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INTRODUCTION

Normally, there would be nothing remarkable about the arrival of a merchant caravan in the border town of Utrar in Central Asia. Located on the banks of the Syr Darya River (in present-day southern Kazakhstan), Utrar was an important waypoint on the transcontinental silk routes, and traders were a common sight. Even so, this was a contentious moment. Utrar lay on the northern borders of the Khwarazmian Empire, whose massed territories encompassed much of Persia and extended as far north as the Aral Sea and as far west as Iraq and the frontier with the Abbasid Caliphate. In November 1218—boasting huge armies, colossal fortress cities, and immeasurable wealth—the Khwarazmians had little need to fear any aggressor, certainly not a small company of merchants.

Nonetheless, this caravan was significant because it came from the leader of Central Asia’s fastest-rising power: the Mongol ruler Chinggis Khan (more commonly known today in the West as Genghis Khan). He was a major contender in the embattled world of Central Asian politics. First, he united the Mongol tribes and their neighbours and then conquered much of northern China, sacking the great city of Zhongdu (modern-day Beijing) in 1215. More importantly, the Mongols had overthrown the Khwarazmians’ powerful neighbour—the empire of Qara Khitai—earlier in 1218, their forces crushing all resistance within a matter of weeks.

These were worrying reports, and tensions were running high. The Khwarazmians were not yet at war with the Mongols, but armed clashes had taken place only a few years earlier. Significantly, Sultan Muhammed, the Khwarazmian ruler, had just cut short a major invasion staged in the Southwest against the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad—a decision that some speculated was driven by the rising Mongol presence in the Northeast.1

Yet the approach of this merchant caravan raised the prospect of more peaceful relations. Chinggis Khan seemed keen to establish trading relations with Sultan Muhammed, and now he sent a further message with the caravan expressing the hope that “the abscess of evil thoughts may be lanced by the improvement of relations and agreement between us, and the pus of sedition and rebellion removed.”2 The traders brought with them gold and beaver fur to trade, hoping in return to acquire fabric to be made into clothing. The Mongol Khan had apparently acquired a taste for Khwarazmian textiles a few years before, when their merchants arrived at his encampment.3
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Utrar, the Khwarazmian Empire, and the Near East in 1218.





Even so, trouble began almost immediately. Utrar’s governor, Inalchuq, placed the Mongol merchants under arrest. His motives are unclear. One account claims that an Indian trader attached to the Mongol convoy insulted him. Other commentators suggest that he may have coveted their trade goods. It is also quite possible that he suspected the Mongols of spying.4 Whatever the truth, Inalchuq sent messengers back to the Khwarazmian sultan, reporting his actions and seeking urgent guidance on how to proceed. The reply could not have been clearer: he was to kill the Mongol merchants… all of them. Inalchuq duly carried out his orders, but crucially a single survivor evaded the massacre, slipping away and returning to Chinggis Khan. Upon learning of this stupendous insult, Chinggis Khan sent an envoy to the Khwarazmian sultan demanding an explanation. Again, Sultan Muhammed’s response was unambiguous: he executed the envoy and shaved his followers’ beards.5

Mongol retribution was swift and decisive. Three months later, a vast Mongol army reached Utrar, where, following a lengthy siege, Chinggis Khan’s forces sacked the city. He executed Inalchuq in a particularly brutal manner, pouring molten metal into his mouth, eyes, and ears.6 The following year, city by city, much of the empire’s northern frontier facing the Central Asian steppe collapsed in the face of a relentless Mongol onslaught.

Sultan Muhammed’s defensive strategy only accelerated the Khwarazmian Empire’s fall. Rather than confronting the Mongols in open battle, he adopted a passive stance, dividing his army among his frontier cities and then moving his own household south, well away from the fighting.7 The Mongols could therefore roam freely across the empire’s northern territories, besieging its cities one by one without facing coordinated resistance. By 1223, the empire’s entire northern and eastern sectors were on their knees. No barrier now prevented the fast-moving Mongol armies from reaching Sultan Muhammed’s western lands.

The collapse of the vast Khwarazmian Empire in the 1220s underscored the plain fact that the Mongols were taking the Eurasian continent by storm. China had already suffered substantial losses and soon would suffer far more. Northern India came under attack when Sultan Muhammed’s son took refuge in its borderlands. The Central Asian steppe country (to the west of the Mongols’ existing territories) was wide open, as were the Rus principalities further west, and beyond them the borders of Western Christendom (Europe). All these areas were now ripe for conquest, and the Mongols’ relentless victories encouraged them in their belief that they had a mandate from the Divine Heaven to rule the entire planet. Soon civilisations as distant from one another as Vietnam in Southeast Asia and the German Empire in Christendom would find themselves living in fear of Mongol assault.
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The Near East was also extremely exposed. The sudden Mongol invasions into the Khwarazmian Empire rendered this area vulnerable along its eastern borders. Now, from the Nile Delta to the Black Sea coast, a storm was on its way that would change the region forever. In this complex and vibrant world, people at every level of society would soon find it necessary to navigate their way to safety amidst repeated Mongol assaults.

This book offers a century-long reconstruction of the vast upheavals reshaping the Near East covering the period from 1218 to the mid-fourteenth century. It explores how the advent of Mongol rule intertwined with local agendas, setting forces in motion that would fundamentally reconfigure both the Near East itself and, in time, the broader history of our planet for centuries to come. The dramatic events of this era will be re-created from multiple perspectives, splicing the Mongols’ actions and aspirations with the experiences of many other civilisations from across the area.

The Mongol conquests and the other wars of this era certainly left an indelible mark on the region. Many societies fell either during the Mongol advance or in the wars that followed. The Ayyubid Empire, the Khwarazmian Empire, the Crusader States, and the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate were all gone within a century. The huge crusading campaigns failed. Ambitious new powers—such as the Mamluks and the Ottomans—emerged from the tumult. Nomadic and agricultural societies encountered one another, sometimes working together, sometimes clashing. The Byzantine Empire and the kingdom of Cilician Armenia struggled for survival. New technologies arrived or emerged, including gunpowder weapons, advances in maritime navigation, and naval architecture. Travellers such as Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta set out on epic journeys across the fast-changing Eurasian world, and new intellectual and scientific ideas arrived from distant lands. Great trading arteries, such as the silk and spice routes, shifted and expanded, leading to a burgeoning in transcontinental commerce. New artistic ideas, textiles, jewellery, and fashions swept the region and beyond. Religious groups rose and fell, and the schism broadened between Orthodox Christianity and Catholic Christianity. And then, amidst the movement and forced migration of millions of families and peoples, the Black Death exploded across the entire region. The Mongol wars in the Near East would affect many sectors of human experience, leading to developments that would profoundly change the course of global history.

This book begins at the point when the first garbled whispers of great wars being fought “out there” to the east began to influence the outcome of local wars and alliances in the Near East. Then, chapter by chapter, it charts the rising impact of the Mongol advances, marked by the arrival of displaced communities fleeing in migratory numbers, rapid shifts in trade routes, and finally the advent of the Mongol armies themselves. Some societies fell almost immediately. Others marched out to defend their lands, but their defiance rarely endured for long. A few realised that they could not hold out against the new world order, so they opted to submit even before the Mongols crossed the horizon. For a time, the Mongols looked all but indestructible, and their asserted right to rule the entire world didn’t seem so very far-fetched.

Nevertheless, invasions have their end, and conquests do not last forever. In time, resistance hardens. Unconquered regions attract dispossessed people, becoming centres for opposition. The invader’s position weakens, and those who collaborated with yesterday’s conquerors find themselves facing the wrath of those who would replace them. This book follows the region’s development from the earliest reports of Mongol activity in the early thirteenth century all the way through the great invasions of the midcentury and beyond, to the fragmentation of the Mongol Empire and the formation of a very new environment in the fourteenth. More than anything else, it offers a history of a time of sudden and dramatic change, change so overpowering that it touched almost every sphere of historic existence. As such, it sheds light on timeless questions of historic importance—why do societies rise and fall?—and perhaps more pertinently, in times of chaos and upheaval, when the norms of existence collapse, who survives? Who does not?

In and amongst the wars, the marching armies, the troubled rulers, and triumphant conquerors, there was… everyone else—the millions of people caught up in the conflict. The Near East was (and is) an extraordinarily complex area populated by a variety of different communities all tangled together in a veritable haystack of friendships, alliances, grudges, hostilities, and suspicions. Each needed to find a way to weather the wars and invasions of this era—to plot a path to safety. Some took extraordinary measures to protect themselves, whereas others manipulated circumstances to their own advantage. Their efforts then intermingled with the blunt fact that the Near East was also extremely wealthy. For centuries it operated as a crossroads for African and Eurasian trade, and its markets included gold and ivory brought north across the trans-Saharan gold routes, spices and pearls carried west by sea from India and Southeast Asia, textiles shipped from Western Christendom, and silk and carpets brought along the silk routes from Persia and China, to name but a few. There were also the many goods produced locally: grain from Egypt, metal from Cilician Armenia, glass and sugar from the Crusader States, metalwork and fruit from Damascus—the list could go on. As this book progresses, it will reveal this wealth’s magnetic effect on the course of the evolving conflict, affecting the region’s development at every level, from humble farmers seeking somewhere to grow their crops in peace to military commanders contesting control over mercantile metropolises. The commercial networks themselves responded to the fortunes of war. Some routes fell into disuse, whereas others expanded rapidly. Many centralised themselves around the Mongol Empire’s vast waggon cities, serving the aspirations and tastes of an emerging cadre of Mongol super-elites—newly minted, ultra-rich, and looking to spend the accumulated plunder of fallen civilisations. For a time at least, the rise of the vast Mongol imperium and the great sinews of commerce it encompassed allowed traders and merchants to access regions that previously had lain far beyond their societies’ horizons.

Then there is the question of religion. In today’s world, in many countries across the globe, the medieval Near East is perhaps best known for its religious wars, most famously the Crusades. On so many occasions—and through so many media channels—we are steered into imagining the Near East as an area defined principally by a near-permanent Christian versus Muslim conflict. This kind of representation is so common that in most forums it requires neither explanation nor justification; it is taken as self-evidently true. Yet verdicts of this kind actually fail badly to encompass the complexity of the medieval Near East. The thirteenth century did include many moments of interfaith conflict, yet there were also plenty of occasions when people of different faiths worked side by side, prayed side by side, and fought side by side. Even before the Mongol invasions, the simplistic reduction of the region’s politics into a straightforward “Clash of Civilisations” between two pugilistic faiths simply does not reflect the fullness of the surviving evidence. This kind of explanation becomes even more problematic for this period because at the time of their invasions into the Near East, the Mongols were mainly shamanistic.8 The sudden advent of their belief systems into an area home to many religious communities raises many questions, and here too new agendas emerged. Some religious communities lost their privileged position, others achieved a form of protected status, and others tried to win favour with their new masters even to the point of trying to convert them to their own beliefs.

