the new patriarch and papal legate, Nicolas de 
Hanapes, to carry out repairs to the moat and walls and to rebuild a 
further tower, the gate tower of the Patriarch, to watch over the seaward 
end of the east wall. One witness to this late spurt of defensive building 
was the Venetian statesman and geographer, Marino Sanudo Torsello. 
Sanudo was a widely travelled observer of the Mediterranean world and 
the front lines between Islam and Christendom. Towards the end of 
1286, he spent several months in Acre and produced an invaluable 
contemporary plan of its walls and towers as well as a schematic plan of 
the internal layout of the city.

Barring the two years when Saladin had occupied it and turned the 
cathedral church of the Holy Cross into a mosque, Acre had been a 
Christian city for nearly 200 years. Th e city held a population of about 
40,000, many of whose families were deeply settled in the Holy Land, 
and had lived there for generations. Baybars, for all his raids, and devas-
tations of Acre’s hinterland, had never brought siege engines and mining 
teams to seriously threaten its defences. Its resolve and its walls awaited 
a fi nal test.



Th e seal of Genoa illustrates the aggressive rivalry between the Italian merchant 
republics: ‘As the griff on oppressed these, so Genoa smashes its enemies’

Towards the end of 1288, two men arrived in Alexandria to speak to 
Qalawun. Th ey had come from the County of Tripoli. By now this 
crusader kingdom had been reduced to a tiny enclave on the coast of 
Lebanon, consisting of nothing more than the city itself, but still a valu-
able port used by the Venetians and the Genoese. It was hamstrung by 
factional disputes over its governance aft er the death of the ruler, 
Bohemond VI, and had almost descended into anarchy. In this situa-
tion, it seemed likely that the Genoese would get the upper hand. Th is 
would potentially give Genoa control of both the lucrative Black Sea 
slave trade and commerce with northern Syria.

Th e visitors had a tale to tell: that a Genoese coup in Tripoli would 
allow them to dominate regional trade and this would be detrimental to 
the sultan’s interests. Without the Genoese Tripoli could arm ten to 
fi ft een galleys:
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But now that the Genoese have it within their grasp, they will be able 
to arm thirty of them, for they will fl ock to Tripoli from everywhere; 
and if they have Tripoli, they will be lords of the seas, and it will turn 
out that those who will come to Alexandria will be at their mercy, both 
going and coming and within the port itself, and this thing bodes very 
ill for merchants who do business in your kingdom.

Th ese words were reported by an exceedingly well-informed resident of 
Acre, whose identity has never been satisfactorily established. He may 
or may not have been a knight called Gérard de Montréal, but he is 
generally known to history more anonymously as the Templar of Tyre. 
He seems to have been a minor noble of the leading families of the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem, and while in the service of the order, was not 
himself a Templar. As an Arabic speaker he acted as translator, advisor 
and probably intelligence offi  cer to Guillaume de Beaujeu, Grand 
Master of the Templars. Th e Templar chronicler was about thirty-fi ve 
years old, continuously close to events in the Kingdom of Jerusalem – 
and he would leave the most vivid Christian eyewitness account of the 
siege of Acre in the spring of 1291, even if his judgements were probably 
slanted in favour of the order that he served.

He evidently knew the nationality of Qalawun’s visitors – ‘I could tell 
you who they were if I were so inclined’ – but he was not saying. In all 
likelihood, they were Venetians: the merchants who would be particu-
larly disadvantaged by a Genoese coup in Tripoli would be their own. 
Th e hostility between the three Italian city-states had continued unabated 
since the War of St Sabas, with the Venetians and the Pisans generally 
siding together and the Genoese striving to re-establish their lost posi-
tion on the coast. Th e men were probably there to fi nalise negotiations 
for Venice’s own trade privileges with the Mamluks, which were accorded 
in November of that year, and the opportunity to discredit the Genoese 
was one not to be missed. It provided Qalawun with the incentive to 
proceed against Tripoli, since the truce had been agreed personally with 



AC C U R S E D  T O W E R

– 92 –

Bohemond and was void on his death. Continuous factional disputes 
were helping to shake the remnants of Outremer apart.

.

In January 1289, the Mamluk army began to assemble near Cairo and 
logistical preparations were made for a campaign. Following the prac-
tice of Baybars, no objective was stated, but in Acre, Guillaume de 
Beaujeu soon became aware that Tripoli was to be the target. Th e source 
of all the information leaking out of the Mamluk court was one of 
Qalawun’s own emirs, Badr al-Din Bektash al-Fakhri, about the arrange-
ments with whom the Arabic-speaking Templar of Tyre was quite frank. 
‘Th is emir was the Emir Silah [in charge of the weapons], and he was 
used to warning the master of the Temple of matters profi table to 
Christendom, when the sultan wished to harm Christianity in any way, 
and this service cost the master valuable presents, which he sent him 
each year.’ Th e game of spies was played by both sides. Qalawun had his 
own informants within Acre, including a man called Jawan Khandaq, 
who reported back on crusader manoeuvres.

When Guillaume de Beaujeu warned Tripoli, he was not believed. 
Th e Grand Master was notorious for his political machinations. It was 
thought to be a ruse. Meanwhile, the Mamluks advanced with their 
usual thoroughness; supply dumps were established along the way, 
wood cut for siege engines and protective screens, volunteers rallied to 
the cause. Beaujeu sent a second messenger, but the factional intrigues 
continued unabated until the sultan’s army was almost in view of the 
city in late March 1289.

Last-minute reinforcements marched up the coast from Acre. Th e 
Templars and the Hospitallers each sent detachments under the 
command of their marshals, Geoff roi de Vendac and Matthieu de 
Clermont. A French detachment went under Jean de Grailly and 
Henry II, King of Jerusalem and Cyprus, sent his younger brother 
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Amalric, only about seventeen at the time, with knights and four 
galleys.

Tripoli was not an easy place to besiege without a fl eet, and Qalawun 
did not have one. In the description of the Syrian nobleman Abu al-Fida, 
who was present at the siege, ‘the sea surrounds most of this city and no 
land engagement is possible except on the east side, where there is little 
space’. However, the Mamluks’ practised siege craft  was formidable, and 
the sultan had assembled a sizeable army. According to the Templar, ‘the 
sultan set up his siege engines, both great and small, and erected his buches 
[wooden protective screens] in front of the town and his carabohas [smaller 
siege engines] and devastated the surrounding countryside and tunnelled 
his mines underneath the ground and got inside the fi rst defensive ditches’.

Despite Tripoli’s spirited resistance, the skills and resources of the 
Mamluks were impossible to match. Th ey quickly identifi ed the city’s 
weakest spot – the ageing Bishop’s Tower. ‘Th e siege engines battered it 
so fi ercely that it was completely shattered,’ reported the Templar. 
‘Similarly, the Hospitallers’ tower, which was very strong and newly 
constructed, was so badly split apart that a horse could pass through the 
middle. Th e sultan had so many men that at each position twenty 
Saracen archers were deployed to shoot, so that none of our cross-
bowmen dared expose themselves to fi re either bows or crossbows. If 
they tried to, they were immediately hit.’

With the city’s situation deteriorating the Venetians, largely respon-
sible for the debacle, were the fi rst to leave. Th ey loaded their ships and 
sailed off , quickly followed by their rivals the Genoese. Morale drained 
away. On 26 April, Qalawun ordered a general assault and overwhelmed 
Tripoli’s resistance, ‘because it lacked suffi  cient defenders, who one by 
one had abandoned the defence’. Th ere was a rout and a rush for the 
port. Th e nobility got away – the Templar and Hospitaller lords, the 
nominal ruler of Tripoli, Countess Lucia, Jean de Grailly and Prince 
Amalric. It was the poor who bore the brunt. Most of the men were 
slaughtered, the women and children taken captive. As a last-ditch 
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refuge, many took rowing boats or swam to the small off shore island of 
St Th omas and sheltered in its church, but there was to be no escape. ‘I 
was a witness of the siege,’ wrote Abu al-Fida. ‘When Tripoli was taken, 
a vast number of Franks and women fl ed to the island and its church. 
Th e Muslim army plunged into the sea and swam across to the island on 
horseback. Th ey killed all the men and took the women and children as 
booty. Aft er the people had made an end of plundering, I crossed to this 
island in a ship and found it full of the slain, so that one could not stay 
there because of the stench of the slain.’

Qalawun demolished Tripoli and founded a new city a few miles 
inland. Th e intention was clear: to extirpate the infi dels from the shores 
of Palestine and to make any return impossible. Th e plunder had mean-
while whetted the popular appetite for new conquests. Abu al-Fida 
piously recorded precisely, if somewhat inaccurately, the length of occu-
piers’ tenure of Tripoli. ‘Th e Franks had captured Tripoli on 11 Dhu’l-
Hijjah [1 July 1110] and it remained in their hands until the early part 
of this year 688 [1289]. So, the space of time it remained with the 
Franks was about 185 years and some months.’ Twelve hundred men 
were retained for forced labour and marched off  to Alexandria to work 
on building the sultan’s new arsenal.

.

Both Christians and Muslims recognised the signifi cance of Tripoli’s 
fall. It had been the Franks’ longest continuous possession in Palestine. 
Its loss seemed like the harbinger of an end game, and the news rever-
berated around Europe. Now only the coastal strip of the Kingdom of 
Jerusalem remained, with Acre as its one stronghold. In 1283, Qalawun 
had signed a truce with the kingdom, its duration being ‘ten complete 
years, ten months, ten days and ten hours, beginning on Th ursday, 3 
Haziran 1594 of the era of Alexander, the son of Philip the Greek’. Th e 
Muslims generally abided devoutly by such legal agreements, sworn in 
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the name of God, but these were always of limited duration – and there 
were always loopholes. Th ere could be a truce but never permanent 
peace. With theological belief in the eventual universal spread of Islam, 
an underlying state of war with infi del peoples was a basic tenet of its 
jurists.

However, during the negotiations of 1283, Qalawun had privately 
acknowledged the ongoing economic advantages of peaceful relations 
with the kingdom: ‘For Acre is a caravanserai to which our merchants 
resort, a place from which comes a wider range of choice for us’; this 
line of thinking prevailed in Acre. It had become complacently accepted 
that the Frankish presence there would remain tolerated because the 
commercial benefi ts that it provided to the Islamic world rendered it 
too valuable to annihilate. Th e fate of Tripoli now suggested otherwise. 
Within the Mamluk army, there was considerable enthusiasm for an 
attack on Acre. Both the spirit of jihad and the lure of booty had given 
the notion considerable momentum and the survivors’ tales shocked 
the complacent merchants of Jacques de Vitry’s corrupted and luxury-
loving city. For those willing to read it, the writing was on the wall.

.

Th ree days aft er the fall of Tripoli, King Henry himself came to Acre 
from Cyprus to fi nd an envoy of Qalawun already there, complaining 
that the aid sent to Tripoli from the city had been in breach of the 1283 
truce. He was outfl anked on a technicality: the truce had only applied 
to the Kingdom of Jerusalem. If it had applied also to Tripoli, Qalawun 
had broken the truce fi rst. Th e logic of Henry’s case was unimpeachable. 
He sent an embassy back to Qalawun in Damascus requesting a further 
ten-year extension to the truce, to which the sultan agreed, lulling suspi-
cions while he dealt with trouble in Nubia. A better justifi cation would 
be required for Qalawun to mount a fi nal assault. Within the year his 
secretariat would be given a more favourable opportunity to scrutinise 
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the terms of the truce, in which the commercial interests of Muslim 
merchants would again be at stake.

Henry sailed back to Cyprus in September, leaving his seventeen-
year-old brother Amalric, Lord of Tyre, as Constable of Jerusalem and 
Regent of Acre. At the same time, he despatched Jean de Grailly to 
Europe to warn western potentates about the severity of the situation. 
Grailly arrived in Rome to meet the recently elected pope, Nicholas IV. 
Nicholas was intensely keen on a major new crusade involving the titled 
monarchs of Europe, but the diffi  culties were immense. Europe was 
completely preoccupied by the contest between King James II of Aragon 
and the Angevin kingdom in southern Italy, supported by the papacy, for 
the Lordship of Sicily. Th e so-called Wars of the Sicilian Vespers split 
Europe down the middle. Great hope was invested in Edward I, now 
king of England and the only monarch with crusading experience, who 
expressed continuous commitment to the Holy Land. He had taken 
the cross again in 1287 with the intention of proceeding east but had 
become preoccupied with attempts to conquer Scotland. Others were 
pursuing their own interests. Just as Nicholas was trying to rally a crusade, 
emissaries from Aragon were in Cairo, signing a treaty with Qalawun. As 
far as any support for Acre was concerned, a critical clause read:

If one of the Franks of Acre, Tyre, the Coastlands or elsewhere, being in 
truce with our lord the Sultan, break the conditions of the truce estab-
lished between himself and them, thereby annulling the truce, the king 
of Aragon and his brothers, horsemen, knights and the people of his 
territory shall not assist them with horses, horsemen, weapons, trea-
sure, aid, supplies, vessels, galleys or otherwise.

At the same time, the Genoese, having launched a bad-tempered raid on 
Alexandria, had patched up their relationship and also signed a new 
commercial arrangement with Qalawun. Th e trade advantages to both 
sides, including the supply of war materials, were considerable.
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Th e Genoese, who had been largely excluded from Acre since the 
War of St Sabas, had few commercial interests in the city. Th e Venetians, 
however, had many. Th ey were quite happy to see the Genoese lose their 
base in Tripoli, a loss in which they were implicated. Acre was a diff erent 
matter. Th e pope’s attempts to coax the crowned heads of Europe and 
the supporting sea power of the Italian maritime republics into a major 
crusade was doomed to fail in the short run, but the urgency of the situ-
ation called for some response, even if more limited in scope. Four 
months aft er the fall of Tripoli, the call to crusade was being preached in 
Venice, throughout northern Italy, and along the Adriatic coast. Nicolas 
de Hanapes, the newly appointed Bishop of Acre, was invested with 
powers to oversee the whole venture. Th ese included the right to excom-
municate those in Acre who proved intransigent. Th e funds that the 
pope had entrusted to Hanapes were put to use repairing and strength-
ening walls and outworks, gathering munitions and armaments and for 
the construction of powerful trebuchets. Further fi nance was raised 
from church taxation and bankers. Emissaries from the Mongols had 
also visited Rome, increasing the pope’s hopes of a vast anti-Mamluk 
campaign, but none of these grander plans came to fruition. In January 
1290, the pope issued a general encyclical exhorting people to take 
the crusade.

Th is call had little eff ect. It had become impossible to unify the 
leaders of Christendom around crusader projects. Th e Venetians 
provided twenty galleys under the command of Niccolò Tiepolo, the 
son of the doge. Edward I, who had still hoped to come on crusade, 
ended up sending his trusted lieutenant, Othon de Grandson, both a 
capable organiser and a good fi ghter with just sixty knights – the inten-
tion being that Grandson would take charge of the English Knights of 
St Th omas in Acre. Th e Aragonese King of Sicily, James II, had off ered 
to provide thirty galleys and 10,000 infantry, but political wrangling 
with the papacy cut this number ultimately to just fi ve galleys and a 
small Spanish force – James himself stayed at home.
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Th e popular response to a crusade was similarly unpromising. 
Northern Italy was the only place to participate, and none of the great 
barons, those who might contribute professional soldiers and inspira-
tion, signed up. Instead the main recruits were most likely from Tuscany 
and Lombardy, a mix of urban militias, mercenaries and citizens, 
together with a less disciplined contingent of peasants and the unem-
ployed. Religious piety was mingled with the idea of adventure and the 
possibility of booty. Th is force did not inspire confi dence.

Th e pope sought information on the preparation of the fl eet for 
which he had laid out money and was not impressed by what he learned. 
Th e fi tting-out had been inadequate, and the supply of weapons (partic-
ularly crossbows) left  a lot to be desired. Unsatisfactory as these resources 
might be, they were all that were available. In January 1290, the fl eet was 
considered ready to sail, with at best 3,000 men. Tiepolo was its captain, 
while the command of the crusaders was shared between Nicolas de 
Hanapes, Jean de Grailly, and Bernard, Bishop of Tripoli, who had 
escaped the city’s fi nal collapse. Hanapes was the central fi gure of the 
expedition and would prove to be the sole unifying force within Acre 
itself. His triple offi  ces – bishop, patriarch and papal legate (the latter 
title giving him automatic authority over the military orders in the 
pope’s name) – granted him a key position in Acre. Th e pope had already 
written to all the city’s factions, to Amalric, to the Grand Masters of the 
military orders, to the leaders of the Venetian and Pisan communities, 
and to the community of Acre at large, urging them to stand fi rm in the 
defence of the Holy Land and to lend support and wise counsel to 
Hanapes. But it appeared to the patriarch on arrival that his ability to 
exert control over the city, despite his sweeping powers of interdiction 
and his triple authority, was quite limited. His reception was little better 
than the one Jacques de Vitry had received eighty years earlier. He 
quickly became aware of the lack of any coherent plan of action or 
strategy for facing an approaching storm. His reports about the disunity 
of Acre stunned the pope, who wrote back chiding the authorities there.
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At Sicily the expedition was met by the fi ve galleys of King James – 
evidently not banned from mounting this token expedition as Acre’s 
truce with Qalawun had not formally been broken. Th e fl eet, eventually 
consisting of only thirteen ships, reached Acre in the spring, and 
Tiepolo and James’s galleys departed fairly soon aft er. ‘Th ere landed at 
the gates of Acre 1600 pilgrims and soldiers, aggressive men,’ some 
eyewitnesses later recorded. Th ey probably docked on 2 April 1290, 
Easter Day. Th is was the traditional time for pilgrims and western 
merchants to come to the Kingdom of Jerusalem, and Muslim merchants 
would also visit from Damascus, as if to a trade fair, along with local 
Muslim peasantry bringing produce to sell. Th e newly arrived pilgrims, 
who stepped ashore with a heightened religious zeal to fi ght for the 
faith, found themselves in the bustling, confusing metropolis of Jacques 
de Vitry’s description, among unfamiliar-looking people in all kinds of 
oriental dress, the temptations of a port city, and Muslims in the town. 
When no immediate attack from the Mamluks was forthcoming, many 
of the crusaders sailed home, leaving behind a group of the poorer 
members of the expedition, who were without funds or purpose. It was 
a recipe for trouble.

At some time during this trading season, most likely August, in 
circumstances that have never been clearly established, the ill-
disciplined adventurers, ‘common people’ from northern Italy it was 
reported, attacked some of the Muslim merchants and killed them. Th e 
Templar of Tyre, who was most likely on the scene, gave this account:

And when these people came to Acre, the truce which the king had 
made with the sultan was being well maintained between the two 
parties, and the poor Saracen peasants came to Acre, bringing their 
goods to sell, as they had been accustomed to do . . . It happened, by the 
workings of the Enemy from Hell, who desires to stir up evil among 
good people, that the crusaders who had come to do good and to bring 
their arms to help the city of Acre, brought it to destruction, because 
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one day they rampaged through Acre, put to the sword all the poor 
peasants carrying their merchandise to Acre to sell – both wheat and 
other things. Th ese were Saracens from the villages around Acre, and 
they also killed some Syrians who were of the law of Greece [the Greek 
Orthodox Church]. Th ey killed them because by their beards they were 
mistaken for Saracens.

Inactivity and frustration, drunkenness, the fact that they had not 
been paid a promised stipend, religious fervour, the desire for action – 
multiple motives were ascribed. Other variant accounts were given: that 
‘they cut down nineteen Saracen merchants in Acre in a place called 
Lafunda near the exchange’, the royal market where the Muslim cara-
vans arrived. Some of the Arab accounts suggested that the culprits were 
driven by greed; that the merchants had been on their way to Cairo 
with military slaves from the Black Sea and had been murdered for their 
goods and the slaves stolen. Th e citizens and authorities of the town 
attempted to rescue those being set upon by the mob and secured all 
they could in the royal castle. In yet another version the rabble, ‘early in 
the morning, unable to be restrained by the townspeople and without 
danger to themselves, left  the city armed and with fl ags unfurled, and 
made their way to the farms and villages up towards the hills. Th ey 
indiscriminately killed without pity all the Saracens they came across – 
men who believed they were peacefully secure – then carried back all 
the trophies they had with great rejoicing. Alas, what grief ’, was the 
coda to the chronicler’s account. ‘Th at dance of joy was transformed 
into mournful danger and sorrowful misfortune for the city of Acre and 
the Holy Land.’

.

However it happened, the authorities and established citizens of Acre 
were aghast. Th ey instantly saw the potential consequences. Word soon 
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reached Qalawun, via spies, followed by visible proof. Relatives of the 
massacred Muslims carried the blood-soaked clothes to Cairo and held 
them aloft  at communal prayers in the mosques. Th ese gruesome relics 
had an electrifying eff ect. Qalawun was outraged. In Christian eyes, he 
had been given a welcome pretext for something he had already 
intended: ‘Since the sultan had already planned to harm the city of Acre 
anyway, he immediately sent his messengers to the lords of Acre, to 
make it clear that he had a truce with the Christians, and that they had 
broken it and killed his Saracen peasants,’ the Templar wrote. ‘And he 
required them to make amends and bring to justice those who had done 
this.’ Th e Templar’s reading suggests what the authorities in Acre 
evidently believed: that in the wake of Tripoli, Qalawun’s intentions 
were clear and premeditated. He had both religious and economic 
reasons for snuffi  ng out the last remnants of the Crusader States. 
Whereas when the truce was signed in 1283, he had expressed 
the advantages of trade through Acre, now he no longer needed it. Th e 
Mamluks had taken both Antioch and Tripoli, and Acre was now the 
sole signifi cant obstacle on the land route along the coast of Palestine. 
Qalawun already had trading treaties with Genoa, Aragon and Venice 
that would comfortably channel western goods back to Alexandria, 
away from the Christian port where Muslim merchants were unable to 
trade safely anyway. Th ere was every reason to destroy Acre.

Back in Acre, young Amalric gathered the city’s leading fi gures to 
discuss the crisis. Th e situation was widely understood to be a disaster. 
How to explain it to the sultan and what response to make? Th ere was 
evidently no appetite for handing over the culprits. Guillaume de 
Beaujeu suggested an alternative. Th e Templar, who was not present, 
gave a hearsay account of the discussions:

Among the many words spoken between them, my lord the master of 
the Temple counselled that they should take all the prisoners held in 
the royal prison and in those of the Temple, the Hospital and of the 
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Pisans and Venetians, who were condemned to die for their crimes, and 
say that these were the men who had broken the truce and killed the 
Saracens. ‘And thus, by the justice that will strike them – since they are 
due to die anyway – this will appease the sultan and will check him 
from harming us.’ Th ere were some who agreed with this plan, but 
many others who did not agree at all, and so it turned out that nothing 
was done, and they framed a reply to the sultan that seemed appro-
priate. According to what I could learn, they sent word to the sultan 
that the crusaders who had done the deed were foreigners from over-
seas, and not subject to their jurisdiction, who they were unable to lay 
their hands on.

Beaujeu’s plan to send Christian prisoners to die at Qalawun’s hands 
could not be stomached. Other sources suggested that even less plau-
sible excuses were advanced: that the deaths were the result of a drunken 
brawl involving both Christians and Muslims; or again that a Christian 
woman had been caught by her husband in a sexual liaison with a 
Muslim man. He had killed them both and a riot had broken out; or yet 
again, that Muslims themselves had started the brawl. To Qalawun, all 
these explanations were utterly unsatisfactory. Th e inability of Acre’s 
rulers to act decisively or control people in their own territory merely 
highlighted the city’s weakness.

But had the Kingdom of Jerusalem broken the truce? Th e mere pres-
ence of the paltry crusading expedition might have breached it on a tech-
nicality: the terms demanded that in the event that ‘one of the Frankish 
maritime kings or others should move by sea with the intention of 
bringing harm to our lord the Sultan’ the authorities of Acre were bound 
to provide two months’ notice, which they had failed to do. One man 
who must have had a shrewd idea of the treaty’s stipulations was Beaujeu 
himself. He had been a signatory to the original document in 1283.

In Cairo, they were also busy scanning the truce’s very fl exible 
wording, though it is unclear which version – that of 1283, or the 
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recently re-signed one of 1289. Whichever it was, the truce constituted 
a sacrosanct and unbreachable contract that Qalawun had sworn by the 
most sacred formula in the three times three names of God:

By Allah by Allah by Allah, in the name of Allah of Allah of Allah, the 
witness being Allah Allah Allah, great and pursuing, infl icting and 
bestowing, constructive and destructive, aware of what is revealed and 
what is concealed, of the secret and the manifest, merciful, forgiving; 
by the Qur’an and He who revealed it and him to whom it was revealed, 
Muhammad son of Abdallah, God bless and save him, and by all that is 
stated therein, chapter by chapter, verse by verse; by the month of 
Ramadan: I bind myself to uphold this blessed truce agreed between 
myself and the Commune of Acre and the Grand Masters who live 
there.

Th ese words imposed the severest standards of justice on the sultan. At 
the same time, it seemed likely that Qalawun was keen to fi nd justifi ca-
tion for a favourable answer; his reasons were not just the pursuit of 
jihad. Acre remained an important slave-trading centre as well as a place 
for purchasing arms. It sat astride the north–south trade routes that 
linked Alexandria to ports further north and to the vital supply of mili-
tary slaves from the Black Sea. Th e threat to trade from the murder of 
merchants was extremely serious. Qalawun also called a meeting with 
his council of emirs and secretaries to discuss the matter.

Surprisingly, many of the emirs believed that the terms had not been 
breached – that the incident was the result of accidental brawls – and 
that they were bound by sacred oath to uphold it. Possibly they were 
also wearied of war and the burdens it imposed. Qalawun was evidently 
not pleased. He called in Fath al-Din, his chief of the Bureau of 
Correspondence, on whom fell the burden of delivering a more favour-
able opinion. Th e draft ing of Mamluk treaties was a family aff air: 
waiting in the wings were his father Muhyi al-Din, evidently the author 
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of the original truce document, and his nephew, Shafi  ibn Ali, who left  
an eyewitness account of the decision-making process. Fath al-Din had 
been asked:

‘Is there any scope [for action] in the truce?’
Fath al-Din glanced at it, and did not fi nd any scope, so then he 

fetched me and fetched its composer, his father Muhyi al-Din, and gave 
us the picture, reading the truce to us. His father said: ‘Th ere is no 
scope in it, that is the situation.’

I did not speak. Fath al-Din turned to me and said, ‘What do you 
say?’

Shafi  proceeded cautiously, weighing his words to divine the sultan’s 
wishes.

And I said, ‘We are with the sultan. If he prefers annulment, then it is 
annulled. And if he prefers it to go on then it continues.’ So Fath al-Din 
spoke to me, the essence of which was: ‘Th e emirs have grown over-
bearing and lazy; the sultan prefers annulling it.’

I said to him: ‘We are with the sultan.’ I pointed to one of the 
sections of the truce, which was: And on condition, when strangers arrive 
with intent to harm the Muslims, the authorities and the governor must 
protect them fr om harm to the full extent of their ability. If they are 
unable, they are to look closely into the matter and make good what was 
done.

Th ey [the authorities in Acre] had agreed that this harm to Muslims 
happened from Franks from abroad. Fath al-Din was delighted with 
that, and informed the sultan about it, and he started preparations 
immediately. He went out from the great tent and raised troops to go 
straight towards them.



Islamic cavalry

Qalawun had been intending to join the annual autumn pilgrimage to 
Mecca but abandoned this to plan for war. Nevertheless, he made pious 
arrangements for the protection of the pilgrims departing in October, 
while starting to make preparations against Acre:

He organised an army to go to the Hijaz [in the Arabian Peninsula] for 
the pilgrimage to Mecca, and an army to the invasion to overcome the 
people of Akka [Acre], and many riders to the Hijaz to carry provisions 
to every needy person, and riders to the people of the House of War to 
carry weapons and equipment to every warrior. He prepared a banner 
to go to Mecca the protected by God to increase the two kinds of 
knowledge, and a banner to the land of the Franks.

At about the same time, the sultan’s health started to fail.
Despite this, he continued to mobilise the Mamluk war machine: 

the gathering of supplies and material, the raising of troops, the orders 
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to his emirs and vassal tributaries. Fast messengers were despatched. 
Carrier pigeons fl ew. Th e requirements were both human and material. 
Muhyi al-Din related that

he called all the troops to assemble on the appointed day and spent on 
the group of emirs sums of money which could not be counted, and 
whose benefaction could not be reckoned, and despatched a large part 
of the great arsenal, the like of which had not been prepared at any time 
previous, or in any invasion before. He ordered them to proceed, and 
they went forward. He used a large group of stonemasons and craft smen 
drawn from the blacksmiths and carpenters, and money was spent on 
all. He wrote to all the lands of Syria to bring out catapults, machines, 
equipment and weapons, and bring out oxen from the lands on account 
of the [transporting of the] catapults and bring out men with their 
provisions from every town according to what it could provide.

Supply dumps of food and fodder were established along the 500-mile 
route through the Sinai desert and up the coast of Palestine, to provide 
for the army from Cairo and its vast concourse of animals. Forty miles 
south of Acre, and almost under the gaze of the Templar fort of Château 
Pèlerin on the headland at Atlit, the emir Rukn al-Din Taqsu al-Mansuri 
was putting his men to work felling wood for fi eld fortifi cations. It was 
given out that this was in preparation for a campaign in Africa.