Exploring any one of these strands—whether religion, commerce, politics, war, or the evolution of cultural practices—is fascinating in its own right, yet when they are meshed together and their interconnections are understood, then it is possible to go so much further in understanding the drivers that bring about rapid change to human civilisations on a region-wide basis.
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To begin this history, it is necessary first to explore the Near East as it stood on the eve of the Mongol conquests, around the year 1218. A good word to begin with here is diversity. Within its towns, cities, villages, and fortifications lived an astonishing array of peoples. The dominant religions were Christianity and Islam, probably each representing about 40–45 percent of the total population, albeit with considerable local variations, but there were also communities of Jews, Zoroastrians, and adherents to other faiths. Then within each of these broader religious groupings were many denominations, sects, and subgroups, some aligned with one another and others deemed heretical. Among Christian communities, there were Orthodox Christians present in most areas, but they also made up much of the population of Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) and Cyprus; Catholic Christians in the Crusader States and its major ports; Coptic Christians concentrated largely in Egypt; and Armenian, Georgian, and Syriac Christians in Anatolia, Syria, the Caucasus, and further afield. Likewise, among Islamic communities, there were Sunni and Shia Muslims, including various different groups and communities, ranging from the Nizaris (a Shia Muslim group often referred to today as the “Assassins”) to the Druze in Lebanon. Among the adherents to these various faiths, there were many ethnic groups, including Arabs, Turks, Franks (Western Europeans), Greeks (Byzantines), Kurds, Persians, Armenians, and Georgians. The resulting patchwork quilt of peoples became only more complex with the arrival of other ideas, beliefs, and families from more distant lands, brought into the region often along the many commercial arteries and pilgrim routes that crisscrossed the area.

Despite the Near East’s immense diversity and its many different states, rulers tended to play the geopolitical “game” according to similar rules. Essentially this meant that in times of prosperity they typically occupied themselves expanding their territories by armed force and hunting down their rivals, whereas in periods of adversity they endeavoured simply to remain in power. Such priorities often intersected with such rulers’ desire to advance their people’s or their religion’s interests. This was the status quo, and in this period at least, there was only occasional divergence from this basic pattern. There were, of course, many alliances between societies that then persisted for many years. For example, for long periods in the thirteenth century, the Crusader States and their Muslim neighbours coexisted in peace, sometimes even cooperating in war and diplomacy. Nevertheless, such reciprocal arrangements were nearly always grounded on mutual self-interest and tended to evaporate as soon as they lost their utility. The pursuit of peace as a good thing in its own right rarely appears as a serious political objective; to varying degrees these were all military states focused on either survival or expansion.

Geopolitically, within this arena of empires, the lynchpins of power took five main forms: commercial cities, trade routes, farmland and grazing, strategic fortresses, and religious sites. Possession of these locations represented a major source of rivalry and conflict, so in some respects this region was not dissimilar to many others across the planet at this time. Nevertheless, the Near East warrants particular attention for several reasons. The religious significance of cities such as Jerusalem, Mecca, and Medina requires no introduction beyond the observation that control over these locations was a matter of the very first importance. The area also contains many mountain ranges, areas of high ground, and major rivers that form natural barriers and inhibit communications. Strategic fortresses controlling key mountain passes or river crossings conferred a disproportionate amount of power on their possessors. Likewise, the quality of farmland and pasture across the region was—and is—very variable. There are many areas of desert, highland, or zones with low rainfall not conducive to agriculture or animal husbandry. By contrast, there are other areas such as the Nile Delta, the Levantine coastlands, and the Hawran region to the south of Damascus that are enormously fertile, so control over productive land could have considerable political significance precisely because it was in short supply. Likewise, although the notion that major cities and trade routes were important to the region’s geopolitics will not come as a surprise, the sheer scale of the wealth passing through these emporiums made cities such as Damascus, Aleppo, Acre, and Tabriz crucial geopolitical centres.

The authorities governing the Near East’s various societies before the Mongol invasions took several forms, but perhaps the most important were the leading Turkish dynasties. By about 1218, these ruling families controlled much of the Near East. They were themselves the product of an invasion that began two centuries before. Around the year 1000, a cluster of Turkic tribal confederations began a series of major incursions out of Central Asia and into the Near East. These tribes were predominantly nomadic in culture, and in many respects their invasions were not dissimilar to those of the Mongols in the thirteenth century. Over time a single family called the Seljuks managed to assert its authority over at least most of these advancing groups, spearheading the conquest of Persia and later Iraq, Syria, and much of Anatolia. By the mid-eleventh century, this family had established an empire that became known as the Seljuk sultanate: a vast conglomeration of territories spanning from the borders of the Central Asian steppe in the Northeast to the border with Egypt in the Southwest. Nevertheless, the Seljuk sultanate did not endure for long. Soon it became riven by infighting as different family members and claimants tried to seize power. These internal wars persisted for decades, causing the empire ultimately to fragment. The main winners in this process were the leading Seljuk warlords or regional governors, who by offering their support to one faction and then another expanded their power base until they were essentially independent rulers in their own right. These powers rose to prominence amidst the decay of the Seljuk sultanate, and they were the authorities who still controlled much of the Near East on the eve of the Mongol invasions.
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The Near East on the eve of the first Mongol invasions.





This arrangement was especially true of the Khwarazmian Empire, whose sultans had originally achieved prominence as regional governors serving as deputies to the Seljuk sultan. Likewise, other Turkic dynasties ruled the regions of Azerbaijan and northern Iraq. These included the Zangid dynasty of Mosul. Like the Khwarazmians, they formerly served the Seljuk sultan, later expanding their territory and influence as Seljuk authority declined. At their height in the mid-twelfth century, the Zangids ruled the entirety of northern Syria, but by 1218, their authority encompassed only the major city of Mosul on the banks of the Tigris River and its hinterland.

Perhaps the most powerful and long-standing Turkic dynasty at this time was the Anatolian Seljuks. They ruled much of Anatolia (modern-day Turkey), having broken away from the main Seljuk dynasty and asserted themselves as an independent power in the eleventh century. Enriched by trade and ruling over a large and diverse population, by the early thirteenth century the Anatolian Seljuks were increasingly becoming a major power in the region.

Another major “successor” to the Seljuks was the Ayyubid Empire. Unlike their peers, the Ayyubids were a Kurdish, rather than a Turkish, dynasty that rose to power initially as warriors serving the Zangid dynasty. For many years they fought at their master’s bidding, until their fortunes changed in the 1160s. At this time, the Zangid dynasty (then in control of much of Syria and the Jazira) sought to conquer Egypt and sent several armies into the Nile Delta to pursue that ambition. The Zangids appointed a commander for this venture named Shirkuh, who was supported in turn by his nephew Saladin. These campaigns ultimately proved successful, and Shirkuh and Saladin conquered Egypt in the name of their Zangid masters. Nevertheless, this conquest provided an opportunity for Saladin (following his uncle’s death) to take power himself as the independent ruler of Egypt. This marks the beginning of the Ayyubid dynasty (the name deriving from Saladin’s father, Ayyub). In the 1170s and 1180s, Saladin dramatically expanded his lands, advancing into Syria and conquering much of the Zangid Empire, including its major cities of Aleppo and Damascus. These lands then formed the basis for the Ayyubid sultanate, which Saladin enlarged soon afterwards by taking a great deal of territory from the Crusader States.

By the time of his death in 1193, Saladin had constructed a vast empire for his successors, yet within weeks of his passing the empire confronted substantial problems. The Ayyubids’ inheritance customs, like those of their Turkic soldiers and neighbours, anticipated that a dying ruler would divide his lands between his leading sons and other family members. However, this practice raised the danger of civil war, with sons and brothers all vying with one another to enlarge their territorial stake. Saladin’s family was no different, so in the years that followed, the Ayyubid Empire suffered wave after wave of internal conflict as rivalries sprang up between different factions. In this way, by 1218, the Ayyubid Empire was huge and wealthy, but it was also riven by infighting.

Although Turkic and Kurdish dynasties controlled the Near East’s central provinces, there were many other important powers. In the Caucasus the historic lands of Greater Armenia and the kingdom of Georgia remained major local protagonists, despite having suffered Turkish attacks for almost two centuries. The Georgians were famous warriors, and they controlled the routes through the “Iron Gates” of the Caucasus Mountains, which led north towards the lands of the Qipchaq Turks and the Rus.

At the western end of Anatolia lay the borders of the Byzantine Empire (the direct-line continuator of the ancient Eastern Roman Empire). There had been a time when the Byzantines ruled the entirety of Anatolia, as well as possessing lands in the Balkans, southeastern Europe, and many Aegean islands. Nevertheless, the Byzantines lost much of their Anatolian territory to the Turks during the eleventh century. More recently, in 1204, they suffered another major shock when the armies of the Fourth Crusade conquered and sacked the empire’s capital city, Constantinople. For the Byzantines this was a catastrophe. In the years following the crusade, the Byzantine Empire fragmented, surviving only as a collection of much smaller states that dreamed of the day when the empire’s capital might be restored. The most powerful of these was the Empire of Nicaea, located at the western tip of Anatolia. There was also the empire of Trebizond, in northern Anatolia, and Byzantine Epirus, far to the west on the Adriatic coast. As for the city of Constantinople itself—now under crusader rule—it became the capital of a new state under its own emperor, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, while other parts of the Byzantine Empire were also carved up by crusader commanders into territories.

In southern Anatolia lay the kingdom of Cilician Armenia. Armenian populations could be found across much of Anatolia and the Caucasus, with the majority living under Turkish rule. Nevertheless, in the Cilician plains, sheltered from attack by the Taurus and Amanus mountain ranges, there was a small but heavily fortified Armenian kingdom. During the twelfth century it grew slowly in power, asserting its independence and authority, a status ultimately recognised through the bestowal of a royal crown from the emperor of Germany in 1198.

Just below Cilician Armenia lay what remained of the Crusader States. The earliest of these states dated back to the First Crusade (1095–1099)—the holy war initiated by Pope Urban II to conquer Jerusalem. From north to south, they consisted of the principality of Antioch, the county of Tripoli, and the kingdom of Jerusalem. For much of the twelfth century the Crusader States played a major role in Syrian and Levantine geopolitics, often gaining the upper hand over their Turkish rivals. Nevertheless, in 1187 Saladin decisively crushed the kingdom of Jerusalem’s army, leading to the Crusader States’ near-total collapse. Subsequently, a major crusade (now known as the Third Crusade) led by rulers such as Richard I of England and Philip II of France prevented the complete eradication of these territories, although by 1218 they consisted of little more than a slender strip of coastal farmland clustered around the major ports on the Levantine shoreline. Moreover, the city of Jerusalem remained under Ayyubid rule since its conquest by Saladin in 1187—this despite several major crusading campaigns that tried and failed to take it back.

Moving further to the east, in Iraq lay the Abbasid Caliphate, centred on the great city of Baghdad. There had been a time when the caliph’s power spanned from the Central Asian steppe across the Near East and into North Africa. By 1218, however, although the caliph remained a figure of tremendous spiritual significance for all Sunni Muslims, he no longer wielded the same territorial and political-military power. Still, in recent decades, and amidst the collapse of the Seljuk sultanate, the caliph proved able to regain at least a little of his former strength and independence.

These were the main states that governed the Near East in 1218, and they were exceptionally diverse in both their culture and their historical background. They each possessed their own identity and objectives, and in their diplomatic dealings it could never be taken for granted that they would align themselves along ethnic or religious lines. There was plenty of infighting among societies with similar backgrounds and plenty of conflict among rulers practicing the same faith.

Many regions also contained nomadic groups, including the Turkmen and Bedouin tribes. The Turkmen were Turkic communities who maintained their traditional pastoral way of life and who had migrated into the Near East over the preceding couple of centuries. They were numerous, and their forces represented a mainstay for many Turkish armies. Many Turkmen nomads could be found in the grazing grounds of southern Anatolia and the northern Jazira—a landscape and climate suitable for their many herds of sheep, goats, and horses. For their part, the Arab Bedouin could be found in large numbers across Syria, Transjordan, and Egypt, as well as along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. These nomadic groups were large and powerful, and as such, they played an important role in shaping the history of the Near East. Particular attention will be given here to the relationship between these nomadic groups and their agricultural neighbours. It is well-known that the historical relationship between these two very different types of society represents a long-standing fault line in human history, and this was already much in evidence in the Near East even before the advent of the Mongols (themselves a nomadic people).

This was the world that the Mongols conquered. Within the space of a single generation, this astonishingly successful people swept across large areas of Eurasia, with their immediate successors building out upon their achievements. For them, their stellar expansion provided unassailable evidence for their right to rule the entire world, a fact that they fully expected every other human civilisation to acknowledge without reservation.

Many books have been written about the Mongols, their empire, and their enigmatic leader Chinggis Khan. Many scholars have likewise considered the Mongols’ impact on the individual kingdoms, empires, or faith communities that they overthrew. This book builds on this scholarship, but it also offers something rather different—a multi-perspective history of the Mongol invasions constructed from many different viewpoints and offering a panoramic reconstruction of the epoch-changing events of this era. The Mongols’ own actions and experiences will be understood here both on their own terms and from the perspective of other major regional powers. Structurally, each chapter commences with a discussion of recent developments within the Mongol Empire before turning to the implications of these—and wider—actions on other individual Near Eastern communities and societies. In this way, the book shows how the Mongol Storm had very different implications for different groups and peoples, including crusading armies, the Ayyubid Empire, the Anatolian Seljuks and the Khwarazmians, the Crusader States, the Cilician Armenians, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, the Byzantines, and the Mamluk and Ottoman empires.

This panorama will encompass the magnificent peacock-stalked courts of sultans and emperors, the lush farmlands of the Nile Delta, the nomadic tribes of mountainous southern Anatolia, and the lives of communities weathering the storm. It pools an enormous range of sources from this period, including works written originally in Arabic, Hebrew, Persian, Greek, Armenian, Syriac, Latin, Old French, and Mongolian. The broad endeavour is to explore the vast changes set in motion across the Near East by the sudden advent of the Mongols’ armies—a political ecosystem in the midst of a tornado.










1

RUMOURS

The same year, for our sins, unknown tribes came. No one exactly knows who they are, nor from whence they came, nor what their language is, nor of what race they are, nor what their faith is; but they call them the Tartars.1

—The Chronicle of Novgorod on the arrival of the Mongols

In March 1220, Chinggis Khan was besieging the major Khwarazmian city of Samarqand (in modern-day Uzbekistan). This was a large and heavily fortified metropolis defended by a large garrison, including a contingent of elephants.2 In the midst of the struggle, Chinggis Khan learned that Sultan Muhammed, the Khwarazmian ruler, was seeking to evade the advancing Mongols by moving west, south of the Caspian Sea, in search of a safe haven.

At this time, the Mongols were largely unknown to many Eurasian societies, and this was certainly true across much of the Near East. The threat they posed was poorly understood, not least because it was still a long way off and it was by no means clear that it would ever affect far-off areas such as the Jazira (the region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers), Syria, or the lands of the Levantine coast. Still, despite the great distances involved, rumours circulated of great wars being fought out to the east. Information was patchy about who was fighting whom (and why), but these anxious reports alone were sufficient to make a significant impact on the region’s politics. This chapter follows the Mongols’ early advance into the Near East before exploring how distant rumours of Mongol attack shaped the outcome of one of the region’s most famous wars: the Fifth Crusade.

The Mongols’ first Near Eastern foray took place as part of their efforts to hunt down Sultan Muhammed. It was a feature of their policy that they often went to great lengths to capture enemy leaders, and the Khwarazmian Empire’s ruler was no exception. Chinggis Khan detached a force of around thirty thousand troops, commanded by Jebe and Subedei (two seasoned leaders), and sent them in pursuit of Sultan Muhammed, heading west into Persia and the Near East.3

This army duly set off in the spring of 1220, heading west on the trail of its prey. En route it either sacked or received the submission of many Khwarazmian cities in northern Persia. The two Mongol leaders then divided their forces in the early summer to broaden their field of operations. In Mazandaran (the region just to the south of the Caspian Sea), Jebe captured Sultan Muhammed’s family, and he then sent the sultan’s mother, Terken Khatun, back to Chinggis Khan outside Samarqand. There she became a trophy of war, and the Mongols compelled her to sing to their troops about the downfall of her people. They killed her grandsons while her granddaughters were granted as wives to Chinggis Khan’s relatives. It isn’t stated whether Chinggis Khan married Terken Khatun, but if he did, then she would have joined many of his other wives who, like her, came from the ruling families of societies overthrown by Chinggis Khan—living monuments to their people’s subjugation.4

Jebe and Subedei combined forces once again at the city of Rayy (near modern-day Tehran), but neither managed to pick up the sultan’s trail. Muhammed himself seems to have died in October 1220 on an island in the Caspian Sea, but the Mongols never found him. Having lost their quarry, Jebe and Subedei decided not to retrace their steps but instead to continue their advance, travelling the full circuit around the Caspian Sea and ultimately returning to Mongol territory through the northern steppe country. En route they crossed out of the Khwarazmian Empire and into Azerbaijan, seizing several cities and compelling local rulers to submit to Mongol authority. Then they moved on towards the town of Irbil in northern Iraq, and from there into Greater Armenia and the Christian kingdom of Georgia (both located to the south of the Caucasus Mountains), where they wintered their forces from late 1220 to early 1221, causing widespread devastation.5 Jebe and Subedei subsequently advanced across the Caucasus Mountains into the steppe country, defeating every society they met on their way: the Alans, the Qipchaq Turks, and the Rus. Jebe died fighting the Qipchaq Turks, and Subedei led the Mongol army back into friendly territory.

Viewed from a Near Eastern perspective, the passage of Jebe and Subedei’s army was profoundly shocking. This was the first Mongol invasion into the region. Not only did Jebe and Subedei enjoy an unbroken run of success on the battlefield—achieved against some very experienced armies fighting on familiar territory—but the sheer speed and ferocity of their onslaught were astonishing. Many regional powers now realised their peril, and in 1221–1222 the Abbasid caliph sent for aid from the Anatolian Seljuks, requesting reinforcements against a future invasion.6 The caliph’s fears were entirely justified; Chinggis Khan was already discussing his downfall.7 The Mongol invasion of the Near East had just begun.

Perhaps the most astonishing feature of the Mongols’ onslaught was the near-invincibility of their armies, their commanders achieving victories against a wide range of experienced opponents. Mongol armies did meet with some setbacks in these early years, but such reverses were rare, and any leader bold enough to defeat them in battle would then almost always be crushed by an overwhelming counterattack staged immediately afterwards.

The Mongols possessed considerable strengths in war, and many of these derived from their nomadic way of life.8 They raised their children from an early age to ride, shoot, endure long marches, and corral livestock—all skills with military applications. They grew up conducting large-scale hunts involving many participants, and they fought their military campaigns in much the same way, riding herd on their adversaries, encircling them, and shooting them down. Curved Mongol sabres proved effective in combat, so much so that many Near Eastern societies (which previously had tended to use straight-bladed swords) later began to adopt them for their own forces.9

Mongol horsemen were also dangerously self-sufficient. The armies deployed by agricultural societies (such as Western Christendom or Byzantium) relied on the continued arrival of convoys carrying food and munitions. These supply lines were often long and vulnerable, and if they were interrupted, the outcome could be disastrous. Agricultural societies also tended to rely on large formations of infantry, travelling slowly on foot. Mongol armies were different. Everyone was mounted, and each Mongol warrior kept a string of steppe ponies to provide remounts; hence, Mongol armies could travel quickly without the encumbrance of warriors marching on foot. Mongol ponies were not large (roughly fourteen hands in height), but they were exceptionally hardy, capable either of digging through snow to find grass to eat or of eating weeds and roots.10 The Mongols brought their herds and flocks with them on campaign, thereby supplying themselves with a ready source of food. Thus, they did not typically need supply lines, and their fast-moving cavalry proved exceptionally well-suited to harassing those of their opponents.

Historically, these skills had underpinned the centuries-long prowess of nomadic armies from the Central Asian steppe, and two centuries earlier the Seljuk Turks had conquered Persia and the Near East using similar techniques. However, the Mongols’ strengths far exceeded those of their steppe forebears. They recognised at an early stage that they were deficient in some key areas—particularly in siege warfare, a field of warcraft that was typically a strength for agricultural societies such as China, Christendom, Armenia, and the Muslim world. Consequently, the Mongols went to great lengths to acquire military experts from the peoples they conquered, specialists who could construct siege weapons and thereby compensate for the Mongols’ inexperience.