Th e people of Acre should not have been deceived. Al-Fakhri, 
Guillaume de Beaujeu’s mole in the Mamluk court, informed the 
Grand Master that Qalawun was preparing for war. As had been the 
case with Tripoli, this was not believed in Acre’s ruling council. Beaujeu’s 
reputation for political machinations, the complexity of his relation-
ship with Mamluk spies and double-agents, and presumably past inci-
dences of ‘crying wolf ’ – as well as the Mamluks’ own strategies of 
disinformation – meant that these reliable warnings would go repeat-
edly unheeded.
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At some point, it seems that the increasingly concerned Beaujeu sent 
his own unoffi  cial delegation to Cairo in an attempt to head off  war. 
Qalawun asked for a massive indemnity – a sequin per head of the 
whole population. Th is was indignantly refused in council, as it was 
probably intended to be, and for his pains Beaujeu was accused by some 
of treason.

As if the reality of war threat needed repeating, the Muslim garrison 
at Janin, 35 miles to the south-east of Acre, was soon tasked with 
protecting the trade route to Damascus and forcing the people of Acre 
back within their walls. In the Arabic sources, the emir Sunqur al-Massah 
was ordered ‘to ride every day with the soldiery opposite the fortress of 
Akka [Acre] and keep safe the coast and the merchants fearful of the 
people of Akka. All the time wars and incidents were taking place 
between him and the people of Akka, and he was victorious.’

By the end of October, Qalawun had all preparations in hand. ‘It 
only remained to put his foot in the stirrup. He rode from his castle . . . 
Aquarius was in the ascendant, Mars was in his glory.’ A magnifi cent 
ceremonial departure from Cairo was staged. ‘It was a great procession, 
the like of which had not been seen for pageantry, and numbers, and 
majesty. Th e messengers of the kings attended him, he camped by the 
Gate of Victory – the customary station – and only the journey 
remained.’ But the momentum of war was unexpectedly stalled. 
Qalawun’s illness worsened. He wasted away, probably struck down by 
dysentery. ‘Th e advance becomes a delay,’ wrote Muhyi al-Din.

Th is was because our master was overtaken by a disease with which he 
had been struggling for a time and was resigned to bear. His pain only 
increased, and the tent ropes were cut, and the Book told of his 
appointed time. His armies did not protect him, neither his troops, nor 
his delegations, nor his gatherings, nor his spears, his swords, his 
weapons, and not his fortresses nor his horses, his strongholds nor his 
towns. He was taken in the middle of his many machines, his number 
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was him alone, and with this the jungle was stricken by the loss of its 
lion, and Islam by its support.

Qalawun died on 10 November 1290. He had been a great sultan, at 
least the equal of Baybars in his campaigns against the Mongols and the 
Christians, and more honourable than his predecessor in his dealings 
with both friends and foes.

.

Th e carefully laid plans for the campaign were thrown into disarray by 
the sultan’s death. Th e Templar of Tyre recounted that when the news 
reached Acre the people ‘had rejoiced greatly and believed themselves 
saved’. Th ey reasoned that it would take his successor a year to stabilise 
his reign, given the power struggles involved in Mamluk successions. It 
was a false hope. Qalawun’s son al-Malik al-Ashraf Khalil had been 
active in managing his aff airs as he declined; the day following his death, 
the twenty-seven-year-old Khalil was proclaimed sultan.

Qalawun’s body was carried back to Cairo, to await later burial in a 
fi tting mausoleum. Khalil had sworn to continue the campaign. In any 
case, given the febrile nature of Mamluk politics, it made all sense for 
him to push forward and legitimise his rule with a unifying conquest; 
besides which, the momentum of the Mamluk war machine was now 
almost unstoppable, and it would be perilous for a new sultan to stall: 
the inheritance of the Mamluk Sultanate was not hereditary and leader-
ship had to be earned. It depended on the support of powerful emirs 
and its withdrawal could be swift  and bloody.

Khalil was Qalawun’s younger and less favoured son, and he had 
enemies. Many had attached themselves to al-Salih Ali, his older brother, 
but he had died prematurely and his supporters had found themselves 
then out of favour. Among these was Turuntay, the viceroy of Egypt. 
(Th e fact that Ali’s death was attributed by some to poison at Khalil’s 
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hands was due less to its likelihood than to his relative unpopularity.) 
Qalawun himself was concerned about Khalil’s judgement and had not 
wanted him to succeed. ‘I would never give the Muslims a ruler like 
Khalil,’ he had once remarked.

Nevertheless, the new sultan was brave, energetic and ruthless. Unlike 
his father, he spoke and wrote Arabic well, was admired for his mastery 
of the traditional Mamluk military skills of horsemanship and archery, 
and led armies in person. He also had expansionist dreams. He was ener-
getic and wasted no time: ‘he went down from his castle to the camp 
every day and was informed at the start of it of all matters, and put into 
order the aff airs of the people, and returned to his castle late at night’.

On 18 November, he arrested the Egyptian viceroy Turuntay and 
put him to death. Khalil also sent post-haste to detain the emir Sunqur 
al-Massah, skirmishing outside the walls of Acre, on a trumped-up 
charge of conspiring with the enemy, but probably as a supporter of the 
executed Turuntay. To survive as sultan required striking the fi rst blow. 
Other emirs were detained; yet others were promoted to powerful posi-
tions with the bestowing of honorifi c robes. Dissenters, however, still 
lingered in the new sultan’s circle and army command. Th eir murmur-
ings would ripple throughout the campaign ahead.

Revising the timetable, the armies and tributaries of Syria were 
ordered to be readied by March for a spring campaign and to provide 
trebuchets, masons, carpenters, miners and soldiers. Acre was warned of 
the blow about to fall. Th e Templar of Tyre was soon translating into 
French a letter addressed to his master Guillaume de Beaujeu. It removed 
any lingering doubts as to Khalil’s ambitions. It read:

Th e Sultan of Sultans, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, al-Malik al-Ashraf, 
the powerful, the Dreadful, the Punisher of Rebels, Hunter of Franks 
and Tartars and Armenians, Snatcher of castles from the hands of 
Miscreants, Lord of the Two Seas, Guardian of the Two Pilgrim Sites, 
Khalil al-Salihi. To You the noble Master of the Temple, the true and 
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wise, greetings and our good will. Because you have been a true man, we 
send you letters of our intentions, and give you to understand that 
we are coming into your regions to right these wrongdoings, Th erefore, 
we do not want the community of Acre to send us any letters or 
presents, for we will in no way accept them.

‘I took the translation,’ the Templar went on, ‘and showed it to my 
lord the master and to all the lords of Acre. It was made known to the 
Patriarch and Legate, to the master of the Hospital, Brother Jean de 
Villiers, and to the commander of the Germans . . . and I showed it to 
the Pisan consul and to the Venetian bailli, who were completely 
unwilling to accept that the sultan was coming, almost until he was very 
close.’ Given the visible signs over the past few months – the cutting of 
wood for siege works and the skirmishing outside the walls – such 
blindness was a wilful avoidance of the evidence.

Notwithstanding the sultan’s peremptory order to attempt no further 
diplomatic sweetening, it was decided to make one last initiative to 
stave off  the inevitable. In January, four brave men were despatched to 
Cairo to plead the case – the Arabic-speaking Sir Philip de Mainboeuf, 
‘a knight of Acre’; Bartholomew Pisan, a Templar brother; a Hospitaller 
brother, the Catalan Lope de Linares; and a scribe called George. It was 
far too late. ‘Th ey came before the sultan, but he refused the letters and 
their gift , and held the messengers in prison.’ (Th e Templar of Tyre 
records that ‘they later perished miserably’, but their fates were clearly 
unknown to him. Some of them were still alive years later. Linares was 
released in 1306 aft er fi ft een years. Mainboeuf re-emerged in 1319. He 
had been a captive for twenty-eight years.)

Meanwhile the preparations and the gathering of material set in 
motion by Qalawun went on throughout the winter. Since at least the 
time of Saladin, Islamic armies had mastered the logistical skills and 
accrued the fi nancial resources to prefabricate and transport large 
trebuchets to sieges in sections, rather than building them in situ from 
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whatever timber was available. Damascus, the arsenal and arms manu-
facturing centre of Syria, had become a centre for the collection, 
construction and distribution of catapults, and Baybars had brought 
these techniques to a high level of development. However, it cost a vast 
amount in money and human labour to gather and transport the raw 
materials: these triumphs of Mamluk logistics were gained at a high 
price. At the siege of Arsuf in 1265 the components of the trebuchets 
had had to be carried on the men’s shoulders over patches of rough 
terrain. Baybars himself had recorded the diffi  culty of carrying the siege 
engines in carts through the mountains of northern Lebanon to attack 
Akkar in 1271. But trebuchets were an essential component of the siege 
train and the Mamluks had the resources to transport very large 
machines across almost any landscape.

Th e winter weather was biting by the time the emir Shams al-Din 
had been despatched by Qalawun to Wadi al-Murabbib, a valley in the 
mountains of Lebanon between Acre and Baalbek, to gather long 
baulks of timber for the siege engines. Here, trees grew up to 10 metres 
tall. It was brutally cold, and the burden of work fell heavily on the 
co-opted local people, both in taxation and compulsory labour. Shams 
al-Din himself was ‘surprised by an extraordinary snowfall. He nearly 
died. To save his own life, he was compelled to fl ee precipitously, aban-
doning his baggage and tents. Everything was buried under snow, and 
remained there until summer, so that a large part of the equipment was 
lost.’ Nevertheless, his suff ering work corps somehow managed to trans-
port the timber to Baalbek, where it was used to make the largest trebu-
chets the Mamluks had ever constructed. Disassembled, these were 
then transported through the mountains to Damascus by late December.

.

In the co-ordination of men and material over vast distances, Mamluk 
military planning was formidable. Khalil had at his disposal methods of 
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organising warfare that had been fi nessed during the previous half-
century by Baybars and Qalawun. Th e collection point for the troops 
and war material was to be Damascus, but the raw winter weather 
continued to impede the work. Early in the new year a detachment was 
sent to Hisn al-Akrad (Krak des Chevaliers) to collect a giant trebuchet 
that had been constructed there. Th e mighty machine was disassembled 
and its constituent parts loaded onto carts.

Among those who participated in the transport was a young Syrian 
prince called Abu al-Fida: ‘Th ere we took delivery of a great mangonel 
[trebuchet] called “al-Mansuri” [the Victorious], which made a hundred 
cart loads. Th ey were distributed among the Hama contingent, and one 
cart was put in my charge, for at that time I was an emir of Ten.’ Hauling 
the components the 80 miles to Damascus, then on to Acre, was brutal 
work:

Our journey with the carts was late in the winter season, and we had 
rain and snowstorms between Hisn al-Akrad and Damascus. We 
suff ered great hardship thereby because of the drawing of the carts, the 
oxen being weak and dying from the cold. Because of the carts we took 
a month from Hisn al-Akrad to Acre – usually about an eight days’ 
journey for horses. Th e sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf similarly commanded 
mangonels to be brought there from all the fortresses.

Th e exhausting work of hauling the siege machines went on. In February, 
Khalil sent his representative, the emir Izz al-Din Aybak al-Afram, to 
Damascus to oversee the construction of the trebuchets and other siege 
equipment and their conveyance on to Acre. Aybak was the sultan’s 
senior military engineer, a man with twenty-fi ve years of experience, 
going back to the early campaigns of Baybars, of the construction, 
supervision and transportation of siege engines.

At the same time, there was an orchestrated campaign by Khalil to 
whip up religious fervour, to link his campaign to the pious memory of 
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his father, and to unify the Levant in a holy cause. On the fi rst day of the 
Islamic New Year, 4 January 1291, Qalawun’s body was borne in solemn 
procession by religious fi gures – sheikhs, dervishes and qadis (judges) – 
fi rst to the great al-Azhar mosque in Cairo, then on to a newly 
constructed tomb in his magnifi cent mausoleum. A week before Khalil 
was due to depart with the main body of his army, he orchestrated a 
fervent ceremony and celebration at the tomb. On the night of 2–3 
March, there was a complete recitation of the Quran. Th e following 
morning, accompanied by the viceroy and vizier, a generous distribution 
of money and garments was made to the poor, the Quran reciters, and 
religious establishments. ‘All this was in the way of the Sultan’s farewell 
to the tomb, because he had decided to embark on the siege of Akka.’

Th ere was a symmetry to the whole arc of the Crusades in the reli-
gious fervour now gripping the Islamic world. Two hundred years 
earlier, similar emotions had launched Christian Europe into the Holy 
Land while Islam was fragmented and disunited. Now it was the pope’s 
pleas for a major crusade that were falling on deaf ears while the Muslim 
call to holy war proved incendiary. Holy men predicted the fate about 
to befall the impious Christians. Th e appeal to join the cause was spread 
by preaching in the mosques. Volunteers were moved both by the spirit 
of jihad and, inspired by the spoils from Tripoli, the prospect of mate-
rial rewards.

On 6 March Khalil set out with his army to cross the Sinai desert. At 
the moment of departure, the qadi Muhyi al-Din called down curses on 
Acre and a warning of the catastrophe about to fall. ‘O you, sons of the 
blond one [Christ], soon will God’s vengeance rain down on you, of 
whom nothing will remain! Already al-Malik al-Ashraf is descending 
on your shores. Prepare to receive at his hands unbearable blows!’ One 
sheikh was said to have seen in a dream an unknown man reciting verses: 
‘Already the Muslims have taken Acre and cut off  the heads of the 
Infi dels. Our sultan has led against the enemy squadrons who have 
crushed beneath their feet veritable mountains. Th e Turks have sworn 
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on departure not to leave an inch of soil to the Franks.’ Th e air swirled 
with prophecy and fervour.

Th e excitement and keen anticipation were refl ected in the eager 
response of Baybars al-Mansuri, the governor of the strategic castle of 
Kerak, taken from the crusaders by Saladin in 1188. Al-Mansuri had 
been ordered to provide men and equipment for the campaign. He was 
not expected to participate personally, but the fi re of holy war was 
spreading throughout the whole society from top to bottom. As he 
recounted:

At that time I was at Kerak, and when the order for this invasion 
reached me, and the decrees of the sultan to prepare the arsenals and 
the machines arrived, my soul longed for jihad, yearning for it like the 

Blows about to fall: launching a projectile from a trebuchet.
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craving of the thirsty earth for its rightful duty. I went up to the sultan 
with that and asked that I should go there to share the recompense for 
the attack and accompany it, and he allowed me to attend and gener-
ously granted permission, and I was like someone who had triumphed 
in gaining his hope, and whose night had become clear like the morning. 
I prepared protective arsenals [wooden screens and shelters], useful 
machinery, dedicated fi ghting men, and marksmen, stonemasons, 
raiders and carpenters. I went to meet the sultan and came to him while 
he had reached Gaza. I met with hospitality and joy and a smile from 
him, and I travelled with his horsemen to Akka.

.

Th e collection of men and materials was gathering pace: siege catapults, 
stone balls, naphtha, wood for defensive shelters, pit props for mines, 
food supplies, camels and horses, and specialist troops – miners, stone 
masons, incendiary experts, catapult crews, shock troops, archers and 
provisioning corps. In early March, an advance guard appeared outside 
Acre, compelling European settlers to abandon villages and cutting and 
clearing orchards in readiness for the construction of the siege lines and 
the military encampment. Khalil’s intentions were now plainly visible 
to the people of the city. Th e troops of vassals and provincial governors 
were gathering not just from Cairo and Damascus, but from as far away 
as Aleppo, 250 miles to the north; from Hama and Homs on the route 
from Aleppo to Damascus; from Akkar in the Lebanese mountains; 
from Kerak and Tripoli and Hisn al-Akrad. Th e emir Aybak al-Afram, 
sent to Damascus to supervise the transport of siege machines, had 
arrived there on 3 March. In the following weeks, Khalil crossed the 
Sinai and collected the Kerak contingent at Gaza, led by its governor 
Baybars al-Mansuri. Th ey rode north up the coast, with a further 
consignment of trebuchets prefabricated in Cairo in the baggage train. 
In the spring of 1291, a vast army was converging.
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Damascus was on fi re with zeal for war. Th e city rang with the sound 
of hammering and sawing: carpenters constructing trebuchets; smiths 
forging blades, chain mail, horseshoes; the collection of all the para-
phernalia for a major campaign – food and fodder, shields, tents and 
banners, carts and trenching tools; the gathering of an ever-increasing 
number of soldiers, horses, camels and donkeys. In the city’s splendid 
Umayyad mosque at Friday prayers on 9 March, a proclamation was 
given out that ‘those who want to fi ght for the faithful at Acre, in the 
fi rst ten days of Rabi‘ I [particularly auspicious as the month of the 
Prophet’s birth] should put themselves to the pulling out of the mango-
nels and hauling them over the bridges’.

Th ere was a huge popular response. In an atmosphere of heightened 
emotion, the great siege machines, disassembled, were dragged out of 
the city gates and across the bridges. Th e volunteers ‘went out at day 
break and only returned at midday prayer. Even the jurisprudents, the 
teachers, the religious scholars, and the deeply pious transported mate-
rial and helped to drag the trebuchet wood’. By 15 March, all the compo-
nent parts of the trebuchets had been moved out and the fi rst 
consignment started the 80-mile haul towards Acre in carts under the 
emir al-Muzaff ar.

Almost simultaneously, various other contingents were assembling 
at Damascus. On the morning of the 23rd, the city’s governor, the emir 
Husam al-Din Lajin, left  for Acre at the head of his troops. Th at evening 
al-Malik al-Muzaff ar, Lord of Hama, reached Damascus. Th ree days 
later, his troops and siege equipment arrived. On the 27th, the emir 
al-Tabakhi, at the head of the Tripoli troops, along with those from 
Hisn al-Akrad, the castle at Akkar, those from Homs and other places 
in central Syria, also arrived. Th e region was witnessing an almost 
unprecedented mobilisation of Islamic armies and people. It was said 
that so great was the popular enthusiasm that volunteers outnumbered 
the regular soldiers. One by one these contingents marched on towards 
the coast and started to ravage the area around Acre.
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Christian sources conjured apocryphal numbers in their assessment 
of the size of the army and, with grudging respect for the martial display, 
wrote vivid imaginary accounts of the impact of the troops on the 
march. Th ey pictured these columns, ‘thirsting for Christian blood’, a 
terrifying harbinger of apocalypse – barbaric, awe-inspiring and yet 
somehow magnifi cent:

Th e sultan progressed towards Acre with the most huge multitude of 
infi del people, whom none could count, of all races, peoples and 
tongues, assembled from both east and west. And the earth trembled at 
the sight of them, with the sound of a vast number of trumpets, cymbals 
and drums proceeding before them. Th e sun glittered on their shields 
like gold as they passed and refl ected off  the mountains, and the points 
of their polished spears gleamed against the sun like stars shining in the 
heavens in a serene night sky. When the army marched, a forest could 
be seen moving over the earth because of the multitude of spears. Th ey 
numbered 400,000 soldiers and it was impossible not to admire the 
sight of so many infi dels, because they covered the whole earth, the 
plains and the hills.

Whatever the truth about its size and appearance, the approaching 
army represented an extraordinary demonstration of Mamluk military 
power.

Towards the end of 1290, a sense of urgency had fi nally stirred within 
the walls of Acre. Th e call for troops became insistent. Some reinforce-
ments were sent from Cyprus by King Henry, while soldiers were 
recalled from outlying positions within the Kingdom of Jerusalem, 
from Château Pèlerin, Tyre, Sidon and Beirut. Th e Grand Master of 
the Teutonic Knights, Burchard von Schwanden, arrived with forty 
knights and 400 other crusaders – and then undercut any positive eff ect 
on morale by promptly resigning his offi  ce and sailing back to Europe. 
Th e funds that the pope had entrusted to Nicolas de Hanapes were put 
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to use repairing and strengthening walls and outworks, purchasing 
munitions and armaments and for the construction of powerful trebu-
chets. Th e patriarch played a central role in maintaining morale with his 
powerful orations in the city’s cathedral, the church of the Holy Cross. 
But Acre was still scrambling to complete its preparations as the 
Mamluk columns closed on the city.



A Mamluk soldier in conical helmet and scaled armour

Sultan Khalil reached Acre at the beginning of April 1291. In one 
Christian account ‘he rested three days with his commanders and with 
the wise men of his army, organising the army. On the fourth day, the 
camps moved, nearing the city up to a mile, where they were set out, 
with a terrible blast of trumpets, cymbals, drums and the horrible 
shouting of many diff erent voices.’ On Th ursday the 5th he staged a 
formal announcement of the siege.

He had chosen a small hill rising 30 metres above the level 
plain and some 300 metres east of the city as the site for his personal 
encampment. It was by all accounts a pleasant spot, which had once 
had ‘a lovely tower and gardens and vineyards of the Templars’, and a 
commanding view. Th e Muslims called it the Tall al-Fukhar, the 
Christians Le Touron, and it had historical signifi cance for both. A 
century earlier, in the summer of 1189, Guy de Lusignan, King of 
Jerusalem, had commanded the siege of Saladin’s Acre from the same 
hill. Now the wheel of fortune had turned full circle. From here, Khalil 
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could look down over fi elds and orchards to a long sandy bay directly 
below him, into which the river Naaman fl owed through patches of 
marshland and beyond, the ruined citadel of Haifa, desolated by 
Baybars, on the headland 10 miles to the south. To the north lay the 
double walls and intersecting towers of Acre, laid out like ‘the shape 
of an axe’ according to one description, with its harbour and tightly 
packed centre, its churches and the prominent palaces and fortifi ca-
tions of the kings of Jerusalem, the military orders and the Italian 
communes rising above the fl at-roofed houses. And he could watch his 
army assembling in front of the city.

Th e siting and pitching of the sultan’s tent was a ceremonial act. 
Following Mamluk practice, Khalil orientated his ornate pavilion, the 
dihliz, in line with his objective. It was ‘entirely red, and had its door 
opened facing towards the city of Acre’. Th e aspect was an indicator of 
his intentions. ‘It was the ceremonial practice of the [Mamluk] sultans 
that the direction in which the door of the dihliz faced let everyone 
know the direction in which the sultan would take the road.’ Probably 
the same day delegates approached the city and off ered aman, a guar-
antee of safe conduct and protection for the inhabitants in the event of 
voluntary surrender. Aft er the steady collapse of crusader strongholds, 
and the massacre at Tripoli, this was a just formal nod to Islamic law. 
With their backs to the sea and no other signifi cant footholds left  on 
the shores of Palestine, the defenders knew that this must be a fi ght to 
the death – or they would be departing with the universal condemna-
tion of Christendom clinging to their names. Refusal, if the Franks 
deigned to respond with more than a shower of arrows, meant that the 
siege could formally open the following day. It was a Friday, the most 
holy day of the Muslim week, chosen to underline the sacredness of 
the cause.

Th e anonymous Templar of Tyre was among those witnessing the 
Mamluk deployment. He claimed that the sultan’s army contained 
70,000 horsemen. Th e corps of royal Mamluks in Khalil’s time was 
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perhaps somewhere between 7,000 and 12,000, to which were added 
the emirs’ own Mamluks and a body of free cavalry. Later fi gures, drawn 
up in 1315, claimed that the army of Egypt alone numbered 24,000 
horsemen (though many of these would travel with two horses, in addi-
tion to one or two baggage camels, and so there was considerable scope 
for miscalculation in surveying a throng of men and animals). 
Th roughout the siege, it is clear that large bodies of cavalry patrolled the 
Mamluk camp day and night. Alongside the cavalry, the Templar of 
Tyre put the number of foot soldiers at 150,000, trained and untrained 
infantry swelled by a vast number of civilian volunteers and support 
corps. In all the encounters between the Mamluks and crusaders, the 
sheer mismatch of numbers had been a decisive factor. However exag-
gerated the Templar’s estimate of the size of Khalil’s army, it is clear 
that the popularity of the campaign had assembled an enormous force, 
probably one of unprecedented size.

Despite the discrepancy of numbers, the outcome was not a fore-
gone conclusion. Acre was more populous than any other fortifi ed posi-
tion the Mamluks had ever tackled. Th e castles that Baybars had invested 
rarely held more than 1,000 men; Acre was defended by more than ten 
times that number. Th e Templar of Tyre estimated that Acre had a 
population of between 30,000 and 40,000, including women and chil-
dren, between 700 and 800 mounted knights, and 13,000 infantry. It 
was a mixed force; the heavily armed and armoured knights of the mili-
tary orders and their sergeants comprised elite cavalry units. Each order 
was recognisable by its distinctive dress: the Templars’ surcoats white 
with a red cross, the Hospitallers’ red with a white cross, the Teutonic 
Knights’ black with a white cross. Acre’s infantry was comprised of 
troops from Cyprus, mercenaries, and detachments from Europe. Th ese 
included experienced crossbowmen (invaluable in siege defence), and 
a small contingent of technical experts – engineers, miners and 
carpenters – essential for constructing defensive shelters, building and 
repairing catapults, and countermining, should the Mamluks get close 
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enough to tunnel under the walls. Th e Pisans present in the city were 
practical mariners particularly skilled in the construction and operation 
of catapults. In addition there were the recently arrived civilian pilgrims 
and adventurers whose actions had been the cause of the war.

From the ramparts the Templar could see the pavilions and 
tents ‘very close together, stretching from Touron all the way up to 
as-Sumairiya [just north of the city], so that the whole plain was covered 
with tents’. Th e army surrounded Acre from sea to sea with its contin-
gents, drawn widely from across the Middle East, arranged in orderly 
sectors confronting the walls: at the northern tip, fl anking a rocky shore, 
the forces of the Ayyubid vassal al-Malik al-Muzaff ar, ruler of Hama in 
central Syria; in the central section against the city’s main gate of 
St Anthony set within a tower, the troops from Damascus under its 
governor Husam al-Din Lajin; to their left  those from Kerak under 
Baybars al-Mansuri; and directly below the sultan’s hilltop, his own 
Egyptian Mamluks, menacing the walls down to the harbour.

Another man closely scrutinising the Mamluk siege arrangements 
was the Grand Master of the Hospitallers, Jean de Villiers, who dated 
the approach of the sultan a few days earlier. In a letter written aft er-
wards, he described, with grandiose exaggeration, Khalil’s dramatic 
arrival on 1 April. He ‘invested the city of Acre on all sides from one 
sea as far as the other, between sunrise and tierce [about nine in 
the morning], and on the other side eastwards as far as the river 
Euphrates [as far as the eye could see], with all his battering-engines. 
And so, with numerous engines and a great host he sat down before 
the city.’

If the size of the Mamluk army was routinely overestimated, for 
those watching on the walls it was still an awe-inspiring sight. Th ey 
could survey a scene of extraordinary animation: thousands of animals, 
camels carrying tents, oxen dragging siege machines, Mamluk war 
horses, and all the resources of the army – cavalry and infantry, carpen-
ters, stonemasons, cooks, holy men, and supply teams bringing fodder, 
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water and food; an array of colours, outfi ts and weapons – helmets, 
turbans, body armour, shields and swords. Th e people of Acre could 
hear the sounds of an army settling in: the braying of animals, the 
shouting of orders, the calls to prayer, the digging of trenches, the labo-
rious erection of tents and siege machinery, the fl uttering of yellow 
banners, trumpet calls and the thud of drums. ‘When we settled 
down there,’ recorded Baybars al-Mansuri, ‘they were surrounded from 
all sides.’

Khalil’s army could look up at ‘a town protected by walls, outer 
walls, towers, moats and strong barbicans . . . triangular in shape like a 
shield’, as one visitor put it a few years earlier. Th e double line of walls 
stretched unbroken from shore to shore – a distance of over a mile – 
pierced at various points by gates and posterns and interspersed at 
regular intervals by massive square towers. In front was a fosse, a steep-
sided, stone-lined ditch 12 metres wide. Th e names of the towers 
refl ected the somewhat piecemeal manner in which they had been 
constructed and paid for by individual donation or initiative: the Tower 
of the Venetians, the Tower of the English, those of King Henry and of 
the Countess of Blois. Other toponyms were more sinister, refl ecting 
Acre’s turbulent past and the legends that clung to it. Th e Accursed 
Tower was fl anked by the Tower of Blood. Further west the outer wall’s 
defences included the Gate of Evil Step.

Well before the late addition of extra defensive measures, however, 
visitors such as Wilbrand van Oldenburg had praised the ‘good, large, 
deep moats, lined with stonework from the bottom, crowned by a 
double turreted wall, fi nely arranged in such a way, that the fi rst wall 
with towers, not higher than the main wall, is overlooked and protected 
by the second and inner wall, whose towers are high and most powerful’. 
Between the two walls, there was a broad killing fi eld some 40 metres 
wide, which also contained a ditch. Th e sloping ditches were constructed 
of cut stone, providing a steep escarpment up which an attacker would 
have to climb to the foot of the walls. Th e lower, outer wall had towers 
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that were also probably square, spaced at 50-metre intervals, ‘not a 
stone’s throw distant from one another all around the walls’, with addi-
tional smaller projecting salients to provide covering fi re; the city gates 
were also set within towers. Th e intervals between the towers on the 
inner wall were protected by semi-circular bastions. Th e walls were 
extremely stout in Ludolf von Suchem’s description, wide enough ‘that 
two carts driving along the top of them could easily pass one another’, 
and beyond the outer ditch there were other ‘divers outer works and 
defences’, terraces probably lined with wooden stockades and fronted 
by ditches to further slow down an advancing enemy. Acre’s defences 
were formidable.