Mongol commanders often proved to be adept in the use of military stratagems to defeat their foes. When Jebe and Subedei invaded Christian Georgia in 1221, reports claim that they staged their advance holding aloft crosses like banners. The Georgians then assumed these to be Christian crosses and consequently the Mongols to be their allies—a conviction that lasted right up to the moment when the Mongols opened their assault.11 Sometime later, while Jebe and Subedei were besieging the town of Shamakhi in the Caucasus, they recognised that they lacked the means to cross the settlement’s ramparts, so they herded together every local animal they could find, killed them, then piled their corpses against the walls to create a grisly ramp by which their soldiers could scale the wall.12

The Mongol people were not especially numerous, but with almost every able-bodied male trained to fight (and in a society that did not customarily pay its soldiers), commanders could deploy very large armies.13 Conversely, more populous agricultural societies—including many of their opponents—could support only small armies because their military cadre represented a small, highly paid group of elites dependent on a far larger population that comprised noncombatant artisans and agricultural labourers.

The Mongols also supplemented their armies from conquered societies. Their commanders frequently required subjugated peoples to supply them with large groups of auxiliary troops; in time, societies such as the Georgians and the Cilician Armenians, as well as several tribes from the Central Asian steppe, won fame for their military prowess in Mongol service.14 Some groups—particularly those from a nomadic-Turkic background—joined the Mongols voluntarily, and as Jebe and Subedei crossed Azerbaijan, several of the local Turkmen communities took their side.15

The Mongols broke up other conquered peoples, incorporating them directly into their army.16 They structured their armies following the “decimal” system, whereby units of ten thousand were subdivided into contingents of one thousand, which were subdivided into companies of one hundred, which were subdivided into squads of ten. The Mongols inducted conquered peoples into this structure, thereby transforming them into Mongols. They required “recruits” to act, live, and even cut their hair in Mongol fashion.17 If any of these “recruits” might choose not to fight for their new masters and flee from the battlefield, they would do so knowing that the remaining members of their squad of ten would be executed for their desertion. If a whole squad deserted, then the Mongols would execute the entire company of one hundred.18 The principle underpinning this tough code was clear: once you’ve been enrolled into the Mongol army, you must fight whether you want to or not. In this way, the Mongols managed to create a system that enabled them to increase the size of their forces as their conquests mounted.

The Mongols herded together other defeated peoples and drove them against enemy fortresses in the first wave of attackers. These captive groups then absorbed and exhausted the defenders’ missile barrage—suffering enormous casualties—paving the way for the Mongols’ main assault. This ploy enabled the Mongols to make many of their initial conquests against the Khwarazmian Empire’s frontier cities. It was also how the Mongols conquered the city of Maragha in Azerbaijan, where they sent local Muslims to attack the walls in advance of their own troops, informing them that they would kill anyone who turned back.19

In this way, the Mongol war machine was fast and effective, yet perhaps its greatest military strength was the sheer terror it provoked. By the mid-1220s, the Mongols had already crushed several major empires, and many more had submitted. This terrifying scenario gave future opponents a very strong incentive to abandon any aspirations of resistance and instead to submit immediately. Even those rulers who might personally want to defy Mongol demands for submission now faced the danger that their own troops might start backing away from any future conflict even before their foe crossed the horizon.

The Mongol military was an extremely powerful force, and in the years 1218–1221 the Khwarazmians learned exactly how effective it could be. Chinggis Khan’s assault upon the Khwarazmian Empire reverberated across the Muslim world, yet it was not the only major invasion faced by Islamic rulers at this time. A second, very different war began almost simultaneously on the northern shores of the Nile Delta. This one involved the huge new crusading army sent from Western Christendom to conquer Egypt—the Fifth Crusade. Caught between these two perils, it seemed to some observers that hostile armies were pincering the Islamic world from both the east and the west.20 The Mongol invasions caught the crusaders’ attention too, and rumours of their distant wars were to have a profound effect on the campaign’s outcome.
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A new wind was blowing through the Lord’s vineyard. Western Christendom’s rulers were advancing on every frontier. As they saw it, they were engaged in the pious quest to drive back the “wild beasts” who assailed its sacred vines (the Catholic people). In the cold Baltic region to the north, zealous missionaries and warriors tasked with spreading the gospel were establishing new plantations of the faithful. In the Spanish kingdoms in 1212, a crusading army defeated the Muslim Almohads in battle at a place called Las Navas de Tolosa. Even within Christendom’s borders, the papacy continued to pursue the suppression of the Cathar heretics in southern France, depicting them as foxes snapping at the Lord’s vines. This was an age of expansion; the tide was rising, and all things seemed possible.

The spirit of this movement was the urgent need for reform—to reshape the world into a living embodiment of the Lord’s kingdom in preparation for the impending apocalypse. By 1218, reform was the church’s enduring watchword. It was the church’s ambition to see that every single human being—both those within Christendom and as many as possible outside its borders—should end their lives with every hope of salvation. Corruption, greed, selfishness, arrogance, and doctrinal deviance—all were deemed entirely unacceptable, and like weeds they were to be rooted out so that they could not choke Christendom’s healthy vines. Piety, charity, hard work, love, self-denial, and peacemaking (at least among co-religionists)—these were seeds from which the church sought to cultivate new vines and build a new world. Such was Christendom’s mission, and for more than two centuries this dynamo of reform kept Christendom evolving and developing at a furious rate, while crusaders as well as other armies of conquest waged war beyond its frontiers to turn this vision into a reality. This had never been more true than under Pope Innocent III (pope: 1198–1216), whose commitment to this goal had been unstinting: a world united and reformed.

A key component within Innocent III’s broader policies was to despatch a massive crusading campaign into the Near East—a venture known to historians as the Fifth Crusade. Innocent III launched the crusade in 1213, and four years later his successor, Honorius III, oversaw the early phases of the resulting military campaign as the crusade’s contingents gathered in the Crusader States. These forces staged initial attacks out of Christian territory into the Jordan valley, all the while growing in numbers as new groups of crusaders arrived from lands as widespread as Hungary, England, France, Italy, and the German Empire. This crusade was no mere invasion or expeditionary force; its goal was the restoration of Christian control to the place of Christ’s crucifixion, the place of Christ’s resurrection, the city of the Israelites, and the planet’s spiritual and geographical centre: Jerusalem. To this end, the papacy sought to channel the energies of every man, woman, and child across Christendom into this single purpose. Soldiers fought on the front line. The wealthy donated resources for its success. Loved ones and families prayed, conducted processions, and interceded with God for His blessing on the venture.

The crusade itself took place against a backdrop of recent victories in Spain, the Baltic, and southern France, yet it was also the product of a catastrophic defeat. Three decades before, the Crusader States ranked among the leading powers in the Near East. At its peak in the mid-1180s, the kingdom of Jerusalem’s army—twenty thousand strong—was one of the largest forces deployed by any Christian ruler anywhere in Christendom. Massive strongholds guarded its frontiers, and major commercial ports provided the revenues to make this military infrastructure possible. At that time the Crusader States’ continued existence—and therefore the retention of the holy city of Jerusalem—seemed guaranteed. Yet this sense of permanence proved illusory. In July 1187, Saladin, sultan of Egypt, inflicted a defeat so severe on the kingdom’s army that there were insufficient troops to provide a second line of defence. In the months that followed, the kingdom collapsed almost in its entirety. Jerusalem fell to Saladin’s armies, and soon afterwards the territories controlled by the northern states of Antioch and Tripoli also shrank dramatically. By 1189, only three major cities remained under Frankish control (Franks meaning Christians from western Europe): Tyre in the kingdom of Jerusalem and the cities of Antioch and Tripoli, the capitals of their respective states.

Saladin’s victories over the Crusader States initiated a period of soul-searching across Western Christendom as people at all levels of society sought to understand God’s reasons for allowing Saladin to take Jerusalem. The answers to this question were various, but the most common verdict was that these defeats were the result of sin. To a contemporary eye, these events proved both that the Franks had become unworthy guardians of the holy city and that they now needed to amend their behaviour if they were ever to get it back—another reason why reform was deemed necessary. It was commonly believed that God awarded military victory only to virtuous people who truly warranted the blessing of success. Sinful armies, however well-armed, could only expect to fail. This view was deeply ingrained. In 1099, when the armies of the First Crusade had first conquered Jerusalem, it was a near-unanimous conviction among the Christian faithful at that time that victory was possible only because the crusaders had purged themselves of their sins. Following the loss of Jerusalem in 1187, wave after wave of crusaders had set out for the East, hoping that God would find them worthy enough to restore Jerusalem. But none of these campaigns won any far-reaching victories, even if they did manage to initiate a slow recovery. Many of the major coastal towns such as Beirut and Sidon were now back in Frankish hands, yet Jerusalem remained outside their grasp.

The massed armies of the Fifth Crusade represented Christendom’s next attempt to restore Jerusalem. So, with this objective in mind, the crusade’s great fleet set sail from the Crusader States for the coastal city of Damietta, located on the eastern end of Egypt’s Nile Delta. The city was a long way from Jerusalem, separated by hundreds of miles of territory, including the Sinai Desert, but there was a clear strategic logic in this choice of target.

By the early thirteenth century, crusade strategists understood that although a major crusading army could probably conquer Jerusalem, it could not hold the city in the long term. They feared that it would slip out of Christian hands within a few months of the crusaders’ departure back to their homelands in Western Christendom. The Crusader States’ remaining defenders were too few to guarantee Jerusalem’s long-term defence.

Egypt was the solution. The Nile Delta’s agricultural wealth, coupled with the commercial income generated by its major ports of Alexandria and Damietta (and the trade routes from sub-Saharan Africa and India, which passed through the Nile Delta), endowed Egypt’s ruler with enormous wealth. If the crusaders could secure those resources for themselves, then they could afford to raise armies on such a scale that no one would be able to prevent them from restoring Jerusalem permanently to Christianity.

This was why on 27 May 1218 the horizon off Damietta suddenly filled with sails. The crusaders planned to seize Damietta, use it as a supply base, and then advance south up the Nile to Cairo to complete the conquest of Egypt. It wasn’t a new plan. Frankish forces had tried to conquer Egypt this way during the 1160s, and crusading strategists mooted similar plans in later decades. But now the crusaders sought to renew the attempt.

The crusader army was formidable, but so too were Damietta’s defences. Saladin’s heirs ruled in Egypt, and the current Ayyubid sultan was his brother al-Adil. He ruled the empire as a whole, with his son al-Kamil acting as the governor of Egypt. Damietta itself was heavily fortified with three lines of ramparts and a moat between its first and second walls. Saladin himself had overseen the reconstruction of the city’s defences in the early 1180s, with later building work in 1196. In that year the current sultan may have even ordered the demolition of several of Egypt’s pyramids (apparently including one built from quartz) to provide sufficient building material.21

Because the city was too heavily defended for a frontal assault, the crusaders chose to make their initial landing near the sand dunes to the west of the city (on the opposing side of the Nile branch). The first wave of crusaders staged a beach assault and swept away the forces assembled to bar their landfall. They then set up camp while more ambitious warriors immediately cast predatory eyes on the surrounding territory. With the momentum going their way, this was the moment for the crusaders to press home their advantage.
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Instead, more cautious council prevailed. If the crusaders were to stage any assault on the city, then they needed to bring ships up the Nile itself. This was essential to their plans, yet it was also hazardous because a large stone tower, located midstream, barred the route to shipping. A chain supported by a wooden boom ran between this tower and Damietta’s ramparts, blocking off the main channel and inhibiting any unauthorised vessels from sailing up the Nile.

Consequently, the crusaders focused their efforts on capturing this tower, and this proved to be a dangerous undertaking. Even entering the Nile from the Mediterranean was treacherous because of the burghaz (a troubled stretch of water and sandbars formed where the river meets the sea),22 whereas the tower itself was inaccessible from the land and contained a determined garrison of elite Ayyubid soldiers.

The crusaders set up catapults to bombard the tower, but they could not hope to destroy its solid masonry.23 They needed to find another approach. Fortunately for them, they had some ingenious engineers within their ranks capable of manufacturing floating assault platforms. They built these floating siege engines by lashing several ships together and then constructing on their decks wooden towers and ladders that were tall enough to reach the tower’s battlements.

It remained, however, a risky undertaking, and the first assault, staged by the duke of Austria and the Knights Hospitaller (a military religious order), failed when their platform collapsed under the weight of the armoured assault troops. This served only to cheer the tower’s garrison, who beat their drums and shouted insults in celebration.24

A second attempt took place a little more than a month later, but by then the naval conditions were more treacherous. The Nile was in flood, and getting an unwieldy ship alongside the tower was very difficult.25 Nevertheless, the crusaders were intent on their purpose and so constructed another massive fortified assault ship.

On the day of the attack, the ship advanced towards the tower and suffered a barrage of incoming arrows and Greek fire hurled from catapults mounted both on the chain tower and on Damietta’s walls.26 Greek fire—a lethal mix of crude oil and wood resin, heated to around 60° C—was a serious danger for wooden ships, and the tower’s defenders presumably hoped they could persuade the Franks to call off their assault (later on in the campaign the Franks would begin to armour their ships with iron to thwart such attacks).27

Despite the hail of missiles, the vessel continued its advance, supported by the prayers of hundreds of crusaders lining the Nile’s western bank, interceding with God to give them victory. As the assault vessel closed on the tower, its defenders hurled down incendiaries, but the flames didn’t take hold, and the crusaders rushed into the tower. The garrison staged a final act of defiance by burning the tower’s upper storey in a last-ditch attempt to drive away the crusaders. Even so, the defenders had lost the struggle. Some of the survivors from this brave band swam back to the city, whereas others surrendered.28

With the chain tower a smoking ruin, the crusaders could bring their ships up the Nile, at least a little way, but now they faced another obstacle. It had taken them months to overcome this single fortification, and in the meantime al-Kamil had fortified his encampment on the Nile tributary’s eastern bank (facing the crusaders on the western side). He turned the river itself into a killing ground, with its waters covered by catapults and lines of archers, both protected by defensive earthworks. Worse still, al-Kamil barricaded the river’s channel only a little way upstream with a fortified bridge of boats, preventing the crusaders from pushing further south. The crusaders no longer held the initiative. Al-Kamil was ready for them.

The next move lay with the Ayyubids, who staged a series of assaults against the crusaders’ fortified encampment, which the crusaders repelled with the greatest of difficultly.29 The local Bedouin Arab tribes compounded the situation by supporting the Ayyubids, attacking the Franks by night and forcing them to maintain permanent vigilance.30 For their part, the crusaders needed to drive a path up the Nile, but the stretch of water where the river met the sea remained difficult to navigate, and much of it lay within range of siege weapons mounted on Damietta’s ramparts. The crusaders needed to access the river another way, so they began to dig a canal from the sea to the Nile above Damietta, thereby circumventing this troubled stretch of water. Once complete, this placed the crusaders in a slightly stronger position, but they still needed to cross the river to confront al-Kamil’s army.31

With winter closing in, the crusaders could take little comfort from their very limited achievements over the past six months of warfare. Matters deteriorated still further on 29 November when a storm at sea flooded their camp, causing sickness to break out in the army. If they were going to end the deadlock, then they needed to initiate a new offensive.

The crusaders’ next move was predictable: in January 1219 they tried to advance by ship up the Nile to destroy the Ayyubids’ boat bridge. This was a dangerous assignment, and their vessels came under heavy bombardment, particularly when some attempted to pass under Damietta’s ramparts. The river’s powerful stream drew a ship manned by the Knights Templar too close to Damietta’s ramparts, enabling the defenders to seize it with grappling hooks and storm aboard.32 A little later, another group of ships was more successful, assaulting the boat bridge, locking its defenders in bitter hand-to-hand combat, and destroying the structure.

With the Ayyubids’ boat bridge no longer an obstruction, the next step was to assault the eastern bank, but this would involve an attack across the river in the teeth of the most intense artillery barrage that the Ayyubids could muster. Al-Kamil also shut down any hope the crusaders might have of advancing further upstream—and thereby circling round his encampment—by arranging for ships to be sunk across the river, forming an impenetrable barrier.33 The Damietta branch of the Nile was also home to both crocodiles and hippopotamuses, which were known to attack small vessels, providing another disincentive.34

The task of overcoming their entrenched enemies was daunting in the extreme, yet the crusaders remained determined, so they amassed a flotilla of small ships that could act as invasion barges. Then on 5 February they received an unexpected opportunity. A lone figure appeared on the enemy bank and shouted to them that al-Kamil’s forces had abandoned their defences.35

The crusaders were understandably suspicious. Their informant turned out to be a renegade who had previously abandoned Christianity to fight for al-Kamil. This was not unusual for this period. Most Near Eastern states hired mercenaries, and Turks and Franks were highly regarded for their proficiency in combat. Warriors frequently switched from one side to another. Still, the informant wasn’t wrong. When the crusaders sent scouts to explore the eastern bank’s earthworks, they found them deserted. For the crusaders this was a sudden and very unexpected reprieve from the steady resistance offered by the Ayyubids thus far.

The reason for this unexpected withdrawal was a dangerous bout of infighting amongst the Ayyubid leadership. The Ayyubid sultan al-Adil had died in August 1218, making al-Kamil the sultan of Egypt. However, there were some emirs who wanted another of his brothers to become sultan, so they plotted his deposition. Unfortunately for the plotters, al-Kamil learned of their plans and fled before they could move against him. This caused the Ayyubid army—now finding itself leaderless—to fall back sharply, abandoning its defences.36

Now nothing prevented the crusaders from crossing the Nile and enforcing a full blockade on the city of Damietta itself. The crusaders seized the opportunity and crossed immediately, taking possession of al-Kamil’s former camp. The garrison in Damietta sallied out to drive them away, but the Templars charged their horses through the churned-up mud of the abandoned Ayyubid encampment to force them back.37

Sultan al-Kamil’s moment of weakness proved short-lived. He regrouped quickly and returned to the fray. He also received reinforcements from his brother al-Mu‘azzam, Ayyubid ruler of Damascus, who had hurried down from the Ayyubid Empire’s Syrian territories to help fend off the crusader threat. By this time, however, the crusaders were thoroughly entrenched outside Damietta and initiating their first assaults against the city’s walls.
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On 3 March 1219, al-Mu‘azzam began a series of attacks against the crusaders’ positions. Despite some early successes, al-Mu‘azzam was unable to remain for long in Egypt, but his assistance bought his brother al-Kamil sufficient time to prepare a frontal assault on the crusaders’ main lines outside Damietta, using the full weight of his field army. Between March and July 1219, al-Kamil despatched attack after attack on the crusaders’ camp, but he could not break their dogged defence. On 31 July he initiated the heaviest assault to date, and on this occasion he managed to penetrate the Christian camp. For a moment, the prospect of victory hovered in the air, but a determined counterattack led by the Templars drove his forces back.38

As these events indicate, the Templars were the crusaders’ most elite forces. The Templar order itself was founded a century before by a group of knights wishing to provide escorts for pilgrims visiting the Holy Land, then only recently conquered by the armies of the First Crusade. Soon afterwards, news began to circulate in Western Christendom about this new group of impoverished knights who—it so happened—lived in quarters on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (hence “Templars”). Between 1127 and 1129, the Templars’ leader—a knight called Hugh of Payns—toured Christendom recruiting soldiers for a new crusade whilst drawing attention to his new institution. He hit a nerve. It was then only thirty years since the First Crusade, and many people seem to have believed that Hugh of Payns’s Templars encapsulated the qualities and objectives of their crusading forebears. Patrons were soon lining up to offer the Templars the money, land, and resources they needed to expand rapidly. The church was equally enthusiastic. Bernard of Clairvaux, head of the Cistercian monastic order and one of the most influential individuals of his age, extolled their virtues, celebrating their deeds in the East whilst holding them up to western knights as worthy role models. It wouldn’t be long before the church formally endorsed the Templars as an official religious order.

In pursuit of their vocation, the Templars spliced elements of a monk’s way of life with the skills of a professional soldier. Like monks, they lived their lives in strict obedience to their superiors and observed their order’s prescribed way of life, but unlike monks, they also engaged in rigorous military training. They also discouraged the intensely austere lifestyle practiced in other nonmilitary monastic orders because they needed to remain fit enough for combat.