According to received Islamic wisdom on the conduct of sieges, 
collected in the military manual of Ibrahim al-Ansari a century later, a 
commander should take time to ‘know the conditions of the fortress, 
the inaccessible places and those with ease of access; the impossible and 
the possible places for action . . . [and further] . . . the positions for 
mining [the walls] and for scaling ropes, siege ladders and grappling 
irons’. From his vantage point and tours of inspection, Khalil had ample 
opportunity to survey Acre’s defences and run through his strategic 
options. Th ere were two points of particular interest. Acre was eff ec-
tively divided into two portions: the old city encircling the port, and 
the newer suburb of Montmusard, both now enclosed in a continuous 
double wall. Th e two parts were separated by an internal wall, once the 
outer wall of the original city. Where the two met, the outer walls took 
an inward dent to a strategic city gate tower: that of St Anthony. About 
600 metres further east, the wall took another sharper right-angle turn 
down towards the sea. Th is was Acre’s most vulnerable point. It was 
here that the crusaders had battered the Accursed Tower a century 
earlier.

Th e rebuilt Accursed Tower was now not only shielded by an outer 
wall, but also by other fortifi cations. Th ese included the construction of 
the Barbican of Hugh III – an external defensive structure jutting from 



T H E  R E D  T E N T

– 125 –

the outer wall and linked to it by a walkway – and at the very apex, the 
nearby tower built by King Henry (the King’s Tower) which provided 
further protection for the Accursed Tower, the entrance into the heart 
of the city. It was important for Khalil to maintain pressure along the 
whole wall to spread the defenders thinly, but it was the Barbican of 
Hugh III and the gate of St Anthony on which his attention would 
initially focus.

.

Despite the vast army that he had assembled and the almost unbroken 
success of the Mamluks against crusader castles over the past thirty 
years, there was risk for Khalil in this venture – and his legitimacy as 
sultan depended on success. Th e despatch of an unpopular ruler who 
lost authority among the leading emirs could be sudden and bloody. He 
had no ships and no ability to seal Acre off  against resupply or rein-
forcement by sea, though he was probably well-informed by Muslims 
who knew the city well as traders and spies about the likely defensive 
strategy and the response to Acre’s appeals for help. Spring seas could be 
unpredictable and there was every chance that the weather might 
disrupt the arrival of any relief from Cyprus.

It was important for the sultan to show a close personal interest in 
the work in progress. Th e Mamluk military manual written by Ibrahim 
al-Ansari prescribed that ‘the commander of the army or one of his army 
whom he deputised should circumambulate the fortress every day or 
two’, and should ‘supervise the raising of the mangonels and their fi ring’. 
Both Saladin and Baybars had understood that personal involvement in 
the fi ghting was essential. Baybars had been up close to the walls of 
Caesarea in 1265 to inspect mining operations from under a wheeled 
shelter and was nearly killed in the trenches at Arsuf shortly aft erwards. 
Th e sultan should be visible to his army and rewards given out. Morale 
was all important if men were to fi ght – and die – on his behalf.
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Time was a key factor. Th e strategy of the Mamluks was to bring 
overwhelming force against a town to deliver a quick knockout blow. If 
none of the Christian strongholds that had collapsed like dominoes 
since the time of Sultan Baybars had survived more than six weeks, this 
was also probably the maximum length of time that less-committed 
detachments and volunteers could be reliably retained. Saladin’s attempt 
to take Antioch in 1188 had failed because ‘the determination of his 
troops, especially those from far away, had weakened and their zeal for 
holy war had fl agged and they only wanted to return to their countries 
and rest from fi ghting’. Disease was another factor. In matters of hygiene 
and camp management – the organisation of water supplies, washing 
facilities, the burial of corpses, the supply of food – Islamic armies were 
considerably superior to their Christian counterparts, but the vast size 
of Khalil’s force, the growing heat as spring progressed and the low-lying 
terrain could provide challenges. Th e marshes that surrounded Acre 
were miasmic, as a later traveller, Domenico Laffi  , testifi ed. He called 
Acre ‘an unhealthy place . . . because of the swamps that surround it . . . 
our [ships] are unable to stay there throughout the year on account of 
the bad air and bad conditions during the rainy season’. Both armies at 
Acre in the long siege of 1189–91 had been ravaged by disease.

.

Th e logistical skills of Mamluk armies were considerable but the malign 
numbers involved in sustaining a lengthy siege gradually stacked up as 
time dragged on. It has been estimated that a medieval army of 25,000 
men would require 9,000 gallons of water and 30 tons of animal 
fodder per day to provision itself. A sixty-day siege would require the 
removal of 1 million gallons of human and animal waste and 4,000 tons 
of solid biological waste. Khalil’s army would have multiplied these 
numbers by at least three. If nothing else, the motivation of the sultan’s 
men to wait and die outside castle walls was fi nite. Th e vast numbers 
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of volunteers were inspired not only by religious fervour but also by 
the prospect of booty. Th ey would not be held on the plains of Acre 
indefi nitely.

Seen from his camp, the city’s preparations certainly looked thor-
ough: Khalil ‘found it fortifi ed with all kinds of equipment and siege 
machines’. Th e defenders had done everything they could within the 
time available. Jean de Villiers later wrote that ‘we and all the good 
Christian people of the city made preparations against them, and we 
armed ourselves completely, and we put in readiness all the instruments 
and engines which are intended to protect and defend the city and 
the bodies of men’. Men prepared their equipment: greasing hauberks 
(mail tunics), cleaning helmets, sharpening swords, knives and the 
points of spears, shoeing horses, adjusting shields and crossbows, 
stockpiling ammunition. Th e Templar of Tyre also described the 
defenders preparing their siege engines. Th ey ‘manned their defences 
well, and began to raise the alarm, as one must do when one has an 
enemy’.

Th e city had no seaward defences, as the rocks and sandbanks 
off shore made an amphibious attack impossible. Instead, the northern 
end of Montmusard, where the defences came down to a rocky shore, 
was protected by an enormous round tower; at the eastern end, where 
the wall gave way to sandy beach, there was a small tower, then a large 
spiked iron trellis running out into the water to prevent any outfl anking 
attack by cavalry riding through the shallows. In the harbour, the Pisans 
had ships capable of bombarding the shoreline with deck-mounted 
catapults. Ashore they had fi ft een of these devices, positioned to be 
fi red from just within the inner walls, probably with range-fi nders 
directing operations from the battlements.

Abutting these inner walls were large vaulted chambers that 
served as munitions stores to which the ordinary citizens of the town, 
playing their part in the preparations, came, ‘carrying quantities of 
rocks, crossbows, crossbow bolts, lances, falchions [single-bladed 
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swords], helmets and mail hauberks, scaled and padded armour, shields 
with metal bosses and all other type of armour of diff erent sorts’. Banners 
fl uttered from the walls and in all probability, when the gates were 
fi nally sealed shut, the defenders employed the conventional ploy of 
suspending heavy curtains from the outer walls – bales of wool or sheets 
of leather attached to wooden beams – to lessen the impact of bombard-
ment from stone balls hurled by catapults.

Defensive responsibilities were parcelled out in segments. Th e 
northernmost section of Montmusard was manned by the Templars, 
under their Grand Master Guillaume de Beaujeu and the marshal Pierre 
de Sevrey, with the support of the leper Knights of St Lazarus; to their 
right, the Hospitallers commanded a crucial section to the gate of 
St Anthony under their master Jean de Villiers and marshal Matthieu 
de Clermont. Th e Hospitallers alternated shift s with the English 
Knights of St Th omas; to their right, it was the responsibility of the 
Teutonic Knights under Hugo von Boland. Th e critical King’s Tower, 
the Accursed Tower and the projecting barbican, where the wall took 
its sharp turn, were the responsibility of the King of Cyprus’s troops 
under his young brother Amalric, Lord of Tyre and Regent of Acre. 
Th e fi nal section, running down to the harbour, was entrusted to the 
French regiment of Jean de Grailly and the English contingent under 
Othon de Grandson, aided by the recently arrived pilgrims and the 
townspeople.

Th e seafaring Italians played a sporadic part in the defence. Th e 
Venetians and the Pisans provided support at various points; the 
Genoese hesitated, then declared themselves neutral. In May 1290, they 
had signed a commercial treaty with Qalawun, which they had no desire 
to jeopardise. As the Venetians had signed one too, the commitment of 
the Italian merchant communes was treated with continuous suspicion, 
despite a whole-hearted Pisan contribution.

Th e guarding of the walls was to follow a strict rotation in shift s – 
eight hours on, eight hours off  – alternating the responsibilities between 
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two detachments in each sector, which was administered by two rectors. 
Sources suggest that overall responsibility was shared between a council 
of war of eight leading fi gures, including Amalric, the Grand Masters of 
the three largest military orders (Villiers, Beaujeu and Boland), Jean de 
Grailly, ‘commander of the men of France and seneschal of the Kingdom 
of Jerusalem’, and Othon de Grandson of the English, and the patriarch, 
Nicolas de Hanapes.

Despite these apparently logical arrangements, there was no satisfac-
tory unifi ed defensive plan. Th e organisation of the siege refl ected the 
sectarian history and geography of the city itself, with separate commu-
nities each barricaded within their own guarded enclaves, the defence of 
which they tended to regard as their fi rst priority. Th e crusading orders 
were powerful and competing autonomous bodies, answerable to no one 
but themselves and the pope, in whose name Hanapes, as papal legate, 
had a nominal jurisdiction. Th e Italian maritime republics were commer-
cial rivals who had engaged in bitter fi ghting in the city within living 
memory, and whose priorities excluded a commitment to holy war, and 
frequently included selling war material to the Mamluks in Egypt.

Over and beyond this there was a deeply established resident civilian 
population of townspeople and religious orders, for whom Acre was 
their home, along with vulnerable refugees from Tripoli and other fallen 
towns, and the rabble of recently arrived crusaders and pilgrims, with 
little military experience, whose actions had provided the cause of war. 
Th e nominal ruler of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the twenty-year-old 
Henry of Cyprus, delegated his authority over this contentious mass of 
people to his younger brother, Amalric, now about eighteen years old, 
but his authority was also limited. Th roughout the siege, there were 
scarcely suppressed notes of discord: unequally allocated tasks, argu-
ments about privileges and rank, and unclear command structures. 
Acre’s reputation as a Levantine den of sin continued to cling to it during 
the siege, so that it was said that many closed their eyes to the growing 
crisis in preference to the delights of port life, the taverns and brothels.
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Islamic armies had long and deep experience of siege warfare. As early as 
the ninth century Arabic military manuals were setting out generally 
agreed procedures for the capture of castles, and by the high Middle 
Ages the technical and operational management of the investiture of 
fortifi ed places was highly sophisticated. Despite stunning open-fi eld 
victories, such as Saladin’s at Hattin, the Holy Land under the Mamluk 
sultans was being wrested back from the Franks, piece by piece, by 
dynamic high-intensity sieges. Th e thirteenth century had witnessed a 
litany of impregnable fortifi cations going down one aft er another: 
Ascalon, Caesarea, Saphet, Antioch, Chastel Blanc, Krak des Chevaliers, 
Margat, Tripoli. All fell within a six-week period.

Th e conventional procedure was fi rst to secure the Mamluk camp 
against sorties with defensive palisades and ditches. ‘It must be stressed,’ 
al-Ansari wrote,

that the besieger of the enemy is also the besieged in the sense that he is 
not secure from their going out against him and their hastening to do so 
when the opportunity, during the day or night, presents itself to them; 
for they require victory as much as the besieger desires it over them. 
Hence it is incumbent upon the commander to be cautious with respect 
to himself and those of the army with him as much as possible. He should 
use trenches if there is need of them, and their construction is possible; 
for this is among the strongest [factors] of resolution and conquest.

To protect the camp against artillery bombardment and counter-
attacks, they fronted it with an earth rampart. It was necessary to be on 
the alert and to keep cavalry posted a bowshot from castle walls against 
the possibility of sorties. Once securely established, the next step was to 
fi nd ways of advancing under cover as close to the walls as possible, to 
maximise the eff ect of their own catapults and projectiles and to start 
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mining operations. Psychological soft ening-up was another key compo-
nent. Th e eff ect of shattering noise – the repeated creak and crash of 
catapults, the orchestrated thunder of camel-mounted drummers, cries, 
shouts and rhythmic chanting from across the whole battlefi eld – could 
be deeply disheartening to defenders.

Degrading the walls with catapults and sweeping resistance off  the 
parapets with volleys of projectiles was the preparatory stage. Protected 
by this hail of fi re, miners could then work their way under the walls and 
bring down towers. Once a reasonable breach had been eff ected, defenders 
oft en conceded that further resistance was futile and sued for surrender. 
Many of the crusader fortresses attacked by Baybars and Qalawun simply 
gave in with the collapse of a strategic bastion or curtain wall. If not, the 
day would come for a bloody fi nal assault undertaken before dawn to a 
barrage of noise. Th is required any ditch to be fi lled in suffi  ciently for 
men to pass across it, and the sacrifi ce of a front line of volunteers or pris-
oners driven forward from behind, followed by a fi nal massacre.

.

Th e organisation of Khalil’s army camp evidently took time. Villiers 
watched the preparations unfold over nine days: ‘And from the day they 
came until the Monday aft er [9 April] they ceased not to take up the 
ground, some for their engines, some for their defences, some for 
trenches, some for stockades and to make their other works, and they 
brought up all their engines and defences round about the walls and set 
them up against ours.’

Khalil’s study of Acre’s defences enabled him to site his largest cata-
pults against the most promising objectives. Th ese machines – which 
had been dragged from Cairo and across the Lebanese mountains, 
pulled out of the gates of Damascus on a tide of patriotic and religious 
fervour, dismantled again, hauled another 80 miles and re-assembled 
outside the gates of Acre – represented not just a triumph of Mamluk 
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military organisation, but a sizeable investment of resources and ergo-
nomic capital. Th ey were irreplaceable, and vulnerable to counter-
batteries of Greek fi re. Th is was well understood. Th ey were positioned 
in line with al-Ansari’s advice: ‘He who has erected them for battling 
against a fortress should place them in a position which enemy [fi re] 
cannot attain.’ Each one took two days to erect, position and prepare 
for action. Th ey comprised the largest collection of stone-throwing 
machinery an Islamic army had yet assembled and the ultimate develop-
ment of mechanical artillery in the crusader era.

During this initial setting-up there was an eerie lull. From the Muslim 
side, Baybars al-Mansuri noted an unnerving confi dence in the defenders: 
‘they showed great patience and a lack of concern about the siege and did 
not even close the gates of the city, nor even hang down a defensive screen 
[against bombardment] in front of the gates’. Th ere were evidently forays 
and tentative probing by the defenders while the still-vulnerable camp 
was being established. Th e Templar of Tyre noted that the sultan’s army 
‘sat before Acre for eight days, doing nothing beyond engaging in 
sporadic skirmishes between our men and theirs, in which a few died on 
each side’. Th e Muslim sources gave a more partisan account of some-
thing like a tournament between opposing horsemen: the Christians

began to go out to the Muslim military and call their knights to a duel. 
Th e troops from the free cavalry and the sultan’s Mamluks hastened 
towards them, and attack and retreat and mutual stabbing took place 
between them. Th ey kept this up for some days, and the Muslims were 
victorious, and wounded a number of them and killed a number of 
them, and every day they returned the losers. Th ey saw the Muslims 
had the heart they did not have. Th ey ceased fi ghting and competing, 
and stood on the gates to protect them, and did not go out.

More likely, the Christians were simply outnumbered and common 
sense prevailed. Th e gates were sealed shut.



Mamluk heraldic devices

Th e profi ciency at siege warfare that Khalil’s army brought to the walls 
of Acre, and the technologies that it could deploy, drew on traditions 
that went back to the very beginnings of Islam. Despite the faith’s 
origins in the deserts of Arabia, taking fortifi ed places had been central 
to the spread of Muhammad’s message. Th e Prophet himself had 
besieged towns using trebuchets, a technology probably originating in 
China in the centuries bce and transmitted to the Middle East via the 
Byzantines or the Persians. Th ese machines utilised the energy gener-
ated by an off -balance beam rotating around a fulcrum to hurl heavy 
projectiles long distances. Trebuchets were the most powerful form of 
mechanical artillery ever devised. Th ey had been an essential feature of 
Baybars’s siege trains, and by the time of Qalawun they were being 
deployed in mass batteries. ‘Th ere were collected against Acre,’ wrote 
Abu al-Fida, who had helped to transport them, ‘great and small mang-
onels such as never were collected against any other place.’ Two years 
earlier Tripoli had been taken with the aid of nineteen machines. Th e 
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devices now being assembled under the gaze of those watching from the 
walls numbered at least seventy-two, and possibly as many as ninety-
two. Th eir very presence was a triumph of Mamluk military planning 
and a testament to the depth of its resources.

Th e power and variety of the machines that Khalil was preparing to 
unleash on the stone walls of Acre were impressive. Th ey were of two 
types. In both, an off -balance beam would be unequally weighted around 
a pivot and supported on either a stout wooden trestle or a single pole. 
A sling would be attached to the longer portion of the beam containing 
the missile – a stone or an incendiary device – and then released. Initially, 
this was done by human energy. Th e original trebuchet was a traction 
machine, which depended on a team of men hauling smartly down on 
ropes in unison to fl ip the beam end upwards and release the missile 
from its sling; Baybars himself had participated in such launching work 
at the siege of Arsuf. By the end of twelft h century the ergonomic effi  -
ciency and power of trebuchets had undergone a step change with the 
creation of a larger device that employed the force of gravity to rotate 
the beam and hurl the projectile. Instead of using muscle power to fl ing 
the beam into the air, its short end could be loaded with a heavy coun-
terweight – stones or lead weights in a sack or wooden box. Th e beam 
was longer, up to 10 metres, and the heavy wooden frame substantially 
braced with side supports to resist the greater forces at work. Further 
modifi cations included the lengthening of the sling containing the 
missile, which increased velocity and range, and in some machines a 
hinged counterweight that could swing from the beam, adding further 
impetus, in place of a fi xed one. Th e loading and shooting rate of these 
machines was considerably slower than that of their traction-powered 
counterparts. A rope winch or human labour would crank the long end 
of the beam down to the ground, hoisting the counterweight at the 
other end into the air, and latching it into the fi ring position. A stone 
ball was lugged into the pouch of the sling placed within a wooden guide 
channel in the base of the machine and connected to the beam by a hook 
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that would release the ball at the estimated optimum trajectory to hit a 
given target. With a release rope attached to the latch, the shooter would 
retreat a safe distance, give a fi rm tug to free the trigger, and the counter-
weight would crash downwards with all the force of gravity, hurling the 
throwing arm skyward and releasing the ball at frightening speeds, 
upwards of 40 metres a second.

Th e skill involved in setting up, range-fi nding, and fi ring both types 
of machines was considerable, the result of a long evolution of practical 
experiments. Th ere were many variables: the size of the stone ball, the 
length and fl exibility of the beam, the ratio of the relative length of 
the two parts around the pivot, as well as the length and adjustment 

A fragment from a medieval manuscript showing the fi ring of a projectile 
from a traction trebuchet. Th e shooter suspended off  the ground from the 

sling is using his weight to fl ex the beam and increase velocity and range. Th e 
men hidden behind the charging cavalry are awaiting the shooter’s order to 

haul downwards on the ropes and launch the ball out of his hands.
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of the sling. Th e faster-fi ring traction trebuchets called for diff erent 
resources and skills. To create a continuous bombardment, large 
consignments of men worked in rotation in teams of up to ten at a time, 
hauling on ropes in perfect unison. Th e key fi gure was the shooter, who 
directed the team and prepared the ball for launching. Th e shooter 
required courage, knowledge and fi ne judgement. Th is man held the 
ball in the sling prior to launch. He might be dangling off  the ground 
pulling the ball down, in order to fl ex the beam at the moment of 
launch, or standing on the ground and holding the sling and missile 
tightly to his chest. It was critical to position these at the correct angle if 
the ball were not to fl y vertically upwards, or not launch at all. He then 
gave the order to take up the slack, and to haul. Th e beam whipped up, 
pulling the ball up out of his hands and releasing it from its sling at the 
chosen trajectory. Th e operation of trebuchets also called for consider-
able logistical and skilled manufacturing support: carpenters and fabri-
cators, quarriers of stone, masons to carve projectiles, and the transport 
corps which had hauled the machines to Acre.

Th e siege of Acre 100 years earlier had witnessed the power that 
these machines could unleash, and the awe they inspired. Some of the 
largest had most likely been the relatively novel counterweight devices. 
According to the Christian chronicles, the Muslim defenders had

plenty of trebuchets in the city, but one of them was unequalled for its 
massive construction and its eff ectiveness and effi  ciency in hurling enor-
mous stones. Nothing could stand against the power of this machine. It 
hurled huge stone-shot . . . If the stones met no obstruction when they 
fell, they sank a foot deep into the ground. Th is machine struck some of 
our trebuchets and smashed them to pieces or at least rendered them 
unusable. Its shots also destroyed many other siege machines, or broke 
off  what it hit. It shot with such force, and its blows were so eff ective, 
that no material or substance could withstand the unbearable impact 
without damage, no matter how solid or well-built it was.
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Th e attackers in their turn deployed a machine christened ‘God’s Stone 
Th rower’, which was positioned against the Accursed Tower and was 
said to have smashed nearly 3 square metres off  the top of its adjacent 
wall. Gravity had brought a considerable acceleration to the propulsion 
of projectiles even if these descriptions routinely exaggerated their 
destructive power. Over and above their actual capabilities, the spec-
tacle of the loosed beam rearing wildly to the sky, swinging to and fro 
like a giant pendulum weighted by its stone box, the emptied sling 
whipping round and the anticipated crash of the stone ball into walls, 
houses and enemy camps, had an immense psychological impact on 
defenders. Florid Arabic verses fancifully portrayed the trebuchets as 
instruments in the service of God, comparing the dip and rise of their 
beams to that of the faithful at prayer: ‘the prostrate catapults pray and 
we to God submit’.

Using the pulling power of a dozen men, a large traction trebuchet 
could probably throw a missile of up to 50 kilograms in weight, though 
generally they were deployed to hurl smaller projectiles at a rapid rate of 
fi re. Th e counterweight trebuchet could hurl heavier objects further 
distances. Th ere was a trade-off  between weight, trajectory, launch 
speed and distance, and between all these and rate of fi re. At Krak des 
Chevaliers, Baybars’s machines had hurled stones of 100 kilograms. At 
Montfort a few months later stones of 70 kilograms had been thrown 
200 metres. Large machines would have required massive counter-
weights – the most powerful up to 10 tons. Counterweight trebuchets 
also possessed a level of accuracy that made them extremely eff ective 
against static targets such as castle walls. Th ey could pepper the same 
spot repeatedly. A medium-sized machine fi red at a wall 185 metres 
away could reliably group its shots within a 6-metre square. It would be 
a long time before gunpowder artillery could overtake the eff ectiveness 
of these mechanical devices.

Khalil came to Acre in 1291 with catapults of several sizes: lighter, 
quick-fi ring machines designed to rain missiles on defenders, and heavier 
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ones to batter walls. Arabic sources listed four diff erent types; the ifr angi 
(the ‘Frankish’), of which Khalil had fi ft een, a heavy counterweight 
device for smashing battlements and the tops of curtain walls, mounted 
on a trestle frame, capable of hurling massive balls of up to 185 kilo-
grams, with a counterweight of several tons; then the somewhat lighter, 
man-operated traction devices – the qarabugha (the ‘black bull’), and 

Th e operation of the counterweight trebuchet. Th is counterweight is a 
basket of stones hinged to the beam. In A the counterweight has been 

cranked up into the air into the load position by a capstan. Th e sling with its 
projectile lies in the bed of the machine awaiting the tug on the release rope. 
At B the released weight hurtles to the ground with the force of gravity, the 
beam fl ies up and fi res the ball from the sling at the chosen trajectory. At C 

the beam with its empty sling swings wildly to and fro in the air.
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the shaytani (the ‘devilish’) – probably also trestle mounted. One source 
lists fi ft y-two of the latter. Th ere were also small anti-personnel devices 
on poles, which the Mamluks called the lu’bah (the ‘plaything’), capable 
of being swivelled in any direction to pepper defenders with small shot. 
In addition, some troops hurled stones with hand-held slingshots.

Th e installation and management of the ‘Frankish’ machines, with 
their sturdy frames and massive counterweights, was time-consuming 
and laborious. Th e largest might take up to half an hour to crank up, 
load and fi re, and they could not be quickly re-sited. Th e judicious 
choice of objective at the outset was therefore important. Th e lighter 
man-powered machines could be set up and repositioned more quickly. 
When a detachment of the Second Crusade besieged Muslim Lisbon in 
1147, two traction trebuchets, each operated by squads of 100 men 
working in rotation in ten-man teams, were reputed to have fi red 5,000 
stone shot in the space of ten hours – each machine hammering away at 
250 shots an hour. At Acre Khalil certainly had the human resources to 
unleash a heavy bombardment.

Th e logistical demands of artillery warfare also required the supply 
of a vast number of suitable stone projectiles, and the labour to quarry, 
transport and shape them. From experience the Mamluks understood 
the geological requirements of ballistic ammunition. Th e walls of Acre 
were constructed of the local kurkar, porous beach sandstone. While 
this rock provided suitable ammunition for anti-personnel machines, 
when it came to degrading battlements and walls it was far more eff ec-
tive to propel stone balls of a harder material than the walls they were 
aimed at. Richard the Lionheart was said to have brought granite 
ammunition with him from Sicily for the fi rst siege of Acre. To obtain 
rock of suitable density, Khalil sought limestone from other strata and 
transported it to the fi ring site. Harder beach rock was sourced from 
seams up to 11 miles from Acre, from which skilled masons prepared 
well-formed spherical balls, probably turned on a lathe, and in a range 
of sizes and weights to suit the requirements of various machines, up to 
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giant stone balls of 58 centimetres in diameter and 165 kilograms in 
weight. For the counterweight machines supplies of equally sized spher-
ical ammunition were essential to achieve consistent aerodynamic 
performance and accuracy.

Th e Mamluks also brought to the walls of Acre a wide range of other 
siege technologies and skills. Th ese included a highly developed use of 
incendiary weapons by specially trained troops adept at the handling of 
Greek fi re – a mixture of crude oil and powdered pine resin (which gave it 
adhesive properties) – that could be projected in diff erent ways. It could 
be hurled in clay pots from catapults to terrorise both troops and civilian 
populations and destroy wooden siege machines and defences, or lobbed 
over walls by hand in small clay grenades. Specially adapted crossbows also 
propelled ‘eggs’ of Greek fi re and fl aming arrows from a greater distance. 
It is possible that the Mamluks also brought genuine explosives into play 
at the walls of Acre: the author of a treatise describing the refi ning of 
potassium nitrate was living in Damascus at the time of the siege. To get 
up close to walls, the command of siegecraft  included the deployment of 
mantlets (moveable siege shelters), the watchful use of cavalry to deter 
sorties, and mining. Th e use of noise – chanting, martial music from 
drums, trumpets and cymbals, and full-throated yells – was also a standard 
technique, aimed at keeping defenders in a state of perpetual dread.

Some Islamic sources recorded that it took two days to assemble the 
war machines out of reach of archers but within open view of the walls. 
Th is activity in itself was part of the Mamluks’ soft ening-up process: it 
was recommended that it ‘should not be concealed, because by doing it 
[openly], fright and terror and weakening of their hearts occur’. Just the 
sight of the giant trebuchets had the ability to drain the morale of a 
besieged stronghold: when King Edward I, who had come as a prince to 
Acre, erected an enormous machine christened the Warwolf before the 
gates of Stirling Castle in 1304, the Scots tried to surrender before it 
had fi red a single shot. (Having commissioned the giant machine, 
Edward was not going to let them off  that lightly – he wanted to see it 
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in action. He sent the delegation back inside so that he could witness for 
himself the destructive power of its stone missiles.)

Th e Arabic-speaking Templar of Tyre watched the developments from 
the ramparts. He was evidently able to obtain some detailed information 
on the disposition of Khalil’s forces, because he recorded not only the 
position of four particularly large counterweight trebuchets, some 
constructed from the tall trees of Lebanon, but also their nicknames. Th e 
presence of each of these machines represented a vast amount of human 
labour, and in them were invested religious zeal and the expectation of 
victory. Near the northern end of the wall, in the section guarded by the 
Templars, was positioned an engine called ‘Th e Furious’. At the far 
southern end close to the sea, in the section guarded by the Pisans, the 
similarly impressive ‘Victorious’, which Abu al-Fida had helped transport 
through the winter rains. Two more, which he did not name, were posi-
tioned against other strategic and vulnerable points. One positioned 
against the Hospitallers’ section, where the wall took an inward turn, 
menaced the section close to the St Anthony’s Gate, the main thorough-
fare into the city, while another was set up against the exposed protruding 
right-angled turn, protected by an external barbican, which Khalil had 
identifi ed as the most promising point of attack, and whose inner defence, 
the Accursed Tower, gave direct access to the heart of the city.

Th e spread of these machines from shore to shore suggests Khalil’s 
desire to keep the defenders stretched along the whole perimeter, even 
if it was in the central sections that his deeper plans lay. Th e defenders 
had an unknown but smaller number of trebuchets of their own, the 
construction and operation of which was largely in the hands of the 
Pisans. Th ey evidently had some ‘great machines’ – counterweight 
trebuchets – that were probably deployed throughout the city within 
the inner wall to target Khalil’s own counterweight monsters, but as the 
siege progressed they would run short of suitable ammunition.

By about 11 April, the Mamluks’ trebuchets were assembled and in 
position: the stone balls collected in piles, the pulling teams ready, the 
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counterweight machines sited and cranked to fi re. Khalil’s strategy was to 
move fast, not to give the defenders a moment to breathe. ‘When the 
investment is under way’, it was advised in the manual of al-Ansari, ‘there 
should be no pause in the discharging of the mangonels against them, and 
there should be no abating [of fi re] in any hour of the day or night. To 
desist in attack against them is among that which cools fright and 
strengthens their hearts.’ While the catapults unleashed a withering torrent 
of fi re, the sultan’s troops inched forward towards the outer ditch, by night 
and day, demolishing any outer works in the process. With growing appre-
hension, the Templar of Tyre watched their method, conducted with 
extraordinary discipline. Th eir progress seemed unstoppable:

Th e fi rst night they set up great barricades and wicker screens and 
ranged them against our walls. Th e second night they moved them 
forward; the third closer still. And so they advanced so far forward that 
they made it to the edge of the fosse. And behind these barricades they 
had armed men, dismounted from their horses with bows in hand. And 
if you want to know how they got so close it was impossible to prevent 
them, I’ll tell you why.

Th ese people had their horsemen fully armed, with their horses in 
protective armour, spread from one side of the city to the other, that is 
to say, from one side of the sea to the other, and there were more than 
15,000 of them, and they rotated four shift s a day, so that no one was 
overworked. None of our men sallied out against those behind the 
screens, because those further back [behind the fi rst enemy line] would 
have guarded and defended them, and if any of our men had gone out 
at any time to attack them, the horsemen would have protected them.

So in the end they advanced to the edge of the fosse as I’ve told you, 
and those on horseback carried on the necks of their horses four or fi ve 
bunches of brushwood, and threw them down behind the screens, and 
when night came they put them in front of the screens and bound them 
on top with a rope. Th is pile became like an impregnable wall that no 
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catapult could damage. Some of our medium-sized machines shot and 
hit the tops of the screens but achieved nothing at all. Th e stones merely 
rebounded into the ditch.

Th e problem for the defenders attempting to destroy these barricades 
was that the enemy was now suffi  ciently close to the outer wall to make it 
impossible to deploy their heavy counterweight trebuchets – the angle of 
trajectory was too great, and there was the chance of misfi ring and possibly 
damaging the wall itself. Nestled in, these barricades were safe from the 
heaviest Christian artillery. Instead, from within the inner wall, the 
crusaders were compelled to use their lighter traction engines, evidently 
not powerful enough to destroy the protective wooden wall. Now up to 
the edge of the fosse, no more than 35 metres from the walls, and protected 
by their rampart, the attackers prepared their next initiative:

Aft er this the enemy drew up their carabohas [qarabughas, ‘black bulls’], 
small Turkish catapults operated by hand, which can fi re very fast, and 
these did more damage to our men than the larger engines, since in the 
sectors where the carabohas were fi ring, none dared to appear in the 
open. And in front of the carabohas they had made barricades so strong 
and so high that no one could strike or shoot at those who were fi ring 
[the carabohas].

Khalil’s aim was to neutralise the defence so that the men would be left  
crouching behind their battlements, unable to respond – or be driven 
off  altogether. Particular attention was being paid to the barbican and 
the vulnerable King’s Tower. Some of the catapults, according to one 
source, ‘hurled a bombardment of huge stones against the Tower of the 
King so that no one dared to remain on top of it’.

Th e defenders were further harassed by teams of archers, armed with 
their short, powerful composite bows, shooting clouds of ‘innumerable 
sharp arrows that came whistling through the air from all directions 
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onto the defenders’ heads like heavy rain. Th ese continuous volleys not 
only dealt death, they poisoned the very air of heaven. Well-armoured 
soldiers deployed along the ramparts to defend the city were being 
mortally wounded, while the unarmed were prevented from going to 
the walls at all.’ In Christian rhetoric, even God’s celestial sphere was 
being contaminated. Th e density of this shower shooting, darkening 
the skies like a meteorological phenomenon, left  a deep impression. It 
was probably Othon de Grandson, fi ghting for Edward I on the wintery 
Scottish borders years later, who recalled a blizzard of ‘little arrows 
which they call locusts fl ying in the air thicker than snowfl akes’. From 
outside the walls, Baybars al-Mansuri watched as ‘they sent against Acre 
stones like bolts of thunder and arrows like fl ashes of lightning’.

Th is heavy bombardment was part of a co-ordinated strategy. By 
keeping the defenders ducking for cover, it allowed the heavy counter-
weight trebuchets, with their slower rate of fi re, to smash away at towers 
and walls uncontested and strip the ramparts of their battlements. Th e 
psychological toll of the heavy catapults was considerable; the impact of 
massive carved limestone balls hitting the same spot again and again, ‘as if 
by thunderbolts falling from heaven’, tinged Christian accounts with the 
language of apocalypse. One writer ascribed to the Mamluks as agents of 
Antichrist an apocryphal 666 siege engines – the number of the Beast 
that comes out of the sea – and they conjured similarly bestial images of 
the terror which their opponents inspired throughout the siege:

making sallies towards the city for six hours at a time, so that both day 
and night, there was scarcely any rest for the citizens . . . some bellowing 
like oxen, others barking like dogs, other voices roaring like lions emit-
ting terrible sounds, as is their custom, and beating enormous drums 
with twisted sticks to frighten the enemy. Others threw javelins, others 
hurled stones, others fi red arrows and quarrels [square-headed bolts] 
from crossbows at the Christians who stood defending the weak points 
of the city’s defences.
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.

For the defenders it was critical to keep Khalil’s army well away from the 
walls, and in this they had already failed. Th e constant bombardment 
now enabled him to launch a covert second technique: mining.

Th e work of tunnelling was skilled, dangerous and time-consuming, 
but it was a critical ingredient of Islamic siegecraft  and more eff ective 
than bombardment in bringing down defences. For the purpose Khalil 
had requisitioned 1,000 miners from Aleppo with a range of specialist 
skills, including tunnellers who excavated the mines, carpenters who 

Unceasing bombardment: Islamic troops attack city walls with stone 
missiles and arrows. Th e horsetail emblem of Turkic tribal warriors 

protrudes from the trebuchet.
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propped the tunnels, labourers who removed spoil, and men expert in 
setting up and lighting fi res to collapse foundations. Th e work commenced 
under the cover of defensive shelters. Th e geology of Acre – porous sand-
stone beach rock – made tunnelling relatively easy, but also brought its 
own specifi c problems. Careful propping was essential to prevent tunnels 
caving in. Th e miners, armed with single-beaked picks, hacked away in 
the stifl ing dark, or by the light of smoking torches, passing out excavated 
material to others behind. Overhead, the bombardment continued.

Th e aim was to start a tunnel as close to the wall as possible and in 
order to limit the work, to make it narrow, usually no more than 1.5 
metres wide, just wide enough to allow two men to operate side by side. 
Th e tunnel’s function was simply to provide access to the exact spot 
under the edge of a tower or wall where an enlarged chamber would be 
made to light a fi re.

Th ere is no detailed account of the tunnelling at Acre in the spring of 
1291, but the experience of the subterranean work being undertaken 
can be reconstructed from the description of a curious Muslim soldier 
at the siege of a crusader castle in 1115:

It occurred to me to enter the underground tunnel and inspect it. So, I 
went down in the trench, while the arrows and stones were falling on us 
like rain, and entered the tunnel. Th ere I was struck with the great 
wisdom with which the digging was executed. Th e tunnel was dug from 
the trench to the bashurah [the outer wall]. On the sides of the tunnel 
were set up two pillars, across which stretched a plank to prevent the 
earth above it from falling down. Th e whole tunnel had such a frame-
work of wood that extended as far as the foundations of the bashurah. 
Th en the assailants dug under the wall of the bashurah, supported it in 
its place, and went as far as the foundation of the tower. Th e tunnel was 
narrow, it was nothing but a means to provide access to the tower. As 
soon as they got to the tower, they enlarged the tunnel in the wall of the 
tower, supported it on timbers and began to carry out, a little at a time, 



1. The siege of Acre, 1189–91. The forces of the Third Crusade use a powerful counterweight trebuchet to 
smash the city walls.

2. The currency of trade with the enemy. A gold bezant imitating a Fatamid dinar minted in the crusader 
kingdom of Jerusalem (c. 1150–87). Below the surface of war, there was considerable commerce between 
the Muslim and Christian worlds, to the irritation of the papacy.  



3. The mid-thirteenth-century Matthew Paris map, a schematic plan of the layout of Acre. The Accursed 
Tower is shown as circular and prominent on the outer walls. The suburb of Montmusard to the left is 
separated from the old city by an internal wall.

4. This map, drawn about 1320 based on the visit of Marino Sanudo Torsello in 1286, provides invaluable 
information on the layout of Acre before the final siege. It shows the double walls and the suburb of 
Montmusard. Towers, gates, areas and prominent buildings are illustrated and named.



5. King Louis IX of France, in a golden crown and with the halo of saint, sets sail from France to Egypt for 
the Seventh Crusade.

6. The Mongols and the Mamluks. The Mongols on the left in helmets, armed with bows, pursue a fleeing 
posse of Mamluks armed with spears and flying an Islamic flag with the star and crescent moon.



7. Mamluk cavalry in brightly coloured robes in an illustration from a manual on horsemanship and 
military training. Such treatises on warfare were indicative of the high level of development of military 
science within the Islamic world.

8. The lion emblem of Sultan Baybars was widely portrayed on public buildings and monuments. Here, 
the lion adorning a bridge built by Baybars at Lod in Israel raises its paw to crush a rat – the enemies of 
Islam.



9. The refectory – 
dining hall – in 
the compound of 
the Knights of St 
John in Acre. Its 
massive columns 
and lofty arches are a 
surviving memorial 
to the wealth of the 
military orders in 
the city.

10. This eerie tunnel, 300 metres long, passes directly under Acre from the Templars’ castle to the port. 
Its exact purpose is uncertain but it was probably constructed by the Templars at considerable expense to 
allow goods to bypass the quarrelsome districts of rival city factions.



11. The spoils of war: portal of an Acre church 
re-assembled in a madrasah in Cairo.

12. Effigy of a survivor: Othon de Grandson, 
commander of the English knights, in Lausanne 
Cathedral. 

13. An aerial view of old Acre today. The lump of rock in the harbour to the right is all that’s left of the 
Tower of Flies. The shallow basin of green water in the foreground marks the site of the now-vanished 
Templars’ castle. The Hospitallers’ compound is the rectangle to the left of the green mosque dome.



14. The evidence from the ground: a glazed pottery fragment showing the figure of a knight from the 
destruction layer of crusader Acre.

15. An archaeological dig outside the walls of old Acre reveals a store of eighteen carefully shaped, 
spherical artillery balls prepared for firing from a Mamluk trebuchet probably located here. Stones found 
in the area weighed between 50 and 165 kilograms. Many were of rock brought from some miles away.



16. This early fourteenth-century miniature drew on eyewitness accounts of the siege of Acre: a. The 
sultan in his red tent receives ambassadors; b. A counterweight trebuchet ready to fire; c. and d. Mamluk 
cavalry and tents emblazoned with Baybars’s lion emblem; e. and f. The Templars (e) and the Hospitallers 
(f ) sally from the city gates; g. and h. Buildings of the Genoese (g) and Venetians (h); i. The Tower of 
Flies.
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the bits of stone produced by boring. Th e fl oor of the tunnel was turned 
into mud because of the dust caused by the digging. Having made the 
inspection, I went out without the troops of Khurasan [the miners] 
recognising me. Had they recognised me, they would not have let me 
off  without the payment of a heavy fi ne.

Once the ‘room’ under the target spot had been excavated, it was the turn 
of the fi re-setters to ignite combustible material to collapse the wall:

Th ey then began to cut dry wood and stuff  the tunnel with it. Early the 
next morning they set it on fi re. We had just at that time put on our 
arms and marched under a great shower of stones and arrows to the 
trench in order to attack the castle as soon as its tower tumbled over. As 
soon as the fi re began to have its eff ect, the layers of mortar between the 
stones of the wall began to fall. Th en a crack was made. Th e crack 
became wider and wider and the tower fell. We had assumed that when 
the tower fell we would be able to go in and reach the enemy. But only 
the outer face of the wall fell, while the inner wall remained intact. We 
stood there until the sun became too hot for us, and then returned to 
our tents aft er a great deal of damage had been infl icted on us by stones, 
which were hurled at us.

Despite the only partial success of this attempt, the eff ects of tunnelling 
were potentially more dramatic than those of the trebuchets, as Fulcher 
of Chartres described, recounting an attack on King Baldwin II holed 
up in a castle in 1123. Th e besieging Muslim lord

ordered the rock on which the castle was situated to be undermined 
and props to be placed along the tunnel to support the works above. 
Th en he had wood carried in and fi re introduced. When the props were 
burned the excavation suddenly fell in, and the tower which was nearest 
to the fi re collapsed with a great noise. At fi rst smoke rose together with 
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the dust since the debris covered up the fi re but when the fi re ate 
through the material underneath and the fl ames began to be clearly 
visible, a stupor caused by the unexpected event seized the king.

Mining was hard to disguise – the erection of covering shelters, the 
removal of spoil – and vulnerable to sorties, so the barrage of rocks and 
missiles was essential to sweep the walls of returning fi re. Th e operations 
that Khalil’s Aleppo miners were starting were conducted against stra-
tegic towers and walls that had been identifi ed at the outset; the corners 
of square towers were prime targets, known to fall away more easily than 
circular towers when undermined. As well as the barbican and the 
King’s Tower, it seems that Khalil had suffi  cient resources to snake 
tunnels outward to the adjacent Tower of the Countess of Blois, that of 
St Nicholas and the walls close to St Anthony’s gate tower.

.

It was the unrelenting nature of the attack that wore the defenders 
down, as it was intended to: the teams of men pulling on the traction 
trebuchets in unison, the dip and rear of the swinging beams, the crash 
of rocks into walls, the incessant noise, the whistling fl ights of arrows 
clouding the sky, the steady advance of the protective screens, the uncer-
tainty about what might be happening underground. Th e psychological 
eff ects of bombardment and the continuous guard duties day and night 
along the whole length of the wall took a heavy toll on energy and 
morale. Th ere was to be no let-up. Above all, it was about the numbers. 
Th e use of troops in disciplined relays allowed Khalil the luxury of 
applying incessant pressure. As the Templar of Tyre observed, ‘the 
Saracens came up fresh every day, because they had so many men.’ By 
mid-April there was already a great deal to concern the city’s defenders. 
It was apparent that sitting tight behind Acre’s formidable walls was 
unlikely to save the city. Th ey would have to strike back.



Knights on the charge

Th e Mamluks had taken Acre by surprise. Th eir army had been so well 
organised, their progress so fast. Within two weeks, the failure of the 
city’s passive defence was clear to all. Th e ferocity of the bombardment, 
the menacing advance of the barricades up to the edge of the ditch, and 
the possibility that their opponents were already mining the walls now 
required an active response.

Th e great catapults were irreplaceable. If they could be destroyed and 
the mantlets burned this would alleviate the remorseless pummelling 
and allow Acre’s crossbowmen to start picking off  the catapult crews 
and exposing the miners to attack. If nothing else, counterattacks could 
provide a morale-raising release of pent-up frustration among the 
defenders. It seems that the leading fi gures in the city took a collective 
decision. Th ey would take the fi ght to the enemy, along all sectors of the 
wall, to unsettle and demoralise their tormentors. One of this inner 
circle was Nicolas de Hanapes, patriarch of the Kingdom of Jerusalem. 
Now about sixty-fi ve years old, an old man by the standards of the day, 
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with a lifetime’s service behind him, Hanapes was the author of a 
popular work of inspirational teaching, Th e Book of Examples fr om 
Sacred Scripture, that drew on the Bible for illustrations for the faithful 
on how to conduct oneself up to the moment of death. He was a 
commanding fi gure, resolutely committed to providing moral and spir-
itual encouragement to the defence of the city as the pope’s representa-
tive: the patriarch was at the heart of the defenders’ psychological 
defence, stiff ening their resistance with his unrelenting zeal to fi ght to 
the last, and he involved himself in strategic battle decisions too.

It was decided to undertake a concerted series of sorties. Th e key 
element was surprise, and the fi rst operation was so unexpected in its 
tactics that it took the Mamluks off -guard. On the night of 13–14 
April, a small group of ships loaded with soldiers slipped anchor from 
the city’s harbour. Th ese included a barge set up as a fl oating artillery 
platform armed with a traction trebuchet. Th is ingenious ship battery 
had been constructed by the Pisans and was accompanied by a pulling 
team. Archers, crossbow men and foot soldiers fi lled the other ships, 
which had been protected against incendiary devices. Th e fl otilla circled 
the sea walls of Acre towing the barge. It closed in on the northern 
shore, outfl anking the right wing of the Mamluk army, where the Hama 
contingent was camped, as Abu al-Fida described it, ‘beside the sea, 
with the sea on our right as we faced Acre’.

Th e encampment was caught totally unprepared by this amphib -
ious assault. ‘Ships with timber vaulting covered with ox-hides came to 
us fi ring arrows and quarrels,’ al-Fida recalled. Landing parties came 
ashore and harassed the camp, whose defences were orientated towards 
the city, so that its own trebuchets, directed at the walls and which 
could not be quickly repositioned, were unable to respond. At the 
same time a second sortie was launched from the gates. Th e right wing, 
unsettled, suddenly found itself under pressure from co-ordinated fi re. 
Missiles rained onto their camp from all directions: bombardment by 
rocks from the trebuchet, and arrows from both shore parties and from 
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the ships. Al-Fida experienced ‘fi ghting in front of us from the direction 
of the city, and on our right from the sea. Th ey brought up a ship 
carrying a mangonel which fi red on us from the direction of the sea. 
Th is caused us distress.’ Fortune however was not on the side of the 
Pisans. Th e spring sea was unpredictable in its moods. Al-Fida reported 
with relief that ‘there was a violent storm of wind, so that the vessel 
was tossed on the waves and the mangonel it was carrying broke. It 
smashed to pieces and was never set up again.’ Th e ship-borne initiative 
had failed.

Co-ordinated follow-up attacks were planned for both ends of the 
wall on the night of 15–16 April. One was to be a repeat assault on the 
Hama contingent. Th is was to be a joint operation between the Templars 
led by Guillaume de Beaujeu, French troops under Jean de Grailly, and 
English troops led by Othon de Grandson. Th ree hundred men, heavily 
armed knights and foot soldiers, sallied out from the Gate of St Lazarus, 
close to the end of the wall. Th eir principal aim was to burn the great 
trebuchet, nicknamed ‘Th e Furious’, with Greek fi re. Evidently, destroying 
it had become a priority. Despite bright moonlight, the element of 
surprise appeared initially to have been maintained. Th e Templar of Tyre 
recalled what happened:

Th e master ordered a Provençal, who was the viscount of the bourg of 
Acre, to set fi re to the frame of the sultan’s great engine. Th ey went out 
that night to the apparatus and the man tasked with throwing the 
Greek fi re was frightened when it came to it, and threw it so that it fell 
short and landed on the ground and burned out there. All the Saracens 
who were there were killed, both horsemen and those on foot.

Because of this failure of nerve, the attack had been botched; in 
the confusion, chaos reigned. Abu al-Fida described how the element 
of surprise had initially put the sentries to fl ight, but they rallied. 
Th e Templars, along with other horsemen, got carried away with the 
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prospect of raiding the camp, ‘but our men, both brethren and secular 
knights, went in so far among the tents that their horses got their legs 
entangled in the guy ropes and went sprawling, and then the Saracens 
killed them’. One unfortunate knight, ‘fell into an emir’s latrine and was 
killed there’. In this way, the Templar related:

We lost eighteen horsemen that night – brothers of the Temple 
and secular knights – but we carried away several shields and Saracen 
bucklers, trumpets and drums. Th en my lord and his men turned 
back to Acre. As they went they met some Saracens waiting in ambush, 
but they killed them all because the moon shone bright as day and 
they could see them very clearly. And as I have told you the lord of 
Hama was in that area. He rallied his men and they came and inter-
cepted us along the sandy shore, hurling javelins at our men, and 
wounded some, but they did not dare to closely engage our troops. You 
should know that they seemed to have something like two thousand 
horsemen, while on our side of knights and others – brothers of the 
military orders, valés [pages] and turcopoles [local cavalry] – there 
were scarcely 300.

Th e Muslims gave varying accounts. Abu al-Fida stated that the 
Franks were routed. In another, perhaps more credible Arabic version, 
the ambush to trap the returning raiders under an emir called al-Halabi 
failed. Th e raiders evidently got wind of it and outwitted the emir: ‘they 
realised that al-Halabi had concealed himself and they avoided that 
route and took another. Th ey found on their way some of al-Halabi’s 
kite shields and rectangular shields and took them.’ Al-Halabi and his 
men waited patiently until the dawn broke. Th en they heard mocking 
shouts coming from the walls and saw their stolen shields hanging there 
as trophies.

Meanwhile, a second operation was under way at the eastern end of 
the city. Th e mission was the same: to use fi re to destroy wooden siege 
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screens and trebuchets. Th is was a sector in which the emir al-Fakhri, 
Beaujeu’s informant among the Mamluks, played a leading role. 
According to the Muslim account he appeared to be expecting the 
attack: ‘He was riding with those with him standing outside the camp. 
When the Franks arrived and approached the camp, they wanted to 
throw the large consignment of Greek fi re they had with them. Th ey 
followed in the middle of the road until suddenly a cry arose from every 
side, and arrows rained down on them in the night, and they fl ed on 
their heels. No one turned to look aft er those with them, and they left  
behind around twenty knights, and a troop went out and took them 
prisoner.’ Th e Templar of Tyre, evidently not an eyewitness to this, 
remarked that ‘the Saracens were aware of them and were on guard, and 
charged the Christians so fi ercely that they turned back without 
achieving anything’.

.

It had proved to be a night of mixed fortunes. Each side counted its 
trophies and its dead. ‘When morning came al-Malik al-Muzaff ar, the 
lord of Hama, hung a number of heads of Franks on the necks of 
the horses which the troops had taken from them, and brought them 
to the sultan.’ Doubtless these heads were then mounted on poles in 
sight of the city. Meanwhile the shields displayed on the walls of Acre 
were a visible counter taunt to the whole besieging army. Khalil was 
furious at this public display: such provocations were bad for morale. 
He ‘started to call the emirs and rebuke them for prolonging the siege, 
and they all agreed on [the need to guard] the catapults’. Under their 
sultan’s watchful gaze, the pressure was on to try harder.

But from the defenders’ perspective, the fact remained that the 
sorties had failed to achieve anything substantive. And this raised ques-
tions. It seemed as if the enemy were awaiting them. Th e fi rst cleverly 
conceived but unlucky amphibious attack had certainly made the 
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Mamluks take notice. Either, in line with the received wisdom that ‘the 
besieger of the enemy is also the besieged’, Khalil had prudently posted 
cavalry day and night against further sorties, or he had been forewarned. 
Or both. And always, in these raids, the forces were mismatched.

Both sides had concerns about morale, loyalty and the leaking 
of information. Khalil could not be certain that all his emirs were 
supportive. He was particularly worried about the commander of the 
Syrian forces, the powerful emir Husam al-Din Lajin, governor of 
Damascus. In addition, Guillaume de Beaujeu, Master of the Templars, 
had his own potential allies among the tents ranged outside: the infor-
mant al-Fakhri, a close attendant of Lajin, now stationed on the left  
wing of the Mamluk siege train. Al-Fakhri had also become an object of 
the sultan’s suspicion. His resolute defence against the recent sortie was 
perhaps an attempt to demonstrate that his loyalty was not in question.

In fact, Khalil was also receiving covert information from within the 
besieged city, and he had been forewarned by an arrow fi red over the 
wall. Wrapped around it was a message written in Arabic that was taken 
to the sultan. It read:

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Th e blessings of 
God be upon our master Muhammad and his family. Th e only true 
faith in God’s sight is Islam. Oh, sultan of the Muslims, preserve your 
military from the raid tonight, for the people of Akka have agreed on 
that, and they intend to attack you, and take care also about your emirs, 
for they mentioned that some are corresponding against you.

Th e message was from a clandestine convert to Islam within Acre, and 
one who was evidently well-informed. It heightened Khalil’s concern. 
‘When the sultan turned his mind to it, he called his emirs Baydara and 
al-Shuja’i and read it to them. Th ey all agreed that the orderlies and 
captains should circulate among the emirs and inform them about this 
matter as a secret among them. Each emir should keep his position.’ At 
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least for the moment. Th e aim was to let the emirs know they were under 
observation and either bind their loyalty or fl ush out the dissidents.

It worked. Al-Fakhri had become uncomfortably aware of the sultan’s 
gaze. Either he had turned double agent or, now under suspicion from 
the letter, he was compelled to show exemplary loyalty by stoutly 
resisting the attack. His actions suggested complex loyalties. A few days 
later, feeling the heat, he abruptly left  the siege and returned to 
Damascus. Khalil had much to concern him.

.

Aft er the ambushes and the inability to surprise the enemy, the possi-
bility that information was making its way over the wall was evidently 
also on the mind of Beaujeu and the city’s other leading fi gures. It was 
decided in confi dential conclave that all the forces of Acre should make 
a further concerted attempt to destroy the tormenting trebuchets and 
damage enemy morale, this time at the vulnerable central section where 
the wall took a right-hand turn and the Syrian army handed over 
command to the sultan’s Egyptian army. Th is was the section of wall 
entrusted to the Hospitallers, and it was they who were to lead the 
sortie, supported by the Templars. Th e raid took place on the night of 
18–19 April. Fearful of the leaking of information, none were to be told 
of the mission until the last moment. Th e night was favourably dark. 
Th e Templar of Tyre related what happened, though as ever with the 
tendency to infl ate enemy numbers:

Th en it was decided that all the lords and mounted forces of Acre should 
make a sortie in the middle of the night from the St Anthony’s Gate and 
fall on the Saracens unexpectedly. Th is was planned so secretly that no 
one knew about it until the command ‘To horse!’ And when our troops 
were mounted and galloped out of the gate, the moon was not shining 
at all. It was very dark. But the Saracens seemed to be forewarned and 
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created such a blaze of lanterns that it was like daylight among their 
ranks, and such a detachment fell on our troops – there might well have 
been nearly ten thousand – and they charged us so fi ercely hurling jave-
lins as thickly as falling rain. Our men could not endure this and 
retreated into the city, with several knights wounded.

It was evident, one way or another, that the Mamluks, illuminating the 
dark night with bursts of fi re, were now fully alert to these sorties.

.

Easter was approaching and, in an attempt to raise morale before the 
holy day and aware that hunkering down behind the walls would lead 
inexorably to disaster, there was a plan to break the stranglehold on the 
city with a do-or-die attack. In an episode probably related by Othon de 
Grandson it was decided on Good Friday to attempt a new strategy:

When they saw that the enemy was conquering the walls and that it 
would be impossible to defend the city any longer, they decided by 
common consent to win God’s help with the arms of penance, and 
having confessed and communicated, to form ranks with the prisoners 
of war in front of them and to burst out of the city on the day of our 
common salvation and give their lives as the Author of life had imper-
illed His own. And when they had resolved with undaunted hearts and 
kindled spirits, they sent to the Patriarch, who was in the place, that 
they might accomplish under his authority, and with his blessing, the 
purpose which they had begun.

With the inspiration of the risen Christ, they would drive their Muslim 
slaves and prisoners before them as a human shield and make a concerted 
attack. However, the initiative was categorically banned by Nicolas de 
Hanapes, the patriarch, who, ‘broken in spirit and depending on the 
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advice of perfi dious persons, replied that none should attempt this, nor 
open any of the city gates under pain of excommunication’.

Th is blame attributed to Hanapes by Grandson falls at an oblique 
angle to the generally positive accounts of the patriarch’s robust commit-
ment to the defence of Acre. Possibly the use of a human shield on 
Good Friday was an aff ront to holy writ. More likely, Hanapes was 
concerned that the sorties had proved a futile leaching of manpower, 
and he was determined to assert his papal authority over the various 
factions. Th e criticism says much for the level of discord at the centre of 
the defence. Henceforth, there would be no more sorties. Th e defenders 
approached Easter Day in sober mood. Khalil, meanwhile, had concerns 
about the security of his rule and the coalition of the emirs assembled 
for the siege, whom he castigated for insuffi  cient eff ort.

.

If the bombardment of the walls went on unabated, so too did the work 
underground. Th e miners continued digging and propping their way 
towards the walls from openings shielded by the wooden barricades. 
Like the crusaders a century earlier, the target was the apex of the vulner-
able salient where the Accursed Tower protected the heart of the city.