Within a few decades the Templars had acquired hundreds of estates across Christendom and welded these assets into an administrative-financial network capable of despatching colossal funds to the Crusader States on an annual basis. Bolstered by a steady flow of resources, the Templars’ establishment in the East expanded dramatically until they were able to field hundreds of knights and thousands of infantry whilst constructing and garrisoning tens of castles. Their sister order, the Knights Hospitaller, enjoyed a similarly stellar rise to prominence, although in their case they also provided medical care, and it was only in the late 1120s that they began to acquire a military arm.39
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On 31 July 1219, the Templars’ timely and determined intervention saved the crusade from disaster. They also raided the farmlands surrounding Damietta, gathering food and plunder for the crusading army. Yet despite these adventures, the crusaders still needed to break through Damietta’s ramparts. They also needed to drive away al-Kamil’s army, but when they attempted to do so in August, the Ayyubids drove them back with heavy losses. Meanwhile, the population in Damietta remained defiant, but they were running short on supplies, sickness was spreading, food prices were spiralling, and the death toll was rising sharply.40

Determined to break into the city, the Franks proposed to construct a new waterborne siege weapon: a floating platform they could drive against Damietta’s ramparts to enable a swarming mass of crusaders to overthrow the city’s garrison. The main advocates for this approach were Italian troops from the maritime cities of Venice, Pisa, and Genoa. Their expertise as sailors enabled them to create a huge assault craft built upon the hulls of four crusader ships. However, the attempt failed when, once again, Damietta’s defenders used Greek fire to great effect.41

Meanwhile, the crusaders pummelled Damietta with their siege catapults, hurling rocks at the city’s defences. In this era, Frankish forces typically used two types of stone throwers. Counterweight trebuchets were the most powerful. Mechanically, these consisted of a lever mounted upon a fulcrum with a heavy counterweight at one end and a much lighter projectile poised at the other. By winching down the projectile arm and then releasing it, the counterweight dropped abruptly, hurling the projectile arm up and flinging a stone projectile at its target. They were long-range weapons, hence inaccessible to arrows fired by defenders. At Damietta the Franks deployed several counterweight trebuchets, including the Templars’ catapult, nicknamed “The Reverser” by the city’s defenders.42 These catapults could cause substantial damage to enemy fortifications, but counterweight trebuchets rarely breached enemy ramparts; their main purpose was to beat down opposing battlements and to cause destruction to buildings located behind an enemy’s walls. They were a relatively new innovation, emerging in the late twelfth century during the wars between Saladin and the kingdom of Jerusalem. It isn’t clear who started building them first, for the development was virtually simultaneous on both sides.43 The crusaders employed lighter catapults as well. These are known as traction trebuchets, and they were used by many armies in this period. They operated in a similar fashion to their larger counterweight cousins except that a team of labourers pulling down on ropes provided the downward thrust required to propel the projectile arm into the air. They were less powerful, but they had a faster rate of fire.44

Despite the sustained bombardment, it was starvation rather than catapults that ended the siege. Damietta’s population was suffering cruelly, and thousands were dying, to such an extent that the defenders’ guard eventually dropped. Resistance collapsed during the night of 4–5 November 1219. In the lashing rain, a group of crusader infantry noticed that one of Damietta’s perimeter towers was unguarded, so they set up a ladder to have a look. Their hunch proved correct, and soon they climbed up and secured both the tower and a nearby gate.45 The crusaders were in. The scene awaiting them within the city was appalling: one crusader’s letter reports three thousand unburied corpses lying in the streets. Disease and famine had taken their toll, and there were too few among the living to bury the dead.46 The crusaders spared the survivors, who surrendered without further resistance. The crusaders then took possession for themselves, and on 2 February 1220, they turned the city’s most important mosque into a cathedral while establishing other churches across the city and dividing other buildings among the crusading contingents.47 From a military perspective, the siege of Damietta was technically a success for the crusaders, but it took them more than a year to achieve this single goal and cost thousands of casualties.

Nonetheless, the crusade continued to gather strength with the arrival of new forces, even as many exhausted warriors returned to their homes. More importantly, Sultan al-Kamil’s position was now desperate. His forces had performed well during the crusade’s early stages, fighting tenaciously to block the crusaders’ every move, but by November 1219, the Ayyubid army was exhausted and Damietta was in Christian hands. To make matters worse, the local Arab Bedouin tribes clearly sensed a change in the fortunes of war and switched from attacking the crusaders to attacking the Ayyubids instead, raiding the villages and farmlands around Damietta.48

The notion of Bedouin supporting crusaders was not unusual. During the previous century they had worked together on countless occasions, with the earliest examples of cooperation possibly dating back to the First Crusade. Saladin and his heirs encountered many problems trying to suppress or appease Egypt’s large Arab Bedouin population, which demonstrated only a sporadic willingness to show loyalty either to his Kurdish (Ayyubid) dynasty or to his Turkish troops.

With the tides of war turning against him, Sultan al-Kamil retreated upstream. He made a new camp at a place called Mansurah, located on the banks of the Nile and between the crusaders at Damietta and their target: Cairo. This was a defensible location because the Franks would have to cross a spur of the Nile in order to attack him.49 He appealed to the people of Cairo to assist him in his hour of need.50 Seeking allies, al-Kamil also contacted his brother al-Ashraf, who ruled the Ayyubids’ lands in the Jazira (the region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers), but he was far too preoccupied with his own concerns to offer much help. A Frankish takeover in Egypt now seemed so likely that some of Cairo’s inhabitants talked about evacuating the country entirely. Meanwhile, only a few months before, al-Mu‘azzam (al-Kamil’s brother and ruler of Damascus) had ordered the demolition of Jerusalem’s walls so that the Franks could not take them intact.51

The crusaders had regained the initiative. They could now advance up the Nile and complete their victory. Their advances also served to inspire the Ayyubids’ enemies elsewhere. Soon after the capture of Damietta, emissaries arrived from the Christian kingdom of Georgia, far away in the Caucasus. The Georgians were impressed by the crusaders’ success, so they began to stage their own offensive, seeking to expand their own territories.

Now was the time for the crusaders to strike… but they didn’t.

For almost a year the crusaders did essentially nothing. They sent out raiders. Their forces sacked the nearby town of Tinnis. Their ships harried enemy positions along the coastline, but there was no clinching campaign up the Nile. For some observers within the crusader camp, this was immensely frustrating. The leadership refused to budge, so the crusaders could only sit and watch their enemies regroup and regain the offensive. By early 1220, news had arrived that al-Mu‘azzam, operating out of Damascus, was attacking frontier castles belonging to the kingdom of Jerusalem and the county of Tripoli, two of the Crusader States.52 These included the Templar fortress at Athlit, which the Fifth Crusaders constructed before they began their invasion of Egypt. These attacks on the Crusader States created a new pressure on the crusaders at Damietta to send away a portion of their strength to fend off this new threat. Also by August 1220, the Ayyubids were using their galley fleet, operating out of Alexandria, to block supply ships from reaching Damietta.

There were several reasons for the crusaders’ inertia. The emperor of Germany, Frederick II, had promised in 1215 that he would join the crusade, and now in 1220 the army at Damietta eagerly awaited news of his arrival, which would give them the numbers to advance directly upon Cairo. Unfortunately for them, the emperor was procrastinating, tied up with plans for an imperial coronation in Rome as well as ongoing concerns over his Sicilian and Italian lands.

There was another reason for the crusaders’ delay. News filtered into the crusader camp that great wars were taking place in the distant East. Reports arrived claiming that only a short time ago a great king had assaulted the Islamic world’s eastern frontiers and was, even now, advancing on Baghdad. The crusaders knew very little for certain about this new power, but they understood that some enormous conflict was taking place somewhere “out there,” one that dwarfed their own efforts at Damietta.

The crusaders could even put a name to the king waging this distant—yet evidently very successful—war. It was Prester John, king of the Indies. Stories had circulated in Western Christendom for almost a century about a distant eastern Christian kingdom in the Indies. In 1122 an unexpected visitor had arrived in Rome naming himself as Patriarch John of the Indies and describing a distant Christian kingdom lying out to the east—a place of marvels where rivers disgorged jewels and whose capital city was so large that it took four days to cross.53 In later decades, stories about this magical land became a staple part of Christendom’s imaginings of the world that lay beyond its eastern horizon. In time, these tales consolidated into the belief that there was a magnificent kingdom in the Indies ruled by a priest king called Prester John, whose realm was both marvellously rich and populated by monsters. It was commonly anticipated that one day Prester John would march on Jerusalem and defeat Christianity’s enemies.54

Now the crusaders believed that Prester John (or his descendant “King David,” according to many reports) was on the march, seeking to fulfil this ambition.55 He had already defeated the Persians in battle and had imprisoned the king of Persia in golden chains. Apparently, Prester John was now determined to conquer Jerusalem and rebuild its walls in silver and gold.56

To the crusaders at Damietta, this news of King David/Prester John’s advance was not mere hearsay; it was verifiable fact. Confirmation of these reports came from several sources, perhaps most strikingly from a group of crusaders recently released from captivity. Their story runs as follows. The Ayyubids took these crusaders captive during the siege of Damietta and sent them first to Damascus and, from there, to the caliph in Baghdad. However, the caliph, concerned by reports of Kind David’s invasions, sent the captives to him as a gift. When King David received these prisoners, he chose to set them free and despatched them under escort to the principality of Antioch, where they told their tale.57 Merchants bringing spices and precious jewels from the East offered similar reports, while a work of prophesy came to light in Egypt during the Damietta campaign foretelling that a distant king would soon reconquer Jerusalem and defeat the enemies of Christianity—acts that would usher in the end times.58 From the crusaders’ perspective, this evidence all drove in a single direction: a strange yet allied army was approaching from the East. In these circumstances, it made tactical sense to delay their advance up the Nile so that they could coordinate their efforts with the armies of Prester John.

The Mongols little resembled the fabled armies of Prester John imagined by the crusaders, but these garbled rumours of their advance may go some way to explaining the crucial period of delay—a breathing space that gave al-Kamil the time he needed to rebuild his defences. Ultimately, it was only in late spring 1221 that the crusaders’ patience finally snapped. A fleet arrived in May led by Ludwig of Wittelsbach, Duke of Bavaria. The news he carried decided the matter: the emperor still intended to join the crusade at some point in the future, but Ludwig counselled strongly for the crusade to reopen its offensive up the Nile.59 The army would advance—finally—after almost eighteen months of waiting.

The renewed Christian campaign began in the early summer of 1221. This was a serious threat to al-Kamil. Although the crusaders’ long procrastination had given him time to rebuild his strength, his position remained precarious. Consequently, he contacted the crusade’s leadership and offered a peace treaty that would restore the entirety of the former kingdom of Jerusalem—including Jerusalem itself—to Christian control, excepting only two fortresses in Transjordan: Kerak and Monreal (strongholds that could potentially block communications between his lands in Egypt and Ayyubid territories in northern Syria if they passed into Frankish hands). He had made a similar offer previously—prior to the Frankish conquest of Damietta—and on both occasions his proposal divided opinion within the crusader camp, with various arguments batted to and fro. However, the crusaders rejected the offer on both occasions—the bottom line was that they thought they were winning, so they had little reason to compromise.