Within the city, its defenders became increasingly aware of this 
activity, and undertook measures to counter it: having detected and 
located mining work under the Tower of the Countess of Blois – either by 
the sound of the muffl  ed clink of picks working nearby, or by tell-tale 
ripples on the surface of buckets of water placed on the ground nearby – 
they started to dig countermines to intercept the Aleppo miners. Th ere 
was nightmarish fi ghting in the dark, with the Christians pulling down 
pitprops to suff ocate the invaders. ‘Our men countermined against them, 
and fought back fi ercely,’ the Templar of Tyre reported. Yet the work was 
exhausting and made considerable demands on skilled human labour. 
Th e Templar repeatedly emphasised the disparity of numbers. When it 
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came to mining, the Saracens could rotate their men. Working in relays, 
they could construct more tunnels than the defenders could intercept. 
And there was danger, too, that the very activity of countermining could 
further weaken the foundations of the fortifi cations that the defenders 
were attempting to protect. Despite their best eff orts, the mines continued 
to advance, and shots to rain down.

.

As April wore on and apprehension grew, the people of Acre looked 
with increasing attention towards the sea. Th ey were safe from maritime 
attacks. Th e Mamluks had no naval capacity of any note, and the main 
port of Cyprus, Famagusta, was just 170 miles away – two days’ sailing 
in favourable weather – so that ships could shuttle back and forth 
supplying the Crusader States. Th ere was keen expectation that 
Almaric’s brother Henry, King of Cyprus and Jerusalem, would bring a 
relief force any day. Others, wealthy townspeople and some of the canny 
Italian merchants from Genoa, Venice and Pisa, were sizing up the 
chance to pay their way out on passing vessels. Acre was the principal 
trading port of the Levantine coast, a regular destination for the seasonal 
trading fl eets that came twice a year, in the spring and autumn, and the 
military order owned their own vessels or chartered them to bring 
supplies and manpower across the Mediterranean as required.

Th e spring sea however could be violent, and the port of Acre was 
less than ideal for sizeable ships, particularly in rough weather. Th e 
shelter for vessels consisted of a double harbour embraced by break-
waters. Th e entrance at its mouth was overlooked by a guard post posi-
tioned at the end of one breakwater, known as the Tower of Flies, that 
had a commanding view over the bay. Within the enclosing break-
waters, there was an outer harbour, and a smaller inner one, protected 
by a chain as thick as a man’s arm. Th is defensive boom was itself a relic 
of crusader ventures. It had once closed the mouth of the Golden Horn 
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at Constantinople and had been sent to Acre by the crusaders who 
disgracefully sacked the Christian city in 1204. It was in this small inner 
basin protected by the chain that goods to Acre had to be unloaded. 
Disembarking, all new arrivals passed into the city through the Iron 
Gate, where they paid their customs dues and had access to warehousing 
facilities. It was here too that Acre’s naval arsenal was located.

Despite the security that the enclosed harbour provided, the sea run 
into Acre was tricky even on fair days. Ships approached from the west 
looking for the landmarks of the Templars’ castle and St Andrew’s 
church, on past the city’s most south-westerly point, the ominously 
named Cape of Storms, and along the southern breakwater. Th ey then 
had to make an awkwardly sharp turn to negotiate the entrance to the 
harbour, which was only 85 metres wide, passing under the gaze of the 
Tower of Flies to starboard.

Th e diffi  culties of Acre’s harbour. Th is version of a medieval map shows the 
Tower of Flies and the narrow opening to the left  that ships had to negotiate. 
Th e map does not show the breakwater that probably ran from the Tower of 

Flies to the shore enclosing the inner harbour.
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Th e reputation of Acre’s port was mixed. While the chronicler 
William of Tyre had praised the sheltering double harbour, which ‘lying 
both inside and outside the walls, off ers a safe and tranquil anchorage to 
ships’, the manoeuvring required to enter it was considered diffi  cult and 
formed the subject of detailed advice in an Italian navigation manual of 
the period. While conceding that Acre was a good port, the guide’s 
advice – steering via the city’s landmarks – suggested that entry required 
considerable caution:

When you approach the said port, go a distance from the city, that is to 
say from the house of the Temple and from the church of St Andrew 
four cables, because of the sandbank that is above St Andrew, and when 
you have the house that was that of the constable to the right of the 
Tower of Flies, you can make your way straight to the port. And when 
you enter the port, go into it so that you have the city of Haifa on mid-
poop to the east and the Tower of Flies on mid-prow, and so you turn 
into the port clear of the said sandbanks.

Th e problem was that when the sea was rough, this approach was risky. 
Th e pilgrim Th eodoric, a century earlier, had declared the approach 
‘dangerous of access, when the wind blows from the south, and the 
shore troubled from the continual shocks which they receive from the 
waves’. Domenico Laffi  , an Italian traveller who arrived three centuries 
later, thought the port ‘insecure and open to winds from the west, which 
oft en attain the violence of tempests’. Th e captains of the ships with 
which he was travelling preferred the harbour at Haifa, since it was shel-
tered from rough weather, ‘in contrast to that of Acre, the sea-fl oor of 
which is sown with rocks so sharp as to tear the cables however strong 
these may be’. Th e local conditions at Acre were such that the Venetians, 
ever prudent in matters of trade and navigation, had sent an extra thirty 
or forty iron anchors for their ships calling at Acre in 1288, as further 
precaution.
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In eff ect, when the sea was rough it was diffi  cult for ships to call at 
Acre, and the destruction of the Pisans’ ship-mounted trebuchet indi-
cated the diffi  culties that unpredictable spring weather might bring to 
resupplying the city or evacuating civilians should the need arise. Th e 
inconveniences of its maritime situation were compounded by the 
comparatively small size of even the outer harbour, which meant that 
larger vessels preferred to anchor outside, so that goods and people had to 
be transferred to and fro in smaller vessels – a slow and ineffi  cient process.

.

All this was in mind during the second half of April as the mood in the 
city darkened and thoughts of many turned to escape by sea. It seems 
that supplies of food continued to reach Acre from Cyprus, while the 
imminent arrival of King Henry had been communicated to the city. 
But from the start of May, it appears that some of those who had the 
means to pay their passage on visiting ships were leaving on any that 
called in to trade. Early confi dence had turned to anxiety. ‘Our people 
in the city of Acre were thus in great torment and a sorry state,’ the 
Templar of Tyre concluded gloomily, ‘but there was reported to be news 
that King Henry was about to come from Cyprus bringing great help, 
and they expected him daily.’

‘Th ey always turned their faces to the sea,’ recalled Arsenius, a Greek 
monk, ‘watching to see if the west wind would carry the sails they were 
hoping for.’



Massed knights in closed helmets

On Friday, 4 May, Henry’s fl eet of forty ships, carrying the red lions and 
gold crosses of the regal banner, was fi nally spotted on the western 
horizon. Hope rose again. Henry II, the nominal overlord of the 
Kingdom of Jerusalem, in fact had limited power over the interminable 
squabbles between the city’s factions, but he was greeted with rapturous 
joy. Bonfi res, visible to the besieging army, were lit in the streets. Th ere 
was feasting and the ringing of church bells. Th e king was twenty years 
old and epileptic; illness seems to have delayed his departure from 
Famagusta, but he came with all the troops he could muster, and for 
spiritual support, the Bishop of Nicosia. His forces amounted to a 
small number of knights and foot soldiers – at the most 700 men in 
total – too few to materially alter the balance of power. He appraised 
the situation and injected new vigour into the defence, but any boost to 
morale was blunted by Khalil’s immediate response.

Aware that the joyous clamour reaching his own troops over the wall 
could lower their own morale, the sultan intensifi ed the bombardment. 
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Th e crescendo of missiles – the gouts of Greek fi re hurled from cata-
pults or lobbed over the walls in clay grenades, the shower fl ights of 
arrows, the crashing of catapulted rocks against stone walls – continued 
unabated. Th e ‘black bulls’ also hurled vessels fi lled with excrement, 
burning blocks of wood and fi re cauldrons. All the time, behind their 
protective screens, the Mamluks were getting closer, both below and 
above ground. Th e town was well supplied with food, but the defenders’ 
supply of large missiles with which to load their own trebuchets was 
dwindling, and they were compelled to repair the walls with timber and 
wads of cotton. Exhausted by the continuous bombardment, attempting 
to rebuild walls, and stamping out fi res, nerves were starting to fray. Th e 
chroniclers give variable accounts of the disagreements inside the city 
and the lack of co-ordinated action. Th ey apportioned blame for the 
dissension in line with their own national and religious interests. From 
the safety of distance and with the luxury of retrospective blame, the 
Greek monk Arsenius reserved his fi ercest criticism for the Italian 
merchants: ‘Th e Pisans and the assisting Venetians would not endure 
the religious authority [of the papal legate].’ While the Venetians almost 
certainly were less than whole-hearted in their participation, the Pisans 
made unsparing eff orts in the operation of their trebuchets. Few escaped 
Arsenius’s withering judgements. He conjured a febrile atmosphere of 
people dancing on the edge of an abyss: ‘Th e crusaders, while we hoped 
they would give up their souls for the victory of the cross, abandoned 
themselves to drinking and when the trumpets called people to arms, 
they were given over to indulgence, ignored the fi ghting, and did not 
release their breasts and arms from the embraces of Venus. And what 
was worse, the brothers of the Hospitallers and the Templars scorned to 
co-operate with one another, and to take turns [at guard duty] and bear 
the burdens of fi ghting’ – though they had at the very least undertaken 
joint night sorties. Th e divergence of subsequent accounts only refl ected 
Acre’s partisan factions. Where Arsenius reserved his praise for ‘the 
illustrious King Henry’, the anonymous author of Th e Destruction of 
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Acre heaped multiple accusations on him, and the German traveller 
Ludolf von Suchem, writing well aft er the event, would only applaud 
his fellow countrymen, the Teutonic Knights.

Whatever pre-existing frictions there might have been within the 
city, the deteriorating situation made Henry’s task impossible from 
the start. He may have arrived to fanfare and with a royal fl ourish, but 
the young king was a realist. He quickly concluded that his reinforce-
ments were insuffi  cient to sway the tide of events given an unmatchable 
opponent, and try as he might he lacked the overall authority to heal 
the city’s internal tensions. Nor was he able to prevent the fl ow of people 
leaving the city by ship. He decided to sue for peace.

.

Khalil possibly also had some interest in a negotiated outcome, given 
the stirrings of opposition within the inner circles of Mamluk power. A 
ceasefi re was arranged. On 7 May, for a brief period, the war machines 
fell silent and the bombardment stopped. In the comparative quiet, 
Khalil came down from his hilltop position and had a small tent set up 
outside the walls opposite one of the gate towers, that of the Patriarch, 
close to the sea. Two unarmed envoys emerged: a knight, Guillaume de 
Villiers, and a Templar from Beaujeu’s household, Guillaume de Cafran. 
Th ey prostrated themselves three times before the sultan. Khalil was 
blunt. ‘Have you brought me the keys of the town?’ he asked. Th e 
messengers replied that Acre could not lightly be given up, but they had 
come to ask for mercy for its people. It seems that they were off ering to 
pay tribute in order to retain Acre.

Khalil’s reply was aimed at a bloodless victory and contained a touch 
of magnanimity. Negotiated surrender usually meant the departure of 
the people under safe conduct, but with almost no possessions. He 
off ered more. ‘I will grant you this much grace, that you only have to 
give me the stones of the city, and you may carry off  everything else, and 
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leave and go away. I will do this for the sake of your king, who has come 
here and who is a youth, as I once was. But I won’t do anything more 
for you.’

Khalil’s advisors had been averse to any negotiation from the 
start. Victory seemed to be at hand – they were on the brink of driving 
the infi dels back into the sea. Th ey begged him not to abandon 
his father’s sacred cause, since ‘this fortress is one of their great ones, 
and only these unbelievers remain in all the lands of the coast. It was 
the fi rm decision of the martyr, the father of al-Ashraf [Khalil], to 
conquer it, and the sultan decided at the beginning of his reign to 
conquer it as his father had decided. Muslims have been wounded, and 
they have been killed; there is no use in peace, and we are close to 
conquering it.’ At the same time, great shouts went up from the Muslim 
camp as they got word of the sultan’s off er. Fired with the popular zeal 
of jihad, and doubtless with the attraction of plunder, the rank and fi le 
who had taken up the cause and followed the army – the common 
people, the urban mob and the camel drivers, as well as the soldiers – 
cried out that the siege should continue: ‘O our master, the sultan in 
the martyr’s tomb would not come to an agreement with those cursed 
ones!’

Th e envoys, who had been briefed as to their remit, had little room 
for manoeuvre; Henry had evidently drawn a line at surrendering the 
city. Aware of the opprobrium that would result in the Christian world 
at the loss of the last foothold in the Holy Land, they replied that they 
could not ‘because the people overseas would regard us as traitors’. 
‘Th en you should go away,’ were Khalil’s concluding words to the envoys, 
‘because I shall give you nothing more!’

At that moment any departing niceties were shattered by the crash 
of a large stone, fi red from a trebuchet from the nearby gate tower of the 
Patriarch. ‘I don’t know by what accident this happened,’ the Templar of 
Tyre wrote. ‘It came so near the tent where the sultan and the messen-
gers were, that the sultan out of instinctive bravado, not wishing to do 
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them any real harm, leaped up, put his hand to his sword, drew it out a 
palm’s length, and cried. “Ah! You fi lthy swine, what’s to stop me chop-
ping off  your heads?” ’

One of his emirs, Sanjar al-Shuja’i, prompted him to stay his hand: 
‘Sir, God forbid that you should soil the iron of your sword with the 
blood of pigs! Th e traitors are those who fi red the shot. You should let 
these men go, as they are here with you.’ It was an honest acknowledge-
ment of the terms under which the envoys had come and their inno-
cence of any responsibility.

And so, the Templar concluded wearily, ‘the messengers returned to 
Acre, and thereupon the two sides resumed the labour of fi ring their 
trebuchets at one another, as enemies are accustomed to do’. Th e brief 
opportunity for negotiation had come and gone.

.

If morale and hope were draining away in the Christian camp, Khalil’s 
suspicions of some of the emirs remained, and of two particularly, Alam 
al-Din al-Hamawi and Husam al-Din Lajin, who had been supporters 
of the murdered Turuntay, Khalil’s rival for the sultanate on Qalawun’s 
death. Th e fl ight to Damascus of Lajin’s attendant, al-Fakhri, evidently 
brought matters to a head. Th e day aft er the failed negotiations the 
army was shaken by rumours of trouble in the camp. Khalil had 
despatched a fast courier to the interim governor of Damascus to arrest 
al-Fakhri. His goods were confi scated and he was returned under armed 
escort to Acre.

Lajin learned that he too was compromised when someone came to 
warn him of the sultan’s intention to arrest him. Fearing for his life, he 
loaded his baggage under cover of night and prepared to fl ee. His depar-
ture was spotted by another emir, Alam al-Din al-Dawadari, loyal to the 
sultan’s cause, who was camped nearby. Spurring his horse to a gallop he 
rode aft er the fl eeing Lajin, caught up with him, and begged him not to 
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leave: ‘Don’t be the cause of damage to the Muslim cause. For if the 
Franks learn that you have taken fl ight they will become stronger, to our 
disadvantage, just at the moment that the town is on the point of being 
taken.’ Lajin returned to camp. Th e day aft er, the sultan ordered Lajin to 
his presence, gave him robes of honour, and reassured him. Th is molli-
fying attitude lasted two days. On the third he arrested Lajin, and sent 
him under guard to the castle of Safad. In the long run, Khalil’s wariness 
of Lajin would be confi rmed in fatal circumstances.

Th e confi dent shouts of the people and the reasoning that persuaded 
Lajin back seemed fully justifi ed, however, in the days that followed. 
Under incessant bombardment, the mines had crept further forward, 
and with them the mobile wicker screens that protected the troops 
of the emir Sanjar al-Shuja’i. Th ey inched towards the critical apex 
of the wall and the projecting Barbican of Hugh III. In the week aft er 
the failed negotiations, the implications of the Mamluks’ advances 
became clear. On Tuesday, 8 May, this barbican, probably now unten-
able through mining, was abandoned by the defenders. Th ey set fi re to 
it, destroyed the walkway that connected it to the outer wall and 
retreated into the King’s Tower behind. ‘Th e city was in a bad way,’ 
recorded the Templar, ‘because . . . the [outer] wall was mined and 
the tower [barbican] also’. Th e circular King’s Tower, linchpin of the 
defences on the outer wall and defender of the Accursed Tower on 
the inner, was now exposed.

Th is was the start of a disastrous week for Acre’s defenders. In the 
underground chambers they had constructed along this sector, the 
assiduous Aleppo miners lit fi res that weakened the foundations in 
several places. One by one, the outer façades of towers slumped and 
walls collapsed. Along the wall from the King’s Tower on one side, the 
Tower of the Countess of Blois crumbled; on the other, the English 
Tower; then further in both directions, sections of the outer wall adja-
cent to the critical St Anthony Gate and to the gate of St Nicholas. Th e 
ominous sound of masonry crashing into the ditch outside sank spirits 
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in the town still lower. Al-Shuja’i’s men were also at work mining the 
King’s Tower itself.

.

As the situation worsened, more Christians made eff orts to leave the 
stricken city. Spring was the season when merchant ships put in at Acre; 
those who could pay their passage, wealthy merchants from the Italian 
communities and members of the noble classes, were already on their 
way out as the walls crumbled. By mid-May, 3,000 had left . Many of the 
old and infi rm and the women and children were also evacuated, 

Th e siege of Acre in a manuscript illustration. Miners with picks, protected 
by archers, undermine the base of the walls.



N E G O T I AT I O N S

– 169 –

together with precious holy relics, the city’s treasury and the goods and 
possessions of the citizens. Th is was done while the weather was still fi ne 
and entrance to Acre’s port could be easily managed. Most were ferried 
to Cyprus. According to some sources this fl ight was accelerated by 
King Henry himself in events that ensued, the exact timing and veracity 
of which is uncertain, but it is clear that by 15 May, morale in the city 
was draining away.

On that day the eff orts of Khalil’s miners were rewarded with a key 
strategic prize. Th e King’s Tower, at the exposed eastern salient of the 
outer walls, which protected the Accursed Tower, was undermined. 
Possibly it had been compromised by the defenders’ own countermining, 
but to the dismay of the watching Templar it was so weakened that ‘the 
front face fell forward in a heap into the ditch, so that it was impossible 
to pass over the top of the stones’. Th is provided a major opportunity 
for the besiegers, but also posed a challenge. Th e ditch, and the land 
approaching it, were now so strewn with jumbled masonry that no easy 
attack could be launched to take control of the tower and so penetrate 
the outer wall, which was still being resolutely and desperately defended, 
without being dangerously exposed. Th e practical engineering skills and 
resources of the Mamluk army improvised an ingenious solution. 
Baybars al-Mansuri, one of the sultan’s emirs, set himself to pondering 
the problem of how to construct a causeway for a full assault:

Amidst all this I was searching for a place at which opportunity might 
knock, a corner which might permit a stratagem, but found none. While 
I was exercising my thoughts and letting my sight and perceptions roam, 
I suddenly noticed that one of the towers damaged by trebuchets could 
now be reached. Between this tower and the walls a wide-open space 
had been uncovered, but, being surmounted by crossbows, could not be 
traversed unless a screen were erected over the entire area to protect 
anyone who entered. So I availed myself of some felt, stitching all of it 
together in the shape of a large cloud, long and wide. Between two posts 
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opposite the dilapidated tower, I placed a pulley rigged with ropes, 
similar to a ship’s. Th ere I hoisted the felt cloud into place as a dam. Th is 
was done under the wing of night, unbeknownst to the Akkans, who 
when they arose in the morning and saw the screen, fi red mangonels and 
arrows against it. When a stone fell into the screen, the felt would slacken 
beneath it and break its thrust, and the crossbow men could not pene-
trate it with their arrows. We were able to pass, and found a way to cross, 
and a wall separated us and the enemy. We started to fi ll up the ditch 
which was between the walls using horses’ nosebags fi lled with earth, 
together with whatever timber made it level so that it became a passable 
road, and it was a blessed sight.

From within the city the Templar of Tyre could also observe the 
speed and effi  ciency with which the Mamluks capitalised on the situa-
tion, which refl ected their enterprise, levels of organisation, and vast 
human resources. ‘Th e Saracens made small sacks of hemp cloth, fi lled 
them with sand, and each horseman carried one on the neck of his horse 
and threw it down to the men at the barricades who were in that sector. 
When night fell these men carried the sacks and laid them over the 
stones and levelled them like a paved road.’ Th e way to the stricken 
tower was now open.

According to the self-congratulating Baybars al-Mansuri, the sultan 
was delighted with his stratagem. He resolved to launch an all-out 
assault the following day in two places: at the tottering King’s Tower 
and the wall to its west that linked to the city’s main gate of St Anthony.

It was King Henry’s troops, displaced from the destroyed barbican, 
who were now manning these walls alongside those of the Teutonic 
Knights. During 15 May, a determined attack on this section had been 
beaten back. Everywhere nerves were strained and men were exhausted. 
Next morning, confused accounts of a collapse of morale in this sector 
fi ltered into the town; confl icting time scales and possibly post-hoc 
blame crept into the Christian chronicles.
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Th e relations between Henry’s men and their co-defenders seem to 
have been poor. At sunset on 15 May, they had handed over control of 
the sector to the Teutonic Knights under their grand master according 
to the eight-hour rotation of shift s. Henry’s troops were due to take over 
again at dawn the following day. Th e anonymous author of Th e 
Destruction of Acre, who drew on eyewitness accounts, claimed that at 
daybreak on the 16th they were nowhere to be seen. Th e charge was that 
King Henry, seeing that nothing further could be done to broker a 
peaceful outcome or gain authoritative control over the city’s various 
factions, had quietly embarked on his ships and fl ed with the men he 
had brought with him, together with a substantial portion of the nobility 
of the town. Perhaps he had quite reasonably decided, given the hope-
lessness of the situation and the discord among the defenders, that it 
would be better for the King of Jerusalem to survive another day. He was 
accused of gross cowardice. ‘O would that the winds and the sea had 
sunk them to the depths!’ came the chronicler’s curse. Th e truth of this 
is unverifi able, but the Templar of Tyre, a generally sober eyewitness, 
claimed that King Henry was still in Acre two days later. Could he have 
been shielding the monarch out of loyalty? More likely the events that 
were about to unfold required both an explanation and a scapegoat; in 
the tangled loyalties and partisan accounts that survived the siege, the 
anonymous author of Th e Destruction of Acre was drawing on accounts 
hostile to the king.

Whatever the circumstances, as day broke the sultan’s attack on the 
section of wall in question – that towards the St Anthony Gate – appears 
to have fallen on a weakened defence. Th e Syrian army (no longer led by 
Lajin) advanced behind a line of shields, as crossbow bolts, arrows and 
javelins rained onto the walls. Th e assault was well planned and there 
were insuffi  cient defenders to resist this tide. As the wave swept forward, 
a corps of men fi lled up the ditch with anything to hand: wood, stones, 
earth, timber, the bodies of dead horses, all were hurled into the ditch to 
level an approach up the steep slope to the walls rising above them. 
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Ladders were propped against the walls. Th e defenders bombarded the 
attackers with rocks, hurled javelins, and fi red crossbow bolts. Th ere 
was hand-to-hand fi ghting, men hammering at each other at close 
quarters with swords, clubs and spears ‘like smiths beating hot metal . . . 
so that many died from the blows on both sides’. In the din and the 
carnage, the defenders were unable to sustain the assault ‘with the 
advance of a multitude of crossbow men, javelin and stone throwers’. 
Th e sparsely defended sector was overwhelmed. Th e survivors were 
forced a crossbow shot’s length back into the city, abandoning their 
wounded and dead. Th e critical gate tower of St Anthony, the entrance 
into the heart of the city, was now in Mamluk hands, though the gate 
itself was still sealed shut.

Th e uproar carried into the city, with a crowd of people fl eeing from 
the front line. Relations between the various factions and military 
orders remained strained. Some were reluctant to help because they had 
not participated in the initial breaking of the treaty, while others 
preferred to barricade their own sections, but news of the breach at last 
stimulated a general call to arms. Th e Marshal of the Hospitallers, 
Matthieu de Clermont, rallied a few knights to arms. Having swift ly 
mounted, they emerged from the nearby gates of the Hospital, in the 
words of one chronicler ‘armed and plated, heads protected by polished 
helmets, braceroles fi tted round their arms and seated on their war 
horses with lances raised’, to fi nd themselves engulfed in a rout of fl eeing 
men, ‘terrifi ed though not yet wounded’, impeding their progress. 
Clermont turned fi ercely on the panic-stricken troops abandoning the 
walls: ‘Are you mad? Fleeing with your armour intact, your helmets and 
shields unshattered, your bodies still unwounded? I beg you for the 
faith of the Church, return to the fi ght!’ Digging his spurs into his 
horse, Clermont plunged forward into the mêlée, with the hope of 
personally confronting the sultan. He picked out one of the emirs, ‘who 
seemed to be the bravest’, pierced him through the chest with his lance 
and swept him from his horse. Reaching for his sword, hacking and 
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hewing, chopping off  heads, slicing backbones and running through the 
lightly armoured Muslims, Clermont wreaked carnage. Th e psycholog-
ical momentum altered. Th e Muslims paused and turned ‘like sheep 
fl eeing the wolf ’.

However, Khalil had the resources to launch other co-ordinated 
attacks at the same time. Further up the wall he was now using the 
causeway of sacks of sand built by the stratagem of Baybars al-Mansuri 
to attack the stricken King’s Tower. Towards the hour of vespers 
(sunset), his men poured forward. Th e Templar saw that ‘half of the 
vault, on the side facing the town, was still intact’ and it was stoutly 
defended by a large number of men, ‘but it made no diff erence, the 
Saracens took the tower anyway and hoisted the sultan’s fl ag on it. In 
response we loaded our catapults, positioned them to aim at the tower 
and fi red them. We killed some of the Saracens but were unable to drive 
them back.’ Th e King’s Tower was lost. Desperate to prevent any further 
advance, the defenders had built ‘a structure of wood, covered with 
leather, called a cat, and put men inside it, so that the Saracens who had 
taken the tower could advance no further’. Th is sturdy defensive shelter 
halted the advance but the Accursed Tower was now exposed, and the 
defenders had been pushed back to the inner wall on a long section 
between the gates of St Nicholas and St Anthony. Holding the Accursed 
Tower was now key to survival.

Meanwhile, at the St Anthony Gate Clermont’s charge, supported 
by the small band of Hospitaller knights, had had an electrifying eff ect 
on morale. Th e shame-faced rallied; behind the knights, foot soldiers 
advanced, stabbing the bellies of the attackers’ horses with their swords. 
Th e attackers turned and ran, pursued from street to street. Th ose trying 
to prise open the gate, which was still barred, were repulsed.

As night fell, the sultan abandoned hope of taking Acre that day, and 
ordered a full retreat by trumpet call. Cries of ‘Victory! Victory!’ echoed 
through the streets. In a morale-raising show, the defenders advanced 
out of the gates in armoured force to mop up, with their banners 
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unfurled. Dying Muslims were despatched on the spot; defenders, some 
wounded, others lying on the ground too exhausted to move, were taken 
home. Th e Christian dead were taken off  for burial, the enemy corpses 
thrown out. Clermont had breathed life into the defence. Th ere was a 
buzz of triumph within the town as word of the stout resistance got 
about and a spirit of co-operation animated the people.

Late into the night the population worked to help repair the walls as 
best they could. Baulks of timber and stones were carted up to close the 
breaches and make palisades. Weapons were stockpiled on the towers. 
Th ese included large frame-mounted windlass-cranked siege crossbows, 
which had great penetrative power, two-foot versions loaded by foot 
stirrup, and lighter crossbows, as well as substantial quantities of quar-
rels and arrows. Bowmen were detailed to each position and a guard 
organised. Exhausted by the long draining day of fi ghting and repairing, 
the bulk of the men were ordered home for a few hours’ rest, then 
ordered to reconvene an hour before dawn at the Hospital.

Underneath the temporary euphoria, the situation was bleak. 
Casualties had been high and, despite their best eff orts, the defenders 
were now pinned within the inner walls for a 550-metre stretch from 
the collapsed round Tower of the King to the St Anthony Gate. 
Overnight, while they patched up their defences as best they could, 
they could hear the rhythmic crash of battering rams destroying sections 
of the outer walls and collapsing the English Tower, which they were 
powerless to prevent. By morning the breach in the outer wall was 
60 metres wide. ‘When the tower had been taken,’ the Templar recalled, 
‘everyone was deeply dismayed and began to place their women and 
children on the ships.’ It was doubtless the families of the wealthy 
who commandeered spaces on board. Th e poor would have to look 
elsewhere for salvation. ‘People were dazed and paralysed, uncertain 
what to do.’

.
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Th ursday, 17 May. Th e start of a grim day, the morning overcast and the 
sea stormy. An hour before dawn the leading captains, commanders and 
religious authorities had gathered in the Hospital to discuss their 
predicament. Th e mood was glum. Khalil now had control of the outer 
wall along a wide sector and the continuous whittling away of men left  
the defence threadbare. Th ere were at best 7,000 able-bodied troops to 
man a perimeter of over a mile and to confront waves of attack that 
seemed inexhaustible.

At the meeting at the Hospital one man stood out. Nicolas de 
Hanapes rose, motioned for silence with his hands and delivered a 
mighty exhortation for faith, resistance and courage in the name of 
Christ. To surrender now would be to put themselves in the hands of 
the infi del. And he stressed the likelihood of the wholesale rape and 
enslavement of the women and children. ‘For you know that whoever of 
you was chosen by your Lord to defend his honour fi ghting against one 
or many, there is no doubt that we are all men tied to Jesus for the faith 
that we have in him through which we must be saved.’ His lengthy 

European archers with crossbows and long bows.
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peroration ended with the direction to ‘confess your sins one to another, 
hoping that through the mercy of God you will be saved and obtain 
eternal life’.

His words, which were followed by a brief Mass, lift ed the spirits of 
the people. Th ey took the sacrament, confessed and embraced each 
other, gave the kiss of peace and cried. Th is had a bracing eff ect on the 
defence. Th ose who had been covertly looking for escape on the ships 
resolved to return to the fi ght, ‘their swords sharpened, their lances 
brandished, and encouraging one another’. And long into the night, 
Hanapes would be tirelessly touring the front line, inspiring the men to 
do or die for their faith.

At the walls, there was something of a lull. It was probable that Khalil 
had been checked by the sight of his men in full fl ight from the St 
Anthony Gate. Given the threats to his authority and the possibility 
that the enthusiasm of the vast numbers of volunteers might drain away, 
it was essential that there should be no repetition of the previous check 
at the walls. On the other hand, his position was incredibly strong: he 
had control of a signifi cant section of the outer wall. He used the day to 
ensure the material conditions for a fi nal breakthrough and to increase 
the fervour of his men. His main concern was the deep and steeply 
sloping ditch, 10 metres wide, between the inner and outer walls, which 
his men would have to negotiate in order to storm the inner defensive 
structure. Small diversionary attacks and the continuous play of the 
catapults were designed to allow the defenders no respite, and to limit 
their interference with his plans. Anything that could be used to provide 
a stable crossing to the foot of the inner walls was hauled by camels up 
to edge of the inner fosse. Along with earth, stones and timber, the 
cadavers of animals and fallen fi ghters were unceremoniously tipped 
into the ditch. An unbearable stench waft ed over the walls. At the same 
time, Khalil prepared the men for battle. Religious enthusiasm would 
have been whipped up in the camp by the mullahs passing among 
the men. Th e prayer times were observed with particular devotion 
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and the sultan off ered monetary rewards for acts of bravery in the fi nal 
assault.

Within the town the Christians were making their own preparations. 
Th ey set up their war machines to oppose the gaps by the King’s Tower 
and the English Tower. Swords were sharpened, shields and ammuni-
tion collected, guard duties assigned; the enemy dead continued to be 
thrown over the walls, and gaps plugged with whatever materials were to 
hand. Th e Accursed Tower had to be held. Th e people had been inspired 
to prepare their own civil defence. Th e maze of narrow, winding thor-
oughfares, with their blind alleys, internal gateways, small squares and 
stout towers – eff ectively a series of fortifi ed nuclei within the fabric of 
the city – provided ample possibilities for last-ditch street fi ghting. 
Strategic crossroads were sealed with wooden barricades and guarded by 
detachments of armed men; stones were stockpiled on rooft ops to rain 
down on the heads of intruders.

Attempts to get the women and children away by ship were thwarted 
by the weather. Acre’s port, vulnerable to rough seas, was inhospitable 
and luck was not on the city’s side. ‘Th e weather was very bad,’ the 
Templar remembered, ‘and the sea so rough that the women and chil-
dren who had boarded the ships could not endure it, and they disem-
barked and returned to their homes.’ In the darkness, the defenders 
went to their positions, the civilians to their houses. Everyone knew 
that dawn would bring the decisive attack.



Th e seal of the Templars

Friday, 18 May: the weather gloomy, the sea still rough. Khalil’s army 
was readied before dawn, the sultan himself on horseback, a visible pres-
ence, there to encourage the troops. Holy men and dervishes had 
been through the camp whipping up fervour for the sacred cause, 
while Khalil’s heralds circulated promising more earthly rewards. Th e 
Templar heard the signal for the attack. With the sound of a great drum 
booming in the darkness, ‘which had a great and horrible voice, the 
Saracens attacked the city of Acre on all sides’. If the initial strategy was 
to compel the defenders to spread their limited numbers along the 
whole front, Khalil’s real focus remained the sector from the gate of 
St Anthony to that of St Nicholas, the outer walls of which were in 
his hands. Opposite the damaging breaches in the wall where the Tower 
of the English and the Tower of the King had fallen – exposing the 
pivotal Accursed Tower – the defenders had set up their trebuchets, 
resolved to mount a spirited defence of the heart of the city.

T WELVE

‘SEE THE WOUND!’
Dawn–noon, 18 May 1291
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Th e noise of the advance, a shock tactic of Islamic armies to strike 
fear into the heart of defenders and to drive it from those of its own 
men, was colossal – a mighty wall of sound: 300 camel-mounted kettle-
drummers battering out a savage tattoo, the clashing of cymbals, the 
blare of trumpets and the screaming and shouting of thousands of men.

On the walls the defenders waited for the enemy to come into range, 
trebuchets and crossbows loaded, rocks, crossbow bolts and arrows 
stockpiled; townspeople stood on the roofs of houses ready to rain 
down missiles, and manned the wooden street barricades. Th e patriarch 
tirelessly exhorted the defenders to be resolute in the name of Christ: 
‘Surround us with your impregnable wall, O Lord, and protect us with 
your weapons!’ Church bells rang out.

Th e wall of sound: drums and trumpets to terrify and inspire.
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Khalil’s army advanced in well-ordered ranks, each row consisting 
of between 150 and 200 troops specialised in specifi c fi ghting tech-
niques. Ahead came the fanatical dervishes and fakirs, shouting out the 
names of God as they ran wildly forward, impelled by holy zeal and 
visions of paradise to die at the foot of the wall and to provide a human 
bridge over which the soldiers might advance. And prodded forward 
with them as a human shield, co-opted Christians, subject communities 
of the sultan’s realms, who had been compelled to the campaign with a 
threat and a promise: if they survived with Acre untaken, their taxation 
would be doubled. If it fell, they and their descendants in perpetuity 
would be freed from taxation.

Behind these reluctant or zealous suicide troops came a protective 
phalanx, troops armed with tall, stout wooden shields to take the fi rst 
shock. Th en the fi re troops, men carrying oil kettles and burning torches 
fl aring in the dark, and hurling clay bombs of Greek fi re over the walls. 
Th ey put up a screen of smoke and fi re through which the archers in the 
row behind sent up shower fl ights of arrows, crossbow men stepping 
forward to loose quarrels; and behind them the close combat troops, 
armed with short swords and leather shields, to tackle the hand-to-hand 
fi ghting. Alongside, men with ladders, hoes, picks, battering rams and 
grappling irons rushed forward to scale and dismantle walls. Th e shield 
bearing troops advanced shoulder to shoulder, presenting a menacing 
and unbroken wall. Unarmed volunteers with simple slingshots 
peppered those on the walls with small stones. Further back, the trebu-
chets continued to hurl rocks into the city.

Th e defenders however had the advantage of height, and some 
protection from barrels and makeshift  battlements, and they were 
evidently skilled at wall fi ghting. As the massed wave came on, crossbow 
bolts wreaked havoc among the front ranks. Aiming down almost verti-
cally on those at the steeply sloping foot of the wall, ‘they fi red volleys 
of three quarrels at a time into the front line which punctured the 
shields and pinned them to the shield bearers, and they shot a huge 
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number of quarrels from ordinary crossbows and the powerful siege 
crossbows that passed clean through many of those who had no protec-
tion at all’. At the same time the defenders rained rocks down on the 
men attempting to dismantle the base of the walls, ‘so that they were 
crushed beneath their shields like toads’. Amidst the havoc – mingled 
shouts in the names of Christ and Muhammad in French, Arabic, 
Italian, German, Turkish, English, Catalan, Greek – the defenders tore 
great holes in the advancing mass.

.

Th e initial attack along the whole perimeter, intended to keep the 
defenders thinly stretched, was merely diversionary. In the absence of 
any overall strategic command within Acre, it ensured that the consid-
erable fi ghting skills of the Templars and the Hospitallers would remain 
tied down in the suburb of Montmusard. As the defenders created 
initial carnage, Khalil launched the second phase of his plan. His aim 
was to overwhelm the overstretched defence by weight of numbers at 
chosen vulnerable spots, and to do this without allowing the enemy to 
concentrate their men there or to allow them any respite. In what must 
have been a pre-planned manoeuvre, he quietly and gradually withdrew 
troops from outlying sectors and ‘ordered them secretly to the broken 
wall with all their devices’. When they were formed up, at the signal of 
the trumpets they surged forward in a tight phalanx, oblivious to fear, 
with spades and picks and grappling irons to break through or climb 
over the walls.

On the walls, the defenders were being worn down by the incessant 
repetition of dodging missiles, fi ring, reloading, fi ring again. Th e 
resources of the Mamluks seemed limitless. Th ey came on in relays. If 
checked ‘they reformed their ranks and brought up fresh troops, and 
with the Christians exhausted they applied immense pressure to force a 
way into the city. With these strategies they could in the twinkle of 
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an eye deny the Christians a moment to breathe.’ Noise and confusion 
reigned. ‘Th ose [of the enemy] who were hurling Greek fi re threw it so 
oft en and so thickly,’ the Templar recalled, ‘that the smoke was so 
great that one man could hardly see another.’ It was impossible to extin-
guish once it caught. Th e fear of being burned alive by these roaring 
balls of fi re was always terrifying, and it could be heard coming. 
Th e knight Jean de Joinville had once vividly described the sound of 
Greek fi re, which ‘made such a noise as it came that it sounded like 
the thunder of heaven. It seemed like a dragon fl ying through the air.’ 
Th e Templar witnessed the equal pressure applied by the bowmen: 
‘Th rough the smoke, archers shot feathered arrows so densely that our 
men and mounts were grievously wounded.’ Exhaustion set in. Th e 
supplies of arrows and quarrels were running low. Crossbow fi re slack-
ened. Acre’s defenders fought on with swords, maces, rocks, and what-
ever else was at hand.

Th e breakthrough came in the fi ercely contested battle for the 
Accursed Tower. For several hours, the defenders had prevented 
the Mamluks entering the breaches in the walls by the ruined towers 
on the outer wall, against which they had positioned their trebuchets. 
But as the supply of projectiles dwindled, the attackers’ sheer weight of 
numbers started to tell. Th e wooden ‘cat’ came under intense bombard-
ment, and with it the fear of being burned alive. Th e attackers ‘all 
advanced on foot, so many that they couldn’t be counted. In the front 
rank came men carrying great shields. Behind them men who cast 
Greek fi re, and aft er them men who hurled javelins and shot feathered 
arrows so thickly that it seemed like rain falling from the heavens. Our 
men who were inside the cat abandoned it.’ With this additional defence 
now gone, men withdrew from the Accursed Tower and fell back into 
the narrow lanes of the city.

It was a decisive moment. Th e way into Acre now lay open.
Some of the king’s troops retreated within the inner wall towards the 

St Anthony Gate. Th e attackers were able to fl ood the space between 
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the two walls and fan out. ‘Th ey took two routes,’ as the Templar 
described,

since they were between the city’s two walls – that’s to say, between the 
fi rst line of walls and ditches, which were called the barbican, and the 
great [inner] walls and ditches of the city itself. Some of them entered 
by a gate of the great tower called the Accursed Tower, and moved 
towards [the church of ] San Romano, where the Pisans had positioned 
their great trebuchets. Th e others kept to the road [between the two 
sets of walls] and headed for the St Anthony Gate.

Th e loss of the Accursed Tower was critical. One group of Mamluks, 
making their way towards the Pisan trebuchets, now posed a serious 
threat to the heart of the town. At the same time, the gates of both St 
Anthony and St Nicholas, close to the sea, were coming under increasing 
pressure. Trumpet calls rang across the city with desperate pleas for 
reinforcements. At the St Anthony Gate, so hotly defended two days 
earlier, the contest was in the balance. Th ere was bloody hand-to-hand 
fi ghting for the wall, with the defenders resisting with all their force. For 
a time, the Christians seem to have driven back the massed assault, but 
many had been drawn off  in the defence of the Accursed Tower. Alarmed 
by the deteriorating situation, the Masters of the Templars and the 
Hospitallers hurried to the gate to try to stem the advance, in a contest 
that was becoming increasingly chaotic. Beaujeu was in such haste that 
he only had time to don light armour.

When the master of the Temple, who was at his auberge [headquarters] 
with the men who were defending it, heard the drum beating, he knew 
that the Saracens were launching an attack. Th e master took ten or 
twelve brothers and his troops and set out for the St Anthony Gate, 
between the two walls. He passed the sector guarded by the Hospitallers 
and he called the master of the Hospital to go with him. Th e Hospitaller 
master in turn took some of his brothers with him, and some knights of 
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Cyprus and some local knights, and some footmen. Th ey came to the St 
Anthony Gate, where they found the Saracens advancing on foot, and 
they counter-attacked them.

.

Th is account, written by the Templar of Tyre, strongly emphasised the 
heroic contribution of Beaujeu and his knights, and probably distorted 
any overall assessment of contributions to the fi nal defence. Others were 
more critical – ‘he came slowly’, one writer maintained – and the fact that 
the master had not put on his armour, was unprepared, and appeared to be 
most concerned with defending his own auberge, which was well away 
from the walls, suggests the extent to which the defence of the city was 
hampered by factional self-interest even in its supreme crisis; this said, 
Beaujeu himself was probably in his late fi ft ies, conventionally past fi ghting 
age, and he did at this moment commit himself wholeheartedly to the fray.

Matthieu de Clermont, the Hospitallers’ marshal, ‘highly skilled and 
uniquely physically capable at fi ghting’, again seemed to have distin-
guished himself in the contest for the Gate. Repeatedly the Muslims 
were driven back. ‘We and our convent [of the Hospitallers],’ recorded 
Jean de Villiers, ‘resisted them at St Anthony’s Gate, where there were so 
many Saracens that one could not count them. Nevertheless, we drove 
them back three times as far as the place, which is commonly called 
Accursed.’ Evidently, the Hospitallers were trying to plug the defences 
both at this gate and further down the line.

It was essential to push the intruders back from the Accursed Tower 
and hold the inner ring, ‘but they could do nothing’, the Templar 
explained, ‘because the Saracens were simply too many. When the two 
masters of the Temple and the Hospital got there and went into combat, 
it seemed as if they were hurling themselves against a stone wall.’ Th e 
disciplined battle tactics of the Mamluks were highly eff ective in small 
spaces. Th e numbers now fl ooding through the narrow lanes proved 
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impossible to dislodge and the defenders were being whittled away. Jean 
de Villiers recounted how ‘in that action [trying to retake the Accursed 
Tower] and others, where the brethren of our Convent fought in 
defence of the city and their lives and country, we lost little by little all 
the Convent of our Religion, which then came to an end’.

.

Th e fi ghting unfolded in a series of confused and bloody snapshots, all 
seen from the Christian perspective, in which any sequence and narrative 
is jumbled and incoherent. Th e hurling of Greek fi re was particularly 
frightening for Acre’s defenders, and its eff ects appalling. Th e Templar 
watched with his own eyes as ‘one poor English valé was so badly hit by 
Greek fi re hurled by the Saracens that his surcoat burst into fl ames. Th ere 
was no one to help him. His face was burned, then his whole body. He 
burned like a cauldron of pitch, and he died there. When this happened 
he was on foot, as his horse had been killed under him.’

Others gave bloody accounts of the hand-to-hand fi ghting:

you could see many with heads severed from their necks, and from 
their shoulder blades, hands from arms, other split up to their breast-
bones, or run through with a spear or swords, or cut in two. Men were 
dying covered in blood or writhing in pain or with their eyes rolling in 
their heads, one with his head twisted back and another lying on his 
stomach, another with his tongue lolling dying in great pain, and others 
again, though mortally wounded, making feeble attempts to get up 
again and fi ght. Th e slaughter on both sides was so great that it was 
impossible to step anywhere without treading on corpses.

Th e death or withdrawal of key fi gures was the probable cause of the 
fi nal collapse of morale. Villiers and other Hospitallers trying to stem 
the advance of the Mamluks had evidently fallen back behind internal 
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street barricades, but here Villiers was ‘stricken nigh to death by a lance 
through the barricade’. Somewhere near the Accursed Tower the defence 
suff ered another psychological blow, to which the Templar of Tyre may 
have been an eyewitness:

In this place a great disaster happened, one that allowed the Saracens to 
enter the city more easily and demoralised our people. Th e occasion 
was that a javelin was aimed at the master of the Temple just as he was 
raising his left  hand. He had no shield, only a spear in his right, and this 
missile struck him under the armpit and its shaft  embedded itself in his 
body to a palm’s depth. It entered through a gap where the armour 
plates didn’t join. Th is was not his heavy breastplate but light armour 
for donning quickly at an alarm.

When he realised he was mortally wounded, he turned to go. Some 
of those there thought he was leaving to save himself. His standard 
bearer saw him turn and followed behind him, then all his household 
troops. As he was going, a good twenty crusaders from the Valley of 
Spoleto [in Italy] saw him departing and cried out: ‘O sir, for the love 
of God, don’t go! For otherwise the city will certainly be lost!’ And he 
replied to them in a loud voice, so that all could hear: ‘Sirs, I can do 
nothing more, for I am dying. See the wound!’

And then we saw the javelin fi xed in his body. And at these words he 
dropped his spear on the ground, his head slumped and he started to 
fall from his horse. But his household people jumped from their horses 
and held him up, lift ed him down from his horse and laid him on a big 
wide shield which they found discarded on the ground.

From the Templar’s account it seemed that they carried Beaujeu away 
between the inner and outer walls,

with the intention of entering the city through the St Anthony gate, 
but they found it closed. Th ey found a small door [in the inner wall] 
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reached by a bridge over the fosse into the residence of Lady Maria of 
Antioch . . . Th ere his men removed his armour, cutting the plates off  
his shoulders, but could do nothing more because of the severity of the 
wound. Still in his épaulières [shoulder protection] they covered him 
with a blanket and carried him towards the seashore onto the beach 
between the slaughterhouse where they kill animals and the house of 
the lord of Tyre.

Th e intention was to get him away by ship. Th e Mamluks’ advance into 
the town was now unstoppable. In small spaces the tactics of their 
shield-bearing troops maintained an unbreachable wall. ‘Th e Saracens 
would pause for a bit, then raise their shields, move forward a little, and 
when men advanced on them, they immediately locked their shields 
and stopped. All day they never stopped hurling Greek fi re and javelins. 
Th is kind of contest continued until mid-morning.’ Th ey pulled down 
men on the roofs attempting to bombard them with rocks, and pushed 
forward.

At some point aft er the wounded Beaujeu’s withdrawal, the defence 
of St Anthony’s Gate also gave way completely. Th e Mamluks managed 
to set fi re to the outer face of the gate, while those on the tower above 
continued to rain down stones and crossbow bolts, but this defence was 
unsustainable. ‘At last,’ in the words of the Christian chroniclers, ‘the 
gates collapsed, and a suff ocating multitude of infi dels burst in beneath 
the arch, on horses with their lances, and ran the Christians through.’

Unopposed, the walls were scaled, gates were opened, and the incur-
sion turned into a fl ood. ‘As men learned what had happened, and saw 
that the Master had been carried away, each began abandoning his posi-
tion and set himself to fl ee. For the Saracens . . . passed through the 
Accursed Tower and went straight by the church of St Romano and 
burned the great trebuchet of the Pisans.’

.
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For the wounded Jean de Villiers personally, the situation was critical:

a great multitude of Saracens entered the city, on all sides, by land and by 
sea [along the sea shore], moving along the walls, which were pierced and 
broken, and running through the streets of the city until they came to our 
barricades . . . We and our brethren, of whom the greater number were sore 
stricken and wounded to death, resisted them as long as we could. And as 
some of us were lying thus half-dead and helpless before our enemies, our 
sergeant and our body-servant came, and carried off  ourselves, wounded 
almost to death, and our other brethren, at great risk of life and limb.

Th e Hospitallers were being driven back. Villiers was stretchered down 
to the harbour. Clermont was still managing a rearguard action along 
with other small detachments trapped in the city’s labyrinth. Elsewhere 
organised resistance had turned to fl ight.

While some of the Mamluks were moving fast into the heart of the 
city, others were vigorously attacking the gates and walls down towards 
the harbour. St Nicholas’s Gate was opened from within. ‘Th ey went 
down the straight street to the convent of the Teutonic Knights and put 
to the sword everyone they met on their way.’ At their hospice near the 
church of St Nicholas the Teutonic Knights were wiped out, while at 
the nearby church of St Leonard’s the English Knights of St Th omas 
were overpowered.

While his retinue attempted to evacuate the stricken Beaujeu in 
choppy seas, a cry went up that the nearby gate tower of the Patriarch, 
defended by Grandson and Grailly, had fallen, so that the harbour itself 
risked imminent attack. Th ere was panic among Beaujeu’s retainers: 
‘some of his household threw themselves into the sea to get to the two 
barques that were there. Th ere were only these because the sea was so 
wildly tempestuous and the waves so huge that vessels couldn’t manage, 
and because of this many people were lost.’ It was now a rush for indi-
vidual survival.
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Given the deteriorating conditions it was decided to abandon the 
attempt to get Beaujeu away. Terror-stricken and without ceremony, ‘others 
of his household carried him to the Templar castle with the help of other 
people, and they took him inside – not going through the main gate, which 
they didn’t want to open, but via a courtyard where manure was piled’.

Everywhere people were in full fl ight and fl ames were spreading into 
the heart of the city: ‘the Saracens set light to the siege engines and to 
the wooden barricades, so that the land was lit up by the fi re’. In places, 
resistance went on. Some fought heroically to the end, though the 
balance of praise and blame depends on the slant of individual sources.

Within the confi nes of the Templar castle, the dying Beaujeu caught 
the far-off  noise of battle fading in his ears and was shielded from the truth:

He lingered on all that day without speaking, for aft er they took him 
down from his horse he had not spoken, beyond a word to the people 
in the Temple that on hearing the clamour of people fl eeing the 
slaughter he asked what it was; and they just told him that men were 
fi ghting, and he commanded them to leave him in peace. Aft er that he 
spoke no more, but gave up his soul to God. He was buried before his 
tabernacle which was the altar where they sang Mass. And God has his 
soul. What great damage his death caused!

Th e Temple, a secure stronghold, had become a gathering point for 
those seeking shelter. ‘Th ere was the marshal, Pierre de Sevrey, and some 
brothers of the Templars, and some other brothers lying there wounded, 
and some secular knights, and women and burgesses and many other 
people.’

Th ere was, however, still a rearguard action to be fought. Among 
those who had fallen back on the Temple in the face of the remorseless 
advance of the Mamluks was Matthieu de Clermont, Marshal of the 
Hospital. He saw Beaujeu lying dead and resolved on one more do-or-
die attempt to reverse the tide of events, and ‘returned to the battle, 
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gathering around him all his brethren, for he would not abandon any of 
them, and some of the Templars went with him, and they came to a 
square of the Genoese quarter which was empty of houses, and there 
Matthieu plunged into combat’. In this small closed arena Clermont, 
mounted on his warhorse, fought literally to a standstill. His end 
prompted heroic and possibly creative descriptions of man and beast in 
their last moments: ‘his war horse was utterly exhausted and was unable 
to charge any further. It resisted the spurs and stood in the middle of the 
street as if rooted to the spot where it was hit by a spear and fell prostrate 
on the ground. With his horse collapsed he was run through by spears. 
So the faithful warrior knight of Christ gave up his soul to his creator.’

Down on the seashore, the Mamluk cavalry had managed to prise off  
the latticework spiked iron fence running into the sea, positioned there 
purposely to prevent horsemen entering the town along the beach. Th ey 
galloped forward, encircling the defenders from behind:

Th en a great number of Saracens on horseback came in. Sir Jean de 
Grailly and Sir Othon de Grandson and the men of the King of France 
put up stubborn resistance, so that there many were dead and wounded. 
But Sir Jean de Grailly and Sir Othon de Grandson could not withstand 
the Saracen pressure, and they withdrew from the place and saved them-
selves, with Sir Jean de Grailly wounded. Henry, King of Jerusalem and 
Cyprus, when he saw the extent of the catastrophe, came to the Master 
of the Hospital, and clearly seeing that no strategy or help could now 
make any diff erence, they saved themselves and boarded their galleys.

Villiers probably left  on these ships. In the blame game that followed 
the fall of Acre, the chroniclers, from the safety of monasteries and 
libraries and using the accounts of eyewitnesses, would draw up their 
own charge sheets of who fought and who ran away, apportioning 
blame and praise according to national and religious loyalties. But at 
this point it was everyone for themselves.
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‘Know that that day was terrible to behold,’ the Templar of Tyre recalled in 
anguish. Th ere could be no mercy for a city that had not surrendered. Now, 
with the sultan’s army pushing deep into the town and fi re raging, all 
organised resistance collapsed. Th ere was a universal rush down the narrow 
lanes towards the harbour: ‘Th e ladies and the burgesses and the unmar-
ried maidens and other lesser folk ran fl eeing through the streets, with 
their children in their arms, weeping and despairing, and fl eeing to the 
sailors imploring them to save them from death.’ Villiers recorded no more 
orderly retreat among the lower ranks of the Hospitallers. ‘Our serjeants, 
our yeomen and our hired soldiers and others began utterly to despair, and 
to fl y towards the ships, throwing down their arms and armour.’

Th ere were far too few ships and the sea was rough, churned by the 
wind, and the shortcomings of the harbour made any attempt at orderly 
evacuation impossible. Off shore there were some sailing vessels and 
transport galleys of the Venetians and six galleys belonging to the papacy 
and the King of Cyprus. Coincidentally, two Genoese galleys had just 
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arrived to trade under their commander Andrea Peleau and, belying the 
general reputation of Genoa, these ‘did a great deal of good, as everyone 
knows, for they rescued people from the seashore and put them aboard 
the sailing ships and other vessels’. Th is was diffi  cult and dangerous 
work, given the weather conditions, which required transfer from 
rowing boats tossed on the turbulent sea. Th e Templars and the 
Hospitallers appear not to have made deep preparations for the possi-
bility of an evacuation, although the Templars had one very large sailing 
ship lying off shore, Th e Falco – described as ‘the greatest that had been 
built at that time’, most likely capable of taking at least 1,500 people. It 
was commanded by Roger de Flor, who despite being a member of the 
Order had a controversial reputation tinged with accusations of merce-
nary adventuring and piracy.

It was mainly the wealthy and the titled who got away from a city of 
fi re and slaughter. King Henry and Amalric, the wounded Villiers and 
Grailly and Grandson and their men boarded their ships and sailed off  
to Cyprus. Roger de Flor in Th e Falco ‘brought away ladies and damsels 
and great treasure and many important people’. Quite a lot of this trea-
sure seems to have gone to line his own pocket and earned him a subse-
quent charge of profi ting from human misery: holding these wealthy 
noblewomen to ransom for their portable jewels and gold as they begged 
to be saved from the burning city, refusing the poor. Scathing criticism 
also fell on many of those notables able to pay their way out. Th e Genoese 
galley captains alone gained praise for disinterestedly ferrying less well-
off  citizens out to the sailing ships and saving lives, but the weather and 
the available shipping meant that only a fraction escaped.

At the water’s edge, the scenes became frantic: the wealthy running 
to the quay off ering their valuables to be taken off , the poor with their 
children begging for pity. Attempts to ferry people out to the merchant 
vessels tossing off  shore in the heavy swell were chaotic. People fought 
for places in fi shing boats and small skiff s. Overloaded, some capsized 
in the swell. Many of the desperate, caught between the prospect of 
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murder and rape, and the sea, tried to swim out to the ships. Women 
clutching their infants to their breasts waded into the water and 
drowned. Th e surface of the sea was red with the blood of the slain. 
Th ose left  behind faced the consequences.

Descriptions of the slaughter throughout the city exist in a series 
of jumbled accounts of terror and self-sacrifi ce. As awful as anything 
was the noise: ‘the terrifi ed wailing of men, women and children, 
deprived of the chance to fl ee – some in the middle of eating, [who] 
were trapped miserably or cornered in the squares, streets, houses and 
corners of the city’. All order broke down. It became a case of individual 
survival. In the words of a chronicler: ‘Th e bonds of natural piety were 

Death in the sea, from a manuscript illustration of the siege of Acre
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broken. Th e father didn’t think of the son, the brother of the brother, 
the husband of the wife. A man didn’t stretch out his hand to help his 
neighbour.’

Everywhere scenes of terror and confusion: fi res raged and screams 
rang through the streets; ‘riderless horses, astonished and panicked by 
the tumultuous noise and the din and shouting from all sides, tore hither 
and thither through the squares, looking desperately around with gaping 
eyes as if searching for their lords and owners, until reins were thrown 
over their necks and they were captured and led away by the enemy’. 
People were suff ocated in the crush of the crowds trying to fl ee towards 
the harbour. Th e Templar recalled ‘the pitiful sight of the little children, 
knocked down and disembowelled as the horses trampled them. Nor is 
there a man in the world who has so hard a heart that he would not have 
wept at the sight of this slaughter; and I’m sure that all Christian people 
wept who saw these things. Even Saracens, as we discovered later, felt 
pity and wept.’ In the midst of this carnival of brutality, some Muslims 
were moved to tears by the fate of these children, but with nearly all 
organised resistance gone, general slaughter and pillaging were more the 
order of the day. Th e attackers went from house to house rooting out 
defenders and killing the men. ‘Th e slaves, rabble and mob started to 
plunder.’ Th e women and children were prizes, led away in chains or 
raped. Fighting for captives broke out among the victors:

And when the Saracens came across them, one grabbed the mother, 
another the child, and carried them away from place to place, and sepa-
rated the one from the other. In one instance there was a quarrel 
between two Saracens over a woman and she was killed by them; in 
another a woman was led away captive, and the infant at her breast was 
hurled to the ground and the horses rode over it, and so it died. Th ere 
were some pregnant women caught in the crush who suff ocated 
and died, and the baby in her womb also. And there were cases where 
a woman’s husband or child was lying ill or wounded by an arrow in 
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the house, and she abandoned them and fl ed, and the Saracens slew 
them all.