The fighting began almost as soon as the Christian army departed from Damietta. Al-Kamil despatched waves of Turkish horsemen against the marching crusaders, harrying them on all sides and unleashing volleys of arrows. These were standard tactics. The Turks’ origins lay—like the Mongols’—in the Central Asian steppe country, where children learned to ride and shoot from an early age. In war, their great strength lay in their manoeuvrability: conducting sudden attacks and unexpected retreats, wearing the crusaders down from a distance. When the crusaders had first encountered the Turks, more than a century before, these tactics posed a substantial problem, yet now, after decades of war, the crusaders knew how to counter mounted Turkish archers. One of the Franks’ most effective approaches was to march their army in close formation with an outer ring of infantry bearing great shields to protect against Turkish arrows. This defensive outer shell sheltered lines of crossbowmen, whose bolts could cut down the Turks whenever they approached. The Franks stationed their cavalry in the army’s centre, waiting for the opportunity to burst out of the protecting infantry forces and win a clinching victory.

The crusaders conducted their advance in July 1221 in the same way. The Turks wheeled around their foes, and the crusaders’ crossbowmen shot them down. By 21 July, the Christians had reached the village of Saramsah, and by 24 July, they made camp facing the Ayyubid army, entrenched at Mansurah on the other bank of the Nile tributary. The crusaders now needed to cross the water and confront the Ayyubid army.

As a first step, the crusaders erected their catapults and hurled projectiles at their foes on the opposing bank. Turkish archers and Frankish crossbowmen joined this long-range duel, each hoping to drive their enemies away. The crusaders then gathered their ships, preparing for an assault against al-Kamil’s camp. They had brought some vessels with them during their initial advance, and more arrived daily with supplies and reinforcements from Damietta. But they never got a chance to stage an attack. The crusaders thought they controlled the stretch of the Nile between Damietta and their new camp, but this proved not to be the case.

The Ayyubids managed to use a small canal (the al-Mahallah canal) to launch warships onto the Nile behind the crusaders’ lines, on a part of the river that the crusaders believed was safe. Soon afterwards, Ayyubid galleys began to seize Frankish ships, imperilling the crusaders’ supply lines. The crusaders responded by sending more heavily defended vessels up the Nile to bring aid to their army, but the Ayyubids managed to intercept these vessels as well. In the crusaders’ encampment, food began to run short.

By late August, the Franks’ great hope lay in a new convoy bringing the food and equipment they so urgently needed. At the heart of this convoy was one of their largest naval transports. Transport ships of this kind were huge. Long, high-sided, supplied with multiple decks, and capable of carrying more than a thousand passengers, they were the lifeblood of the Crusader States, bringing settlers, pilgrims, and trade goods. This particular vessel was specially armoured and was defended by hundreds of crossbowmen, whilst around its tall sides swarmed a flotilla of escort vessels. The Ayyubids recognised the importance of this convoy and threw their full galley fleet against it, hounding the great ship until it surrendered.60

Witnessing the destruction of their last hope of resupply, the Fifth Crusade’s commanders on 26 August ordered the army to withdraw. They attempted to slip away at night, but the Ayyubids were ready for them. To make matters worse for the crusaders, al-Kamil’s brothers, al-Mu‘azzam and al-Ashraf (ruler of the Ayyubids’ northern territories), arrived in Egypt bringing reinforcements. Al-Ashraf’s arrival was particularly noteworthy. Mongol forces under Jebe and Subedei had passed close to his lands in the North a short time before, and the neighbouring ruler of Irbil appealed for al-Ashraf’s help. Therefore, his choice to prioritise the crusader threat placed his own territory in jeopardy. Even so, he decided to support al-Kamil, and he appointed another brother to manage his affairs before leading his troops south.61

Al-Ashraf went straight to join his brother al-Kamil at Mansurah, but al-Mu‘azzam went first to Damietta before following the crusaders along the same road they had taken up the Nile, a crucial move. He now blocked their line of retreat. By contrast, the crusaders received no assistance. The distant Georgians wanted to help, but, following the disastrous passage of the Mongol army led by Jebe and Subedei through their kingdom, this simply wasn’t possible.62

Suddenly, on 30 August, it was all over. Al-Kamil’s forces took advantage of the Nile’s annual floods to raise the irrigation sluice gates, which regulated the flow of water from the river into the fields adjoining the crusaders’ road. The water rushed in, swamping the whole area, and the waterlogged crusaders’ retreat ended abruptly.63 They could go no further. Eventually, and amidst heavy fighting, the crusaders surrendered.
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The Fifth Crusade was a failure. The crusaders yielded Damietta by treaty and then returned home. The result was a storm of acrimony that engulfed Western Christendom. People wanted an explanation. Among the many questions raised by the crusade’s defeat was the issue of why Emperor Frederick II had failed to join the campaign as promised. This in turn raised the question of when—if ever—he would set sail for the East.

There was also plenty of speculation about another dimension to the crusaders’ experience. Many commentators wanted to know more about this great army advancing from the East. Rumours spread, and people began to wonder if Prester John was truly on the march.

For the Ayyubids, the Fifth Crusade was an astonishing victory, yet a greater peril now lay on their eastern borders. Like the Franks, the Ayyubids needed more information about this threat. The big issue facing every Near Eastern society was the question of when the Mongols would return.










2

HIATUS

Jebe and Subedei’s expedition through Persia and the Caucasus sent shock waves across the Near East, but it was followed by a strange hiatus. In 1224 a much smaller force of three thousand Mongol troops arrived to reassert control over several cities in northern Persia, but it did not advance as far as the Caucasus.1 Meanwhile, Chinggis Khan focused his attention elsewhere, sending forces into northern India in pursuit of the Khwarazmian sultan’s son Jalal al-Din. Then, when this pursuit failed, Chinggis Khan headed back north towards the steppe country in 1223. He spent his final years fighting in China and never moved in person towards the Near East again. He died in August 1227, and it took two years for his successor, Ogodei, to be named as the new Mongol ruler, taking the title Qaghan (Great Khan).2

For much of the 1220s, the many Near Eastern cities that had formerly submitted to Jebe and Subedei found themselves in a rather ambiguous position. The Mongols clearly expected them to remain loyal, and they appointed local governors to maintain control, but for the time being the Mongols’ main armies waged war on other frontiers.3 A new Mongol force appeared briefly in 1228, yet, despite these tentative reimpositions of control, this was a strange period in which—as the years went by—some local people may have wondered if the Mongols would ever return. The Mongol threat seemed to have subsided—perhaps it would pass like a summer squall.

It was not until Ogodei took power in 1229 that the Mongols initiated a wave of new incursions on multiple fronts. This included the despatch of a new army into Persia and the Near East under the command of a general called Chormaghun. This was not an army of conquest but rather a tamma force, whose main purpose was to garrison and hold newly conquered territory. The Mongols typically assembled such forces from a range of different people groups—not just Mongol soldiers but also including many drawn from subjugated peoples.4 With Chormaghun pushing west into Persia, one of his lieutenants advanced into Afghanistan seeking to consolidate control over this region as well.5 Chormaghun’s arrival in Persia in 1230 marked a key moment in the Mongol conquest of southern Eurasia. By this time, ten years had elapsed since Jebe and Subedei’s campaign across the Near East, but now the Mongols were returning in force.

It is a feature of many wars of conquest across history that they do not always escalate along a smooth upward curve. Typically, there are periods of intensive military activity followed by pauses. The years 1222–1230 represented one such pause for the Near East, and as such it is instructive to see how the region’s various powers used this space to prepare against future Mongol attack. It was also during these years that various peoples, driven westwards and seeking refuge from the Mongols, began to make their presence felt in the region’s politics, and most significantly in the remnants of the former Khwarazmian empire. There was also the vital issue of whether the Near East’s most powerful rulers could find a way to unite against a common threat.
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The Ayyubid Empire’s victory over the Fifth Crusade was an outstanding achievement. Their forces managed to stop one of the largest crusades in history dead in its tracks without the loss of any territory. Sultan al-Kamil had proved himself a worthy successor both to his father, the late Sultan al-Adil, and more importantly to his uncle, the famous Saladin.
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The Ayyubid Empire and its neighbours ca. 1220.





By this stage, the Ayyubid Empire was a vast agglomeration of territories. Sultan al-Kamil was its nominal ruler, but in practice he possessed direct authority over only Egypt itself. Other family members governed the empire’s provinces in Syria, Yemen, and the Jazira, ruling essentially as quasi-independent powers.

This political configuration was the product of the Ayyubids’ inheritance practices, whereby, with the death of the sultan, the empire’s lands did not pass on to a single successor but were divided among—and often contested by—multiple claimants. Rulers sometimes tried to hand their lands on to a designated heir, but all too frequently other contenders arose who wanted a chunk of power for themselves. Consequently, when Saladin died in 1193, his sons and brothers split the empire between them. These heirs and their descendants then fought endless wars against one another, either to expand or to protect their own lands and interests, creating a situation of near-permanent infighting. In this way the Ayyubid “empire” was defined and unified not by a single ruler or system of government so much as by an ongoing argument over the division of power; the only real forces holding the empire together were the leading dynasts’ shared ambition to rule the empire as a whole, coupled with an underlying sense of family identity and the conviction that power should be held by one of their relatives.

Geographically, the empire’s centres of power were its major Syrian cities of Damascus and Aleppo, its lands and towns in the Jazira, and then, most importantly, Egypt.

The Ayyubids’ northern territories were dominated by Aleppo. This great metropolis, whose known history goes back to the twentieth century bc, was—and is—the geopolitical lynchpin of the entire northern Syrian region.6 By the early thirteenth century, it possessed formidable defences that had fended off many assailants during the previous century. Saladin had seized the city from its Zangid rulers in 1183 only with the greatest of difficulty and after almost a decade of raiding and negotiations. Equipped with substantial ramparts and a large population (estimated at fifty to eighty thousand), the city became a formidable bastion of Ayyubid power.7 Aleppo also boasted many great buildings, including mosques, madrasas, colleges, and a hospital. The Ayyubids were enthusiastic builders and expanded the city walls, enclosing far more space to the east, reflecting the city’s growing population. The Ayyubids also built many religious buildings, adopting new styles and techniques that spread to other cities in the region.8 Perhaps the most famous building project of this era was the reconstruction of Aleppo’s great citadel, built on its great mound and towering above the city.9

Aleppo also possessed a large Christian community as well as other religious groups, which the Ayyubids generally left in peace. The diversity of its population was only increased by the arrival of merchants from regions as far afield as Western Christendom and the Far East.10 Aleppo’s markets—laid out in rows under wooden roofs—attracted traders from many lands, and the city was also home to many skilled artisans.11

Commerce lay at the root of its wealth. Dominating the northern crossings of the Euphrates River, Aleppo drew in goods passing west along the trade routes from Persia and China, as well as caravans moving northwest from the Persian Gulf and Baghdad. A fertile plain surrounding the city provided much of its food (it was apparently especially famous for the quality of its watermelons).12 Aleppo was consequently both a market for local farmers and a crossroads for long-distance caravan routes, receiving goods from the East, commodities from across the Mediterranean, and imports from Damascus and the ports of the kingdom of Jerusalem to the south. One of Aleppo’s nearest trading partners was the Frankish principality of Antioch (one of the Crusader States), and the sheer volume of mutually dependent traffic passing between these cities provided a strong incentive for the Franks and the Aleppan Ayyubids to remain at peace as much as possible.