Th e looting was feverish and spectacular. Despite the apparent 
removal of much of the city’s wealth before the siege, the Islamic sources 
recorded that, in addition to the human prizes, there were still rich pick-
ings to be had: ‘treasure, crystal vessels inlaid with gold and pearls which 
could not be valued, and likewise silver and gold vessels’, considerable 
quantities of Venetian currency and bullion in the form of ingots. In the 
frenzy to grab booty, many beautiful works of art were smashed for their 
raw materials, and Muslims were killed in the competition for loot. Th e 
largest rewards fell to the aggressive and the canny: ‘A number of common 
people profi ted from what they bought from the gains of the slaves, the 
camel-drivers, the rabble and others of the troops and their followers.’

.

As the walls were abandoned the sultan’s army broke in at more and 
more points, desperate now to participate in the plunder. When the 
Templars and Hospitallers moved their forces to try to retake the 
Accursed Tower, the defences of Montmusard were stripped of men, 
and the Hama troops stationed on the right wing swept in. Th e leper 
Knights of St Lazarus, left  sole guardians of these walls, were all killed.

Th e churches and monasteries were particularly targeted, both for 
their wealth and out of hatred of Christianity. Stories would be told of 
martyrdom for the faith. In the monastery of the Dominicans, as the 
defence collapsed, thirty monks refused to fl ee; they were joined by a 
large number of other friars and were killed saying Mass. All but seven 
of the Dominicans were said to have died. Of the Franciscans, only fi ve 
survived. Similarly, the Dominican nuns were reported to have been 
slaughtered as they sang hymns in their church. Other more apocryphal 
tales of glorious death circulated in diff erent versions.
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Th ere were pockets of valiant resistance. Groups of crusaders fought 
on: ‘completely trapped inside the city in squares and corners they 
off ered armed resistance against the enemy entering and pushed them 
back . . . men from the religious orders and pious lay people of all social 
ranks persisted in this exhausting struggle for two days, their numbers 
slowly being whittled away, weighted down by their heavy armour and 
weakened by thirst, hunger and stress, until they were all killed in the 
name of Christ.’ Th ey were accorded the status of martyrs.

Nicolas de Hanapes lived out the dictates of his own Book of Examples 
on how to act up to the moment of death. Determined to keep rallying the 
resistance and intent on martyrdom, he had to be forcibly carried away to 
the port, protesting loudly: ‘I am furious with you, dragging me away 
against my will, abandoning the fl ock in my care in such danger of being 
slaughtered.’ He was ferried out to a Venetian merchant ship, but was not 
destined to survive. Accounts of his death varied, emphasising both his 
saintliness and the contrasting baseness of general behaviour in the fi nal 
collapse. Either the good prelate, solicitous to the last, allowed so many 
refugees to clamber aboard his small boat that it capsized and he drowned, 
or, in the account given by the Templar, ‘a sailor grabbed his hand, but he 
slipped and fell into the sea and was drowned. It’s not clear if the man who 
took him by the hand let go of him on purpose because he had put his 
valuables on the ship, or if his hand slipped because he could not hold on. 
However it was, the good man died from drowning.’ It is unlikely that 
Hanapes had concerned himself with the salvage of his worldly goods.

.

Many of those trapped in the labyrinth of the city, unable to reach the 
port, sought shelter in the city’s strongholds – the Templars’ castle and 
those of Hospitallers and the Teutonic Knights, the fortifi ed towers in 
the Venetian and Pisan quarters and possibly in the royal castle. Th e 
Temple, which stood prominently on the sea shore, was crammed with 
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survivors. Trapped, they could look out over the water and watch the 
rescue ships departing: ‘When all the vessels had put on sail, those of 
the Temple who had gathered there gave a great cry, and the ships cast 
off  and made for Cyprus, and those good men who were then come into 
the Temple were left  to their fate.’

One by one these strongholds were surrounded and were either 
taken or surrendered. Th e Hospital, in the middle of the city, surren-
dered under amnesty on 20 May, along with the Tower of the Teutonic 
Knights and probably the royal castle. Th e fate of the survivors is not 
certain; some of the nobility were kept alive as valuable assets for future 
ransom, but Abu al-Fida suggests mass beheadings: ‘the sultan gave the 
command and they were beheaded around Acre to the last man’. Th e 
memory of King Richard’s treatment of the Muslim garrison a century 
before was widely recalled.

Th e Templars’ castle, however, held out. Th e Templar of Tyre left  a 
detailed account of its substantial and magnifi cent fortifi ed complex:

Th e larger part of the people – men, women, and children – sought 
shelter in the Temple fortress. Th ere were more than ten thousand 
people there because the Temple was the strongest place in the city, like 
a castle, situated on a large site by the sea. At its entrance there was a 
strong tower, whose walls were twenty-three feet thick, and on each 
corner of the tower there was a turret, and on each turret stood the fi gure 
of a lion with raised paw, gilded and as big as a donkey. Th e four lions, 
the gilding and workmanship involved had cost 1500 Saracen bezants. It 
was a magnifi cent sight. On the other corner of the site, towards the 
street of the Pisans, there was another tower and near this tower, above 
the street of St Anne was a very fi ne palace, which was the master’s resi-
dence . . . Th e Temple compound also had another tower overlooking 
the sea, which had been built by Saladin a hundred years earlier. It was 
right by the sea so that the waves beat against it, and there were other fi ne 
buildings within the Temple, of which I make no mention here.
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Th e Temple’s formidable defences and situation by the sea ensured that it 
could not be surrounded and could only be taken with extreme diffi  culty. 
Th e number of those who had taken shelter inside may have been infl ated, 
but by all accounts the castle was a substantial complex that could accom-
modate a large number of people. Despite its strength, the situation of the 
survivors was hopeless. Th e position of the Temple on an exposed and 
rocky coast would have made large-scale evacuation impossible without a 
guarantee of safe conduct. With the death of Beaujeu, the Order had 
hastily elected Th ibaud Gaudin as his replacement. Under his leadership 
Pierre de Sevrey, Marshal of the Templars, parlayed for an amnesty on 20 
May. Th e sultan granted it. Th ey could leave under safe conduct and 
embark to Cyprus without weapons and with one piece of clothing each. 
Th is was accepted. Th ey were given a white fl ag to hoist on the walls as a 
guarantee, and 400 Mamluk horsemen, under the emir Sayf al-Din 
Aqbugha al-Mansuri, entered the compound to supervise the evacuation.

Th e amnesty relied on mutual trust, but things went horribly wrong. 
With his troops tempted by the women and children inside, the emir 
lost control of the situation. ‘Th ese men saw the great number of people 
there, and wanted to seize the women who pleased them and violate 
them. Th e Christians were unable to tolerate this, drew their weapons, 
attacked the Saracens, killing and decapitating all of them, so that none 
escaped alive.’ Th e gates were shut, the bodies hurled over walls. ‘Th en 
the Christians resolved to defend their bodies to the death.’ Th ey 
destroyed the banner of truce and threw it from the tower.

In fact, not quite all the Muslims trapped inside were killed. One 
anonymous soldier had a diff erent account of who was to blame and 
lived to tell the tale:

Th e Sultan granted them amnesty through his envoys – the emir Sayf 
al-Din Baktamur al-Silahdar, Aylik al-Farisi al-Hajib (the secretary), 
the emir Sayf al-Din Aqbugha al-Mansuri al-Silahdar who was martyred 
in this tower, and Ibn al-Qadi Taqi al-Din Ibn Razin, who were to 
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administer an oath to the Franks and evacuate them under safe conduct. 
But the rapacious throng fell upon them and killed one of the envoys 
(Sayf al-Din Aqbugha). Th ereupon the Franks closed the gates and 
expelled the Muslims. When the tumult fi rst broke out, the emirs left  
and thereby saved their lives. I, along with a companion named 
Qarabugha al-Shukri were among the group who went to the tower, 
and when the gates were closed we remained inside with many others. 
Th e Franks killed many people and then came to the place where a 
small number, including my companions and me, had taken refuge. We 
fought them for an hour, and most of our number, including my 
comrade, were killed. But I escaped with a group of ten persons who 
fl ed from them. Being outnumbered, we hurled ourselves into the sea. 
Some died, some were crippled, and some of us were spared for a time.

Each side took the opportunity to charge the other with bad faith – 
the Christians were accused not only of massacring the delegation sent 
to oversee the surrender but also of maliciously hamstringing the horses 
and mules – though in general the Muslim sources acknowledge that the 
breaking of the truce was the result of those sent to manage the evacua-
tion ‘looting and laying hands on the women and children who were 
with the Templars’.

Aft er the botched amnesty, there was a stand-off . Th e Templar of 
Tyre related that ‘the sultan was angered by this deed, but gave no visible 
sign of it. Instead he sent again to say that it was the folly of his men and 
the outrages that they had committed that had been the cause of the 
slaughter. He held no ill-will against the Christians and they could leave 
in safety trusting his word.’ Th e Muslim sources state that, despite the 
events of the previous day, it was the Christians who again requested an 
amnesty, realising the hopelessness of their situation.

At some point, a small boat managed to come up to the sea wall of the 
castle and the marshal persuaded Th ibaud Gaudin, elected as the new 
master of the order, to leave with its treasury and a few non-combatants. 
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Gaudin had been reluctant to abandon the castle to its fate. ‘He saw his 
position as grandmaster under attack and thought that he ought not to 
begin his term of offi  ce by abandoning the castle. He consulted the 
brothers, and with their consent went off  to Cyprus, promising to send 
them help from there.’ He got away fi rst to the Templars’ castle at Sidon 
further up the coast. It seems likely that this was the last record of events 
directly witnessed by the anonymous Templar of Tyre. Th is most vivid 
chronicler of the fall of Acre, evidently a man of value to the Order, prob-
ably sailed off  to safety with Gaudin carrying with him the story of the 
city’s fate.

.

Accounts of Acre’s last stand varied. Th e sultan repeated the same off er 
of amnesty as before. On 21 May Pierre de Sevrey with some other 
knights went out to discuss the surrender. Th ey were promptly bound 
and beheaded in full view of the castle in reprisal for the killing of the 
emir. Th e Muslim sources state that he was accompanied by many 
knights and non-combatants, leaving the wounded inside. When they 
emerged ‘more than two thousand of them were executed and the 
women and children were taken prisoner’. It seems more likely that 
Sevrey had gone out with just a small delegation to re-negotiate terms 
with the sultan ahead of a fi nal evacuation.

However it happened exactly, Khalil, ‘when he had the Marshal and 
the men of the Temple in his grasp, cut off  the heads of all the brothers 
and other men. Th e brothers still inside the tower, those who were not 
so ill that they could not help, when they heard tell that the marshal and 
the others had been executed, determined to hold out.’ Th ey threw fi ve 
more Muslim captives from the tower and prepared for a last desperate 
defence. Despite the reduced number of defenders, storming the stoutly 
built fortress still posed a stiff  challenge for the sultan. He set his miners 
to work bringing down the fortifi cations. As the walls crumbled, the 
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defenders retreated into the last tower. By 28 May, this fi nal redoubt 
had been mined on all sides and shored up. All that was necessary was 
to light the fi res underneath. Seeing that further resistance was point-
less, the survivors surrendered or were captured. Th e majority of the 
men were beheaded, with the sultan keeping the most valuable for 
ransom. Th e women and children were taken into slavery.

Th e Chronicle of St Peter’s monastery at Erfurt in Germany gave a 
diff erent account, written just a few months later, of a last act of defi -
ance: ‘But when the Templars and the others who had fl ed there realised 
that they had no supplies and no hope of being supplied by human help, 
they made a virtue of necessity. With devoted prayer, and aft er confes-
sion, they committed their souls to Jesus Christ, rushed out strenuously 
on the Saracens and strongly threw down many of their adversaries. But 
at last they were all killed by the Saracens.’

Th ere followed a dramatic fi nale. In the Muslim accounts, ‘when the 
Franks had come out and most of the contents had been removed, the 
tower collapsed on a group of sightseers and on the looters inside, killing 
them all’. Th e Templar of Tyre obtained a version of events to the eff ect 
that when ‘those in the tower gave themselves up, such a great crowd of 
Saracens entered the tower that the supports [of the mine underneath] 
gave way, and the tower itself collapsed, and those brothers of the Temple 
and the Saracens who were inside were killed. In addition, when the tower 
collapsed, it fell into the street, and crushed more than two thousand 
Turks on horses.’ But he could not have been there to see it. Whatever the 
exact details, the death throes of the Templars’ great castle took on 
dramatic symbolic signifi cance as the fi nal collapse of Christendom’s 
200-year adventure in the land where Jesus had lived and died.



Pottery fr agment of a warrior fr om the excavation of a tower

Shortly aft er, a boastful and threatening letter to Hethoum, the 
Christian king of Cilician Armenia:

We, Sultan Khalil al-Ashraf, the Great Lord, the wise, the upright, the 
strong, the powerful . . . who brings justice to the oppressed and down-
trodden, the builder of kingdoms, the sultan of Arabia, of the Turks 
and Persia, the conqueror of the armies of the Franks, the Armenians 
and the Mongols . . . to the honourable, wise, Hethoum, brave as a lion, 
of the race of Christ . . .

We make known to you that we have conquered the city of Acre 
that was the seat of the True Cross. We besieged it for a very few days 
because their soldiers with all their resources could not defend it, and 
we took their vast army by siege. We engaged and encircled them. Th ey 
were unable to withstand us with so many being killed, no matter how 
many nobles and knights there were, and in one complete hour all of 
them were captured and swept away. Our glittering swords consumed 
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all the Hospitallers and the Templars, betrayers of the city of Acre and 
its Franks . . . they did not evade destruction, nor the Teutonic Knights. 
We levelled their churches to the ground, they were slaughtered on 
their own altars, and the Patriarch himself was delivered into tribula-
tion. And you can see a vast amount of treasure has come into the hands 
of our men . . . and so many women that they were sold for a drachma a 
piece. And you can see the towers of Acre have been razed to the ground 
and turned to a wasteland . . .

And you should know from the evidence of our letter that the 
bodies of the slain have been laid low by our siege engines and burned 
and reduced to dust. And the knights and barons who used to rule over 
them have been shackled, bound and imprisoned. And you, O King, if 
you take heed of what happened to Acre, you will be safe. If not, you 
will weep blood, as they did . . . And if you comprehend what happened 
to them, it will be to your advantage to come personally with your lords 
and two years’ worth of tribute to our loft y doors, as a man who values 
his personal safety and his kingdom and does not try to evade our great 
power. You can be certain that nothing will escape me aft er the destruc-
tion of Acre. I suggest you think and act accordingly, before you fall 
into a mousetrap.

It was an echo of Baybars’s lion clawing the rat.

.

Hethoum was being served notice. It was swift ly followed by another 
letter to him in similar vein, announcing the destruction of the city of 
Tyre. Tyre was particularly signifi cant to both the crusaders and their 
adversaries. A century earlier it had represented perhaps Saladin’s 
greatest strategic mistake. Aft er the devastating victory at Hattin, he 
had chosen to bypass it, leaving the crusaders a coastal foothold that had 
enabled them to claw back territory and remain in the Holy Land for 
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another century. Khalil was determined not to repeat the error. He set 
about erasing every remaining Christian enclave on the shores of 
Palestine and Lebanon. On 18 May, Tyre’s small garrison, 25 miles away, 
could see the smoke of burning Acre on the southern horizon. Next day, 
an army appeared before its walls. Th e city’s defences were formidable, 
but the garrison was small; the defenders abandoned it without a fi ght 
and sailed away to Cyprus. Next it was the turn of the Templars at 
Sidon, further north, now commanded by Th ibaud Gaudin bringing 
with him the Order’s treasury. Th e emir al-Shuja’i showed up with a 
huge army and the Templars retreated to an off shore island. Th ey 
resisted bravely, but when the Mamluks started to construct a causeway, 
they sailed away to Cyprus. One aft er another, the coastal strongholds 
went: Beirut, Haifa, the Templar castles at Château Pèlerin on 30 July 
and Tortosa on 3 August – all were abandoned. By August the only 
presence left  to Christendom in the Holy Land was the Templars’ occu-
pation of the tiny island of Ruad, 2 miles off  Tortosa.

Khalil engaged in maximum destruction. Castles were demolished, 
harbour installations destroyed. Th e fertile coastal plain was devastated, 
orchards burned or uprooted, mills demolished, irrigation systems 
ruined. No beachhead remained from which to launch a new crusade. 
Particular attention was paid to Acre. Much of it was burned, and the 
walls left  to fall down. ‘God is pleased!’ wrote the qadi Abu al-Tina. 
‘Aft er the destruction of the walls of Acre, the Infi delity (across the seas) 
will have nothing to fi nd along our coasts.’

Both sides understood the signifi cance of these events. It was all over 
in the Holy Land. ‘Th us,’ wrote the Templar, ‘as you have been able to 
learn, was all of Syria lost, and the Saracens took and destroyed it all . . . 
this time everything was lost, so that altogether the Christians did not 
hold a palm’s breadth of land in Syria’. Islam knew this too. ‘Because of 
you,’ the historian Ibn al-Furat later wrote, praising Khalil, ‘no town is 
left  in which unbelief can repair, no hope for the Christian religion.’ 
Th e sultan was feted as ‘the probity of this world and religion . . . the 
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subjugator of crosses, the conqueror of the coastal marches, the reviver 
of the Abbasid state’.

Th e death toll is impossible to compute. Of those within Acre, round 
fi gures of 30,000 were repeated in Christian accounts, but are probably 
far too high. Many women and children disappeared into slavery: the 
‘drachma a piece’ trope was a familiar fi gure of speech in accounts of 
Islamic conquest but undoubtedly suggests many captives. Th e 
Dominican monk Ricoldo de Monte Croce, travelling in the Middle 
East, heard tell of nuns in the harems of the emirs and offi  cers of Khalil’s 
army, and members of the military orders certainly survived as captives, 
some of whom were ransomed back. Others were too worthless to be 
enslaved: ‘I see old men,’ he wrote, ‘young girls, children and infants, 
thin, pale, weak, begging their bread, and they long to be Saracen slaves 
rather than die of hunger.’ Not a few of the survivors converted to Islam. 
A knight called Pierre was mentioned as being in the Mamluk sultan’s 
service in 1323. Th e only casualty fi gures recorded for the Muslims are 

Th e walls of St Andrew’s church in a drawing by Cornelis de Bruijn, still 
standing in the seventeenth century despite Khalil’s destruction of Acre.
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unbelievably small: seven emirs, six other commanders and eighty-three 
regular troops, though the ratio of offi  cers to men in this fi gure was 
unusually high. Storming the walls must have taken a toll on both 
regular troops and the large number of volunteers at the siege, but 
beyond that, it is impossible to speculate.

Th ere was little soul-searching by the victors over the fi nal slaughter. 
Th e events of a century ago were well-remembered, and their echo was 
captured by Muslim writers. ‘In my view,’ wrote the Arab chronicler 
al-Yunini, ‘this was their reward for what they did when they conquered 
Akka from the martyred Sultan Salah al-Din [Saladin]. Although they 
had granted amnesty to the Muslim inhabitants, they betrayed them 
aft er the victory, killing all except a few high-ranking emirs. Th ese were 
sold for so much money that an emir was sold for 50,000 dirhams and 
more. Th us God requited the unbelievers for what they did to the 
Muslims.’ ‘O you yellow-faced Christians,’ wrote a poet, ‘the vengeance 
of God has come down upon you.’

Miraculous correspondences were found emphasising that this was 
justice for Richard the Lionheart’s massacre. Abu al-Fida, present at the 
siege and well aware that the fi nal assault had taken place on 18 May 
1291 (by the Christian calendar), sought to emphasise the symmetry of 
events by altering the date by a month to June 1291: ‘By a strange coin-
cidence the Franks had captured Acre, taking it from Saladin at noon 
on Friday, 17 Jumada II [12 July 1191], took the Muslims in it and 
killed them. God Almighty in His prescience decreed that it should be 
conquered in this year on Friday, 17 Jumada II [17 June 1291], at the 
hands of sultan al-Malik al-Ashraf Salah al-Din [Khalil]. So the conquest 
was like the day the Franks took possession of it, and likewise the titles 
of the two sultans.’

In the Islamic world, the siege spawned apocryphal stories. One 
of the emirs charged with demolishing Acre supposedly found a 
lead tablet written in Greek. It was translated in Damascus and appar-
ently read:
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Written in the year 222. And recorded on it that men of the commu-
nity of the prophet of the Arabs trample this land. He is a prophet to 
whom religion and law has been shown, and his religion is the greatest 
of religions, and his law the greatest of laws, he cleans the earth of unbe-
lief and his law shall remain till the end of time. His community shall 
possess all the regions of Persians and the Franks and others, and if they 
enter the year 700 his community shall possess all the lands of the 
Franks.

More likely the ‘translator’ had sold the emir a fraudulent souvenir.
Khalil’s boast to Hethoum about the booty was probably exagger-

ated – much had been spirited away – but wildly so. Th ere were tales of 
people becoming rich both from treasure and from slaves: ‘the gain of 
some of them reached the total of two thousand dinars and more from 
those who plundered and sold to the common people. A person known 
as Sivaj al-Din Zabyan had a profi t in Akka of around one thousand 
seven hundred dinars and twenty-two thousand dirhams. He arrived at 
the town in the company of three trains of camels carrying merchan-
dise.’ Th ere was also considerable amount of plunder of marble columns 
and architectural materials, including the magnifi cent Gothic portal of 
St Andrew’s church which was incorporated into a madrasah in Cairo.

.

On 7 June, Khalil left  Acre for Damascus. Th ere, he received a rapturous 
reception:

Th e entire city had been decorated, and sheets of satin had been laid 
along his triumphal path through the city leading to the palace of the 
governor. Th e regal sultan was proceeded by 280 fettered prisoners. 
One bore a reversed Frankish banner, another carried a banner and 
spear from which the hair of slain comrades was suspended. Al-Ashraf 
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was greeted by the whole population of Damascus and the surrounding 
countryside lining the route, ulama [legal scholars], mosque offi  cials, 
Sufi  sheiks, Christians and Jews, all holding candles even though the 
parade took place before noon.

A second, even more opulent parade was held in Cairo for the all-
conquering hero. Khalil fi nished where he had started six months 
earlier – at his father’s tomb, where he gave thanks for his victory. Again 
a need for circularity was attributed to these events to link Khalil to the 
great deeds of Saladin. It provided implicit criticism even of the sultan’s 
worthy predecessors, Baybars and Qalawun: ‘God saved Akka from the 
hands of the unbelievers,’ wrote Baybars al-Mansuri, ‘by the hand of 
al-Malik al-Ashraf Salah al-Din [Khalil], in the same way as its conquest 
was fi rst by the hand of Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub [Saladin], and it 
stayed in their hands one hundred and three years. None of the Ayyubid 
kings and none of the rulers of the Turkish state aft er them stood up to 
return it.’

.

Th e bedraggled refugees who made it to Cyprus were destitute; most 
brought almost nothing with them, and the infl ux caused infl ation on 
the island. ‘Food was very scarce. Even houses which had been rented 
for ten bezants a year increased in price to a hundred bezants a year.’ 
Th ey became at the same time objects of charity – King Henry provided 
some measure of poor relief – and contempt. ‘And all their friends in 
Cyprus disowned them, nor did they make any friendly mention of 
them,’ wrote the Templar of Tyre, who may have personally suff ered in 
this way. Th ibaud Gaudin, the new Grand Master of the Templars, 
seems to have fallen into deep depression on the island.

It was the Greek monk Arsenius, a pilgrim unwittingly caught up in 
the siege, who in August brought the terrible news to Pope Nicholas IV. 
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He gave a dramatic recounting of the facts and cast blame widely: on the 
Venetians and the Pisans for trading with the infi del, on the military orders 
for self-interest and lack of co-operation, on King Henry for fl eeing. Even 
the pope was criticised to his face for his distracted obsession with the 
question of the ownership of Sicily: ‘Holy Father, if thou hadst not heard 
our sorrow, out of the bitterness of my heart will I reveal it. Would to God 
that thou hadst not been so intent on the recovery of Sicily.’ It was not only 
the sinfulness of people, but the Vatican’s own failure to attend properly to 
the support of the Holy Land. And he went on, ‘it was a real miracle that 
God did not permit the island of Cyprus to be taken by the infi dels’ – a 
gambit that the ambitious sultan was soon considering.

Th e fall of Acre had been on the edge of possibility for years; it was 
seen in informed circles as a setback, but not a fi nal outcome. It did not 
stir the level of lamentation that the loss of Jerusalem had a century 
earlier. If it was God’s punishment for sin, the situation might be recov-
erable. Th ose, such as the Templar of Tyre, closer to the events and more 
realistic, knew better. He had fi rst-hand experience of the formidable 
military skill of the Mamluks. Th is time Christendom had lost every 
foothold on the shores of Holy Land and each had been obliterated. A 
major crusade for 1293 had been planned by Pope Nicholas IV, but he 
was dead within the year. Ricoldo de Monte Croce, travelling in Iraq 
and also fully aware of the power of Islam, read in these events the possi-
bility of the End of Days, that ‘if the Saracens continue to do as they did 
in two years to Tripoli and Acre, in several years there will be no 
Christians left  in the whole world’.

.

Survivor blame and survivor guilt followed inevitably. In the accounts 
that circulated, the crown of martyrdom was bestowed on those, such as 
Matthieu de Clermont, who went down fi ghting. Nicolas de Hanapes 
was the only person in the whole history of the Holy Land Crusades to be 
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canonised by the papacy. At the same time, the fi nger of suspicion was 
pointed at the leading fi gures who made it out alive. Like survivors of a 
Titanic, Othon de Grandson and Jean de Grailly were accused of fl eeing 
‘with their armour untouched’. Grandson was additionally charged with 
having made off  with a considerable amount of money, yet there was 
evidence that Grailly had been wounded, and on Cyprus, Grandson was 
so poor that the pope ordered the Dean of St Paul’s in London to pay him 
a stipend. Jean de Villiers fi nished his letter, in which he described briefl y 
the part that the Hospitallers had played, on a keening note that suggests 
a hinted apology for having survived at all. Th ey had almost gone down 
to the last man: ‘God knows it,’ he wrote, proceeding to explain the 
circumstances surrounding his personal survival. It had been involuntary 
and willed from Above: wounded and almost dead he had been carried 
off  by his servants to a ship. ‘And so we and part of our brethren escaped, 
since it pleased God that it should be so, of whom the greater number 
were sore wounded without hope of recovery, and we had ourselves taken 
to the island of Cyprus. Th ere we have remained until the date this letter 
was written in great sadness of heart, overwhelmed with very great 
sorrow.’ It was perhaps a particular source of shame to the Grand Master 
of the Hospitallers that he had lived when Beaujeu, the Templars’ Grand 
Master, had died fi ghting. In this climate King Henry, guilty by associa-
tion, felt obliged to seek pardon from the pope.

Judgement on conduct during the siege remained a burning topic 
and frequently refl ected partisan interests. Generally, the chroniclers 
tended to favour the Hospitallers in this respect, with the heroically 
portrayed death of Clermont contrasted with the tardier response of 
Beaujeu, but retrospective blame would attach to both the orders, in 
which their discords and self-interest fi gured heavily. Both were 
uniquely identifi ed with the Holy Land Crusades, particularly the 
Templars, the original military order which had 172 years of unbroken 
service in the Holy Land. With that land lost, their raison d’être was 
called into question. Th e military orders were at the heart of the 
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crusading project. Th ey were now vulnerable, open to accusations of 
selfi shness and hypocrisy from all quarters.

In the wake of the fall of Acre, many new crusading strategies were 
proposed: to merge the military orders into one body; to use the total 
Christian control of the sea to strike at the Mamluks by economic 
blockade of Alexandria, cutting off  its access to goods, tax revenues from 
the spice trade, military slaves and war material; to forgo a general call to 
crusade in favour of professional forces, centred on the military orders, 
with national support from the crowned heads of Europe. Th e most 
detailed of these proposals was the treatise of Marino Sanudo Torsello, 
the Venetian statesman who had visited Acre in 1286. He was deeply 
knowledgeable about the trade routes that nourished the Mamluk 
dynasty. His carefully though-out strategy involved a return to the great 
crusading plans of Louis IX – to strike fi rst at Egypt. Church taxes were 
levied to fund such enterprises; successive popes convened councils. For 
a while, popular enthusiasm for crusading remained high. In 1309, 
thousands of peasants and townspeople from across Europe made their 
way to Mediterranean ports to beg for a general crusade, which rapidly 
petered out for lack of papal support.

Crusading required the leadership of great kings. Both Edward I of 
England and Philip IV of France committed to go, but neither made it. 
Th ere were always higher national priorities, rivalries, local wars to 
fi ght, disputes to settle. Th e Grand Masters of the Templars and the 
Hospitallers both spurned the idea of a merger. And a maritime strategy 
depended ultimately on the participation of Venice and Genoa, neither 
of whom were willing to forgo the lucrative trade with the Islamic 
world. Th e crusading taxes disappeared into the papal coff ers, and the 
lack of coherent secular leadership and political will, and the fright-
ening costs involved, stymied practical action. As one astringent chron-
icler put it of the papacy of Clement V, at the start of the fourteenth 
century, ‘the Pope had the money and the Marquis his nephew had part 
of it, and the King [of France] and others who had taken the cross did 
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not set out, and the Saracens are still there in peace, and I think they 
may sleep on undisturbed’. By 1370 all concrete plans for recovering the 
Holy Land were dead.

.

Yet the dream of Jerusalem died hard. On Cyprus, noblewomen wore 
black mourning for the loss of the Holy Land for a century. Th e city 
continued to exert a hold on the chivalric imagination of the aristocracy 
of Europe, and theoretical schemes for reclaiming Jerusalem continued 
to be generated for hundreds of years. Manuel I, King of Portugal at the 
time that Vasco da Gama fi rst sailed to India and a man given to messi-
anic dreams, envisaged a pincer movement against the now dying 
Mamluk dynasty. He attempted to persuade the kings of England, 
France and Spain to embark on a ship-borne Mediterranean crusade to 
the Holy Land, while a Portuguese fl eet would simultaneously attack 
from the Indian Ocean. Not short of ambition, he envisaged a raid on 
Medina, kidnapping the body of Muhammad, and holding it to ransom 
in exchange for Jerusalem. Such schemes collapsed without a sound. By 
the start of the sixteenth century the Ottomans had become the focus 
of all Christian military eff ort, and the prospect of retaking the Holy 
Land had slipped away.

Faced with a challenge to their existence, the Hospitallers cannily 
repositioned themselves. Retreating from Cyprus, they besieged the 
Greek island of Rhodes, captured it in 1308 and managed to present 
themselves as the front line of Christian reconquest, waging piratical 
war against Islam and for a time maintaining a foothold at Bodrum on 
the coast of Turkey. As ‘the shield of Christendom’ they survived another 
500 years, fi rst in Rhodes, then at Malta, holding the line against the 
Ottoman Empire. Th e Teutonic Knights fell back on their second front, 
fi ghting the pagans in northern Europe. Th e Templars were less swift -
footed. Th ey no longer had a role; distrusted as a state within a state, 
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they were also enviably wealthy. In France, the heartland of their order, 
they came under the vengeful gaze of King Philip IV. Th eir downfall was 
sudden and dramatic. Under accusations of idolatry, magic and sodomy 
the roundups started in 1307. Show trials and confessions under torture 
ensured their destruction. Th e evidence presented of their heroic defence 
at Acre counted for nothing. By 1314, they were fi nished, with the last 
Grand Master burning at the stake with a defi ant shout: ‘God knows 
who is wrong and has sinned. Soon misfortune will come to those who 
have wrongly condemned us. God will avenge our death!’ Both Philip 
and the pope were dead within the year.

Th e end of the Templars – their redundancy and their problematic 
status in a Europe gradually coalescing into nation-states – was 
symptomatic of a gradual alteration in the consciousness of Western 
Christendom. Among religious men the collapse of the Holy Land 
marked something of a spiritual crisis. Th e belief that Christianity 
would achieve a fi nal victory over Islam could not be sustained. More 
broadly, a slow shift  in faith was taking place. People were no longer so 
easily moved by the simple spiritual fervour that had sparked the early 
mass crusades, no longer so convinced by the promise of redemption 
from sin. In any case the crusading impulse could be fulfi lled nearer to 
home: against pagans in the forests of Prussia and Lithuania or against 
the Moors on the plains and in the mountains of the Iberian Peninsula. 
Crusading in the Holy Land had become the business of professional 
armies carried there on the ships of the Italian maritime republics. 
Neither soldiers nor ships were available. European monarchs were 
occupied with their own fi ghts. England and France were moving 
towards a war that would absorb them for a century. Th e Venetians and 
the Genoese, whose commitment was always compromised by the lure 
of trade with the Islamic world, were engaged in long-running trade 
contests. Th e papacy itself had been tarnished by its substitute crusades 
against the Holy Roman Empire in Sicily and the practice of selling 
indulgences – taking payment for the remission of sins.
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Th e world of the thirteenth century was diff erent from that of the elev-
enth. Europe was being gradually lift ed out of existential pessimism. A 
commercial revolution saw money replacing barter, the slow decline of 
feudal ties, the growth of urban populations, the invention of new fi nan-
cial instruments – banking, insurance and bills of exchange – that facili-
tated the expansion of trade and the improvements in material prosperity 
that would only be slowed by the Black Death. In Persia, the Mongol 
dynasty converted to Islam, depriving Christendom of a potential ally. For 
200 years, the spark fi rst lit by Pope Urban had burned brightly. Th e appeal 
of fi ghting for the Holy Land had caught the imagination – with its heady 
mix of medieval chivalry, armed aggression legitimised by fi ghting for 
Christ, its promises of salvation and redemption of sins, its vivid reimag-
ining of the land where Jesus had walked – but in the long run the Crusades 
were unsustainable. Supply lines were too long, support too sporadic, and 
internal divisions within its kingdoms too great to create long-term strate-
gies and standing armies. Ultimately, defeat was inevitable.

.

Khalil’s letter to Christian Armenia was not an idle threat. Th e following 
year he invaded and sacked parts of Hethoum’s kingdom, but the king 
himself avoided the fate promised in the letter. Meanwhile, the sultan’s 
bombastic self-belief and vaulting ambition would prove his undoing. 
He conceived a grand campaign to take Baghdad from the Mongols and 
ordered the construction of 100 ships for the conquest of Cyprus. 
Nothing came of either scheme. Such projects alienated leading emirs 
who were alarmed by his lack of judgement and perceived him a danger 
to themselves and the Mamluk state. His suspicions against Lajin at the 
siege of Acre came home to roost. In December 1293 a group of emirs, 
including Lajin, hatched a plot to kill him. Now exiled in Cyprus, the 
Templar of Tyre was able to obtain some kind of account of the event 
that closed the circle on the fall of Acre:
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And as it happened, one day out hunting, they attacked and killed him. 
And the one who struck him fi rst was his uncle, Baydara, his mother’s 
brother, but he struck so ineff ectively that it wasn’t a mortal blow. Th en 
an emir called Lajin struck him, saying to Baydara ‘You do not strike 
like a man who wants to be sultan, but I will deliver a manly blow’. And 
he struck him so hard that he was cut in half, and thus was Christianity 
avenged of the evil that he did.

With Khalil’s death, the Mamluk Sultanate descended into a period 
of chaotic bloodshed that made the stable ruthlessness of Baybars and 
Qalawun seem like a golden age. Th e sultanate changed hands three 
times in fi ve years. Lajin himself was sultan from 1296 to 1298, until the 
assassin’s knife struck him down. Of all the emirs involved in the siege of 
Acre, it appears that al-Fakhri, Beaujeu’s double agent, was one of the 
most fortunate. Despite Khalil’s suspicions, he seems to have died peace-
fully in his bed in Cairo in 1306. Th e Templar of Tyre vanished in 
Cyprus, anonymous to the last. His record of events stopped about 1314.

Among the last surviving protagonists of the great event was Othon de 
Grandson. He died in Switzerland in 1328 at about the age of ninety. He 
had been in and out of the Holy Land all his life on behalf of his lord and 
close friend, Edward I of England. In 1271, nearly sixty years earlier – more 
than a lifetime back by the standards of the Middle Ages – he had fought 
alongside Edward on his sorties from Acre and had accompanied the 
Templars and Hospitallers on an ill-fated venture into Christian Armenia 
to resist the Mamluks in 1292–93. Th e mailed fi gure on his tomb in 
Lausanne Cathedral is the only surviving likeness of any of those who had 
fought at Acre. And hauntingly, fi ft y years aft er the city’s fall the pilgrim 
Ludolf von Suchem stumbled upon two aged woodcutters living near the 
Dead Sea who spoke French. Th ey turned out to be Templars. Th ey had 
worked for the sultan, married, and had children. Th ey and their families 
were brought back to Europe and feted at the papal court at Avignon, 
bewildered and exotic specimens from a lost world.



Forlorn ruins in the landscape of Acre in the seventeenth century

According to the Syrian nobleman Abu al-Fida, Acre’s churches and 
walls were demolished. Th e city was razed to the ground. Rocks were 
dumped in the harbour to render it unusable to ships. Th e aim was to 
deny any foothold to future crusader armies, but the destruction was 
not nearly as complete as was claimed. Christian pilgrims and travellers 
were still able to make journeys to the Holy Land and to go to Jerusalem, 
and Acre continued to be visited.

When Ludolf von Suchem passed through in 1340, much was still 
visible despite the Saracens’ attempts ‘to utterly subvert and destroy down 
to their foundations all the walls, towers, castles and palaces, lest the 
Christians should rebuild them. Yet in hardly any places have they been 
able to beat them down to the height of a man, but all the churches, walls 
and towers, and very many castles and palaces remain almost entire, and 
if it pleased God, could with great care be restored throughout to their 
former state.’ He was able to describe the city’s outline in detail, and 
reconstruct in his mind’s eye a nostalgic picture of the city at its peak. A 
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small garrison was stationed there, living off  pigeons and partridges that 
roosted among the ruins. Strangely, as early as 1304, the Venetians had 
concluded a treaty with the local governor to reside and trade in Acre, 
though little evidence exists that they did so. Slowly much of the city’s 
shattered outline was covered by wind-blown sand from the long beach, 
but for hundreds of years the ghostly ruins of its churches and great 
palaces were still visible as a landmark for passing ships. Like an image of 
Ozymandias, its remnants fascinated and haunted passing travellers.

James of Verona arrived in 1335, ‘lamenting and sighing’ for what it had 
been, now a desolate spot ‘a habitation only for snakes and wild animals’ 
and a few Saracens, yet he was still able to see ‘fi ne towers and many palaces 
and many large buildings’. Successive visitors left  valuable, if at times, 
contradictory accounts of the walls. Francesco Suriano in 1460 described 
‘three sets of walls, an arbalest [crossbow] shot apart, with moats in the 
form of escarpments built of cut stones, with towers within moats forty 
paces apart, with very strong forts’. Evidence of the siege still lay round 
about. He saw ‘a mound half a mile long a short distance from the city as a 
defence against artillery. And to this day the stones of the bombardment 
look like a fl ock of sheep on the ground.’ Henry Maundrell, who came in 
1697, also noted these stone balls scattered on the ground ‘of at least thir-
teen or fourteen inches’ diameter, which were part of the ammunition used 
in battering the city’. Th ough the place looked devastated to another 
English traveller, George Sandys, he too described it as ‘strong, double 
immured, fortifi ed with bulwarks and towers; to each wall a ditch, lined 
with stone, and under those diverse secret posterns . . . but the huge walls 
turned topsy turvey, and lying like rocks upon the foundations’. Richard 
Pococke, in 1738, took its fortifi cations to be quite modern: ‘a double 
rampart and a fosse, lined with stone; the inner rampart defended with 
semi-circular bastions’. It was a ghost town of crumbling structures. Th e 
cellars of the houses fi lled up with rainwater, so that the whole place gave 
off  a dreadful stench, cloaked at seasons by a thick miasmic vapour. From 
the late seventeenth century artists started to come in search of the romantic 
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Orient. In 1682, the Dutch artist Cornelis de Bruijn drew some of the 
remaining buildings. Th ree years later a French artist, Gravier d’Ortières, 
sent to Acre by Louis XIV, created a panorama of the whole city from the 
deck of a ship. Th e long low profi le picks out the prominent remains of a 
church on the headland, the still impressive bulk of the Hospitallers’ palace, 
towers and ruined arches, and outside the walls, desultory crumbling ruins 
stretching to the foot of the hill on which Khalil had pitched his red tent.

By the end of the eighteenth century, much of this had gone, been 
rebuilt, or refashioned. What was left  of the medieval walls was demol-
ished and the stone used to make new buildings and the fortifi cations 
that repulsed Napoleon in 1799. New mosques and caravanserais 
were constructed; the foundations of churches, Italian warehouses and 
towers had been subsumed into Ottoman structures.

.

Nowadays, it is possible to look down from the impressive ramparts of 
the old city and imagine the defence and an army encamped outside in the 
streets of modern Akko, but appearances are deceptive. Th ese walls were 

Acre from the sea in a drawing by Gravier d’Ortières, showing the bulk of the 
Hospitallers’ fortress and the skeleton of the church of St John.
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built in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century; the medieval 
walls with their lines of towers, stone-lined ditches, and ominously named 
towers have vanished. Only tiny stretches at the foot of one wall are still 
visible. Th e crusader city is a series of tantalising fragments over-built with 
later Ottoman buildings, but the twisting lanes opening onto tiny squares 
probably follow the crusader footprint, which in turn followed an earlier 
Arab layout. A chunk of rock by the sea walls marks the site of the Pisan 
harbour; another stump standing alone in the sea is all that is left  of the 
so-called Tower of Flies which once guarded the entrance to the port. Acre 
is a honeycomb of historic structures built one on another. Th e Arab on 
the Hellenistic and the Roman; the Crusader on the Arab; the Ottoman 
on the Crusader. Th ere are deep underground layers. Many houses have 
arched cellars and undercroft s, with further hollow vaults yet unexplored, 
evidence of the long accumulation of human habitation. Across the street 
from where the Templar castle once stood, a doorway leads down into the 
darkness, a monument to the wealth of their heyday. A 300-metre stone 
tunnel, dimly lit, with the whispering sound of running water, passes under 
the city. You emerge blinking at the far end, close to the port. Up towards 
the present city walls, portions of the Hospitallers’ compound still stand, a 
warren of pillared halls, vaults and courtyards; at the entrance lie some of 
the giant stone balls probably launched by Khalil’s catapults.

Th e impressive castle where the Templars made their last stand has 
completely gone; instead a shallow basin of sea in which the outlines of 
its foundations are just visible. It’s a pleasant spot to sit and gaze out at 
the water and the passing ships, where the defenders once looked in 
vain to the west. From here you can now catch both the sound of church 
bells and the call to prayer. People come to this sea wall to drink coff ee 
by the lighthouse, to promenade and meet their friends. Th e sound of 
Arabic technopop blasts out from speedboats taking tourists on thrill 
rides around the bay. Th ey churn up dramatic bow waves making tight 
turns. Joyriders scream. Aft er dark, just the slap of water, the fruit stalls 
still lit, the lighthouse and the moon.
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A BR IEF TIMELINE OF THE HOLY 
LAND CRUSADES

1095 Pope Urban II preaches crusade in France.
1096–99 Th e First Crusade.
1099 Crusaders besiege and sack Jerusalem.
1104 King Baldwin captures Acre.
1147–49 Th e Second Crusade.
1171 Saladin becomes ruler of Egypt. Start of the Ayyubid 

dynasty.
1171–85 Saladin consolidates Ayyubid rule over Palestine and Syria.
1187 Saladin defeats a crusader army at Hattin, takes Acre and 

regains Jerusalem.
1189–92 Th e Th ird Crusade, led by Philip Augustus of France, the 

Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I and Richard I of 
England.

1189–91 Th e crusader siege of Acre.
1192 Treaty between Richard and Saladin, and departure of 

Richard aft er the failure to retake Jerusalem.
1202–04 Th e Fourth Crusade sets out from Venice but changes 

course to capture Christian Constantinople.
1217–19 Th e Fift h Crusade attacks Egypt but is defeated in the Nile 

Delta.
1228 Frederick II regains Jerusalem by treaty.
1239–41 Small crusading ventures by Th eobald of Champagne and 

Richard of Cornwall.
1244 Th e Khwarazmians sack Jerusalem. Th e city is fi nally lost.
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1245 Pope Innocent IV sends an embassy to the Mongols.
1247 Louis IX of France plans a crusade.
1248–54 Th e Seventh Crusade
1248 Louis invades Egypt. His army is defeated in the Nile Delta 

and Louis is captured.
1248–50 Th e end of the Ayyubid dynasty. Th e slave Mamluks gain 

control of Egypt.
1250s Baybars emerges as leader of the Bahriyyah Mamluks.
1258 Th e Mongols sack Baghdad.
1259 Th e Mamluk Qutuz gains control of Egypt.
1260 Th e Mongols under Hülegü sack Aleppo and take 

Damascus. Th e Mongol army is defeated at Ayn Jalut by 
the Mamluks. Qutuz is assassinated and Baybars becomes 
Mamluk sultan.

1260–64 Baybars tightens his grip on power and reforms the army.
1265–71 Baybars embarks on systematic destruction of crusader 

castles. Acre is repeatedly raided.
1268 Baybars takes Antioch.
1270 Th e Eighth Crusade. Louis IX attacks Tunis and dies there.
1271 Edward of England’s crusade to Acre. Baybars captures 

Krak des Chevaliers.
1277 Baybars dies. 
1280 Qalawun gains the Mamluk Sultanate.
1289 Qalawun takes Tripoli.
1290 Th e massacre of Muslims at Acre provides the excuse for 

Qalawun’s attack. Th e Mamluk army is mobilised. Qalawun 
dies and Khalil becomes sultan.

1291 Khalil attacks and destroys Acre. All remaining crusader 
outposts in Outremer fall.

1293 Khalil is assassinated by a group of Mamluk emirs.
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Th is books rests on two centuries of crusader scholarship. Th e reverbera-
tions of the events of 1291 were felt across the whole of Europe and gener-
ations of historians have been assiduous in seeking out reports, letters, 
chronicles and church and state records that touch on the fi nal collapse of 
Outremer as seen from the Christian viewpoint. Despite this, the number 
of eyewitness accounts is quite small. First and foremost, of course, is that 
of the so-called Templar of Tyre, on which I have drawn heavily. Th e 
Templar remains a fascinating fi gure in his own right; his mysterious role 
as an intelligence agent and speaker of Arabic gave him access to inside 
knowledge both of decision-making processes within the heart of the 
Acre establishment and of the Mamluk world. He is by turns revealing 
and knowingly discreet: ‘I could tell you who they were if I were so 
inclined.’ Some of the incidents he describes, such as the horrifying death 
of an English soldier hit by Greek fi re and the mortal wound infl icted on 
Guillaume de Beaujeu, suggest that he was present as an eyewitness. And 
yet he gives no hint of personal involvement. Did he fi ght – there is no 
indication that he did – or was he just a man of letters? And how did he 
escape from the burning city? He disappears from the scene into obscu-
rity. His is the most detailed surviving account. Its predominance possibly 
skews the record favourably towards the Templars and exaggerates the 
importance of Beaujeu’s mortal wound to the fi nal collapse.

Alongside the Templar, I have particularly relied on two other anon-
ymous chronicles that seem to have collected the accounts of survivors 
of the fall: the so called Excidium Aconis (‘Th e Destruction of Acre’), 

THE EVIDENCE FOR THE FALL 
OF ACRE
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and another work simply known as Th adeus, aft er its author. In addition 
there are fragmentary letters, such as that of the Grand Master of the 
Hospitallers, Jean de Villiers, the report of the Greek monk Arsenius to 
the pope, and suggestive details from other chronicles and records.

Th e Islamic version of events has been far less picked over. Th e 
pioneering analysis of these in the West is Donald Little’s paper 
reviewing all the available material and constructing a genealogy of reli-
ability and attribution. I have found this an invaluable guide to the 
Arabic sources and to understanding their perspectives on the events of 
1291. But as he points out, while these are highly informative on the 
‘before and aft er’ of the siege – the politics, the decision-making and the 
aft ermath – they are less helpful on military matters. Th ere are a few 
precious autobiographical eyewitness accounts; among these Abu 
al-Fida’s description of dragging the trebuchets to the siege, Baybars 
al-Mansuri’s construction of an ingenious screen to thwart the defenders’ 
catapults from the siege works, and an anonymous soldier’s desperate 
fi ght for survival trapped in the Templars’ tower at the very end. Th e 
narrative and sequencing of events during the siege in the Islamic sources 
is jumbled and confusing. We learn far more from Christian sources 
about Mamluk fi ghting techniques – particularly during the fi nal 
assault – than we do from the Arabic ones. Nevertheless, by cross-refer-
encing incidents from these sources with those from the Templar and 
others, I believe it is possible to give a reasonably balanced account.

Beyond the written accounts there is also the evidence on – and in 
– the ground. Th e city of Acre is a fascinating historical site, its layers of 
occupation lying one on top of another in rich confusion, but as I indi-
cated in the epilogue it is extremely diffi  cult to understand. A funda-
mental problem in any account of the events of 1291 that makes 
continuous mentions of towers and barbicans, the inner and outer walls 
and the role of ditches and salients, is that we have little reliable infor-
mation about exactly where they were or what they looked like – beyond 
an acceptable belief that they would have been in line with the kinds of 
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structures and defensive strategies adopted in many other crusader 
fortifi cations in the Holy Land.

For the relative position and identifi cation of the walls and towers we 
are largely dependent on the work of Marino Sanudo Torsello, who visited 
the city in 1286 during the last desperate phase of tower-building before 
the Mamluks came. Maps were drawn in conjunction with his account in 
various versions, one of which appears on p. 14 and another in Plate 4, 
that enable us to locate the main features, though even these can be 
misleading. One version of Sanudo’s map puts the Accursed Tower on the 
outer wall, though it was quite patently on the inner one, and Sanudo 
himself must have known this as he was in the city when the King’s Tower 
was being constructed to protect it shortly before the fall. Th e psycho-
logical importance of the Accursed Tower, as in the Matthew Paris map in 
Plate 3, sometimes trumps the facts. Th e tower on this map, also repro-
duced on the title page, is circular. Th ere is good reason to believe that 
there was a preference for circular defensive structures in strategic loca-
tions; although more laborious to build they were considered harder for 
miners to bring down than square towers, with their corners, but unfortu-
nately, there is no archaeological evidence to go on.

Much of the wall, along with the towers and stone-lined ditches, were 
still visible well into the eighteenth century, and travellers’ accounts of 
visiting the site, as well as artists’ portrayals, provide valuable evidence 
even if they are somewhat contradictory. We learn for example from the 
observations of Francesco Suriano that Khalil’s army constructed a long 
earth bank to protect its camp, and of the impressive number of artillery 
balls still littering the site centuries later ‘like a fl ock of sheep’ that give 
evidence of the massive work of trebuchets, but the walls and towers 
themselves, and the exact course of Acre’s outer walls, remain elusive. On 
my visit to Acre, Danny Syon of the Israel Antiquities Authority showed 
me the one small stretch of stones at the base of the eighteenth-century 
city wall that is all that’s left  above ground of the original crusader struc-
ture. Decades of archaeological work have uncovered tantalising glimpses 
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of walls, ditches and towers, shops, streets and houses but the develop-
ment of the town of New Akko has now covered the ground that was 
visible in aerial photographs a century ago so that the historic suburb of 
Montmusard and the line of the walls have completely vanished.

One of the consequences of this has been an ongoing debate among 
archaeologists and historians about the size of crusader Acre, particu-
larly how far east its outer walls extended towards the Touron, the hill 
from which Khalil conducted his operations, and at what point these 
walls met the seashore. Th ere are minimalist and maximalist positions 
on this. In 1997 Benjamin Kedar made a persuasive case for Acre having 
been far larger than had been previously thought. As well as some 
archaeological evidence, those favouring this view have relied on the 
long panorama of Gravier d’Ortières, drawn about 1685, sections of 
which are reproduced on pp. 216 and 218. Th is seems to show the ruins 
of built structures quite close to the Touron, though it has been coun-
tered that there would very likely have been free-standing buildings, 
bridges etc. outside the city walls, and the accuracy of Gravier’s perspec-
tive is questionable. In deciding how to brief the necessary map to help 
understand events in the book, I eventually followed the maximalist 
position as set out in a map by Denys Pringle based on Kedar’s work, 
which elongates the footprint of Acre east towards the Touron, with no 
certainty, in the absence of archaeological evidence, that it is defi nitive. 
All that can be said is that the map at the front of this book (pp. xii–xiii) 
is reasonably uncontroversial in relation to the twists and turns of the 
walls, the relative positions of towers and gates and the disposition of 
Mamluk army units in accord with the contemporary sources.

Over decades of archaeological work, during the course of building 
work and hurried salvage digs, some evidence of the fi ghting that took 
place has emerged from the ground: the base of a round tower at the far 
northern end of the walls beyond which the Pisans must have launched 
their surprise amphibious attack early in the siege, sections of moat and 
occasional fragments of tower elsewhere. In 1991 the construction of a 
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courthouse in New Akko gave rise to the discovery and excavation of a 
square tower, with walls 3 metres thick at the base, that had been 
destroyed by fi re. Th e litter of burnt beams and smashed pottery bear 
witness to the fi nal destruction. It has been suggested that this tower 
was on the outer line of walls near the most vulnerable salient, and that 
possibly it was the Tower of the Venetians. A similar excavation inside 
the eighteenth-century walls undertaken in 2004 revealed the extensive 
torching of buildings in direct line of the fi nal Mamluk assault, evidence 
that ‘the land was lit up by fi re’, as the Templar of Tyre put it. A destruc-
tion layer of this kind has been discovered at various sites in the city, 
littered with shattered thirteenth-century pottery and glass, coins, 
carbonised wood and collapsed roofs – time-capsule evidence that 
crusader Acre came to an abrupt full stop in May 1291. Th e forlorn 
ruins were then covered by windblown sand for hundreds of years until 
the town was resurrected by the construction of new buildings on top 
during the Ottoman period.

Archaeologists have also turned up arrowheads, possible fragments 
of ceramic grenades, and a large number of artillery stones of all sizes. 
Concentrations of stone balls have been found in various places – some 
within the city, others outside the likely line of the walls, which appear 
to have been stores of ammunition prepared for fi ring. A photograph of 
the excavation of one of these appears in the plate section. Close exami-
nation of these projectiles reveals the range of diff erent sizes and their 
geology, from which it’s been possible to deduce that the Mamluks 
sourced stone from a distance away. Some of these are of considerable 
size, but many of the smaller balls that must also have peppered the 
walls have not survived or have been incorporated into buildings. Of 
what is still visible of the city that went down in fl ames, the most impres-
sive remnants are those of the Hospitallers’ compound, with its halls 
and undercroft s, and the fi nely built tunnel running under the city that 
possibly connected the Templar castle with the harbour. Many of the 
secrets of crusader Acre and its destruction remain buried underground.
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In this book I have taken some shortcuts with regard to the conventions 
of personal names with the aim of making it easier for readers to iden-
tify the shift ing cast of characters that pass through its pages. Th e names 
of the Christians generally consist of a personal one, for example 
‘Jacques’, and then their place of family origin, for example ‘de Vitry’ (‘of 
Vitry’). It is usual to refer to them by either their fi rst name or their full 
name rather than just by the town from which they came. However in 
the fast-moving pace of events it is oft en unwieldy and sometimes 
confusing to refer to people in this way, so you will fi nd Nicolas de 
Hanapes, Othon de Grandson, Jean de Grailly and so on frequently cut 
down to their place of origin. So Vitry, Hanapes, Grandson and Grailly 
appear from time to time, hopefully to give the reader something to 
cling on to as the arrows fl y past. On the other hand I have decided to 
resist anglicising names wherever possible, thus Matthieu de Clermont 
rather than Matthew of Clermont, to give readers a more vivid sense of 
who these people actually were. I cannot claim complete consistency in 
this. It might be more accurate to refer to Richard as Cœur de Lion, as 
he barely spoke English, and this might give a better sense of who this 
man was, but I have of course stuck with the Lionheart. And Henry of 
Cyprus is the later ruler of Acre, rather than Henri de Chypre, and so 
on. My aim throughout has been to try to balance readability against a 
sense of the past.

With Muslim names the situation is much more confusing. I’m sure 
the eyes of western readers, including my own, tend to glaze over at the 
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introduction of a character called, for example, Sayf al-Din Baktamur 
al-Silahdar. Baybars’s full name is al-Malik al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars 
al-Bunduqdari. Th ese long name chains oft en include a reference to 
their father (as in ‘ibn’ – son of ), an occupation (‘al-Silahdar’ – the emir 
in charge of armaments), an honorifi c appellation such as ‘Rukn al-Din’ 
(Pillar of the Faith) or a reference to their place of origin or one of 
their masters, ‘al-Mansuri’ (from the regiment of the Victorious King, 
al-Mansur Qalawun). Th ere are several people in this book with the 
al-Mansuri tag – and one trebuchet!

Mamluks oft en have a name of Turkic origin. Th at of the Lion of 
Egypt, Baybars, actually means something like ‘great panther’. As with 
the Christians I have taken a decision to reduce names. Aft er a fi rst 
introduction I have stripped names down to a single word where 
possible: Lajin, Baybars etc, in the hope that readers will be able to cling 
on in the saddle, so to speak. (Unfortunately we do get two people with 
the Baybars name in the book: Sultan Baybars and Baybars al-Mansuri.) 
With Salah al-Din, I have moved quickly to Saladin. I have chosen not 
to use diacritics in Arabic names in the main text, as these introduce a 
further layer of complexity. Overall, my approach to names is not 
completely consistent, but I hope it will help readers to keep track of 
who’s who and where they come from.
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