To the south of Aleppo lay Damascus. This historic metropolis, whose origins can be traced back to at least the fifteenth century bc, is located on the banks of the Barada River, only a short distance southeast of the Anti-Lebanon Mountains. It was another of the Ayyubids’ capital cities, with a population in the tens of thousands protected by recently strengthened fortifications.13 Caught between the Ayyubids’ northern territories (Aleppo and the Jazira) and their southern lands in Egypt, ambitious Ayyubid factions frequently fought over Damascus throughout the empire’s history.

Like Aleppo, Damascus was a major commercial centre, the city’s artisans famous for the quality of their wares. Orchards and farmlands surrounded the city’s wide suburbs, and these were famous for their fruit and wine.14 The city was also an intellectual centre, with many libraries and scholarly institutions. Indeed, it is possible that literacy among its inhabitants (as a percentage of the total population) may have reached double figures—far higher than neighbouring regions such as Western Christendom.15 Damascus’s inhabitants were predominantly Sunni Muslim, and there were many mosques and madrasas throughout the city, most notably the Great Mosque, founded in 705. To the north of the Great Mosque lay a place of especial importance for the Ayyubids: Saladin’s burial chamber, a notably modest structure around which his son al-Aziz later constructed a madrasa. Like Aleppo, Damascus received lavish attention from its Ayyubid rulers, who enriched the city with many building projects; the former sultan al-Adil substantially reconstructed the citadel between 1203 and 1216.16

Both of these major Syrian metropolises drew in travellers from across Eurasia, including visitors from India, Christendom, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Maghreb. With such a mixing and jostling of different peoples from near and far, these emporiums echoed with voices speaking in many different languages and trading in a remarkable array of products. Of course, this environment also gave rise to a lively trade in confidence tricksters and thieves, all eager to prey on the newly arrived and the unwary. One author called al-Jawbari took it upon himself to write a record of the many different stratagems used by such swindlers to achieve their ends. For example, he recorded how charlatans tried to trick Damascus’s money changers. The ploy ran as follows. The charlatan would approach a money changer with two coins, one made from actual gold and the other a counterfeit made from cheap metal. He would then hand over the good gold coin to the money changer and ask in return for some local silver currency. When the money changer tested the quality of the gold coin and duly offered him the correct amount of silver coins in exchange, the charlatan would then claim that the gold coin was actually worth far more money than the money changer was offering. Angrily, he would then demand the return of his gold coin. Then with the gold coin back in his hand, he would give the appearance of reconsidering his decision and then reluctantly agree to the exchange. Crucially, when he handed the coin back to the money changer, he had switched the fake coin for the real one. However, the money changer, believing that he had already tested this coin, would therefore be oblivious. The underlying message of al-Jawbari’s stories was for traders to be wary.17

To the southwest of Damascus and on the other side of the Sinai Desert lay Egypt, ruled by Sultan al-Kamil. Ayyubid Egypt was a crucial hub in the commercial networks that crisscrossed the Near East. The Nile Delta’s fertile farmlands, irrigated by the annual inundation of the Nile, were a mainstay for the region’s food supply, producing cereal crops as well as large quantities of sugar and other high-value commodities. Communications across the region took place partly by road, but more importantly by riverboat on the delta’s various tributaries and canals. Egypt was also a crucial market and transit zone for goods travelling across the Indian Ocean for export into the Mediterranean region. Its major commercial centres were the coastal cities of Alexandria and Damietta, and its capital was Cairo—situated on the right bank of the Nile and just above the place where the Nile divides into its major tributaries.

Cairo itself was founded in 969 by the Fatimid dynasty, the Ayyubids’ predecessors, although there had been settlements at this location for centuries. By the early thirteenth century, the city was flourishing under the patronage of the Ayyubids. Its population was substantially greater than any of the region’s other cities, and Cairo grew rapidly as the century progressed, swollen by refugees escaping the oncoming Mongols. At its highest point during this era, the city’s population may have reached 250,000–500,000 people.18 For this reason one contemporary observed that “there is no [city] that is more beautiful to see nor is there one more populated.”19

In the 1170s Saladin had initiated a series of new construction projects in Cairo, including new fortifications and a massive new citadel. His successor, al-Adil, then strengthened the city’s defences in 1207–1208. The city’s inhabitants generally built their houses in whitewashed brick, often two to four storeys high. Near to the city, on the isle of Roda, was the Nilometer. This device measured the annual rise of the Nile, which occurred when rainfall far to the south in the Ethiopian highlands caused the river’s flow to increase rapidly in June and then to fall in October or November. The waters supplied by the Nile flood were vital for irrigating the delta’s farmlands, and their rise and fall represented the basic structure of the agricultural year.20

Of course, surrounding the great works of Ayyubid Egypt stood the massive remnants of ancient Pharaonic Egypt. Reminders of this historic culture lay across the Egyptian region, providing a source of fascination and employment for many people. One scholar, Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, was among those to share this curiosity, and he once ventured into one of the great pyramids. He reported a maze of passages, including many dangerous pits and shafts. Large numbers of bats infested the interior, and their droppings clogged the narrow passageways. He paid particular attention to the hieroglyphs he found in the pyramid, although no one at that time could decipher them. Perhaps the pyramids’ most striking quality was their sheer size and the quality of their construction—factors that led to the popular myth that the ancient Egyptians possessed huge bodies and lived for far longer than most humans. The remains of Pharaonic Egypt also attracted treasure hunters, and there were whole communities of people who spent their days digging up ancient tombs. They found mummies in large numbers, which they stripped of their wrappings so they could use them to make garments or packaging for shopkeepers. On one occasion, a group of diggers uncovered a great jar containing honey. The party then began to eat the honey with their hands until they realised that the jar also contained a mass of human hair and the preserved body of a child.21

The Ayyubid Empire encompassed a broad array of different territories, peoples, communities, and religions. Its lands likewise sat astride long-distance trade routes, and their neighbours ranged from the Crusader States to the kingdom of Georgia. The result was an empire that absorbed cultural influences from near and far, a quality that manifested itself in many different aspects of the Ayyubid rulers’ lifestyles, not least in their diet. Ayyubid cuisine was very diverse. According to a surviving cookbook written by an author closely linked to the Ayyubid court, favoured recipes for major banquets included dishes drawn from Turkman, Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Frankish, and Byzantine cuisines, among others. It included several Turkish dishes such as Qarni Yaruq, a Turkish sweet and a possible precursor to baklawa (which first appears in cookbooks in the sixteenth century), and Tutmaj, a form of pasta cut into squares. It offers recipes for flatbreads favoured in Armenia and a “Frankish” roast. The cookbook also supplies instruction on preparing a Georgian kebab, which as the author tells us, was once made for the Ayyubid ruler al-Ashraf. Likewise, it includes food-preparation techniques and ingredients from across Eurasia.22

For all its vibrancy and diversity, when viewed from a military perspective, the Ayyubid Empire was a long, strung-out affair spanning from Egypt in the South (as well as Yemen) all the way to the frontier town of Khilat in eastern Anatolia. Still, it possessed the virtue of being largely secure from external attack along much of its perimeter. By the 1220s, the Berbers no longer posed much of a threat to Egypt’s western margins, and although Nubia (to the south) did stage occasional raids, these incursions posed a threat only to the borderlands. Further north in Palestine, the Ayyubids’ eastern frontiers faced the Syrian desert, and its western frontiers marched with those of the Crusader States.

The Crusader States were by now far weaker than their Ayyubid neighbours, and they only possessed real muscle with the support of a crusading army—a rare event. Following the Fifth Crusade, no major military confrontation took place between the kingdom of Jerusalem (the most powerful of the Crusader States) and the Ayyubids for almost twenty years. Moreover, the Ayyubids maintained an effective network of spies in Frankish lands who kept them informed of any impending threat. Apparently, if a Frankish raiding party set out from Acre, local women living within Frankish households would warn the Ayyubids, signalling to them by opening a designated window and then lighting one candle on the windowsill for every hundred horsemen taking part in the raid whilst pointing in the direction of the intended target.23

With the Frankish threat now much diminished, the Ayyubids rarely devoted much time to jihad against the Franks. Jihad preaching did take place during the major crusades (including the Fifth Crusade), and for a brief moment the Ayyubids might dust off the writings of authors such as Ibn Asakir, who decades before had helped rally support for holy war against the Crusader States. But for the most part, jihad against the Franks fell from the Ayyubids’ agenda. Intellectuals continued to debate the issue of holy war, and some authors criticised their lacklustre masters. There may even have been some appetite for holy war among the Muslim populace, but the Ayyubid leadership was far more concerned with its own quarrels. The bottom line was that the Ayyubid Empire depended for a good deal of its income on commercial trade routes—both local and international—that either ran through the Crusader States or relied on Italian shipping for access to Mediterranean markets. For their part, the Franks extracted considerable revenue from merchants transporting goods between Damascus and the coast. For these reasons, war was in neither party’s interests, and for much of the early thirteenth century, the Ayyubids and the Franks remained at peace, covered by a series of long-term treaties.24

The real area of vulnerability for the Ayyubids lay in the North, in their lands around Aleppo, and further east, in the Jazira and southern Anatolia. In these northern regions they needed to guard themselves against some formidable adversaries. To the east lay the city of Mosul, situated on the banks of the Tigris and still ruled by the Zangid dynasty (Saladin’s former masters, whose lands he had usurped). This dynasty was not especially powerful, but it had several local allies who could buttress its strength. Worryingly, the Jazira was also the most obvious invasion route for any future Mongol attack. Then, swinging north, the wide grazing grounds in the northern Jazira region supported many nomadic Turkmen groups (“Turkmen” referring to Turks who still maintained a pastoral way of life). These tribes were numerous and were only ever semi-aligned with any individual Turkish master (or, in the Ayyubids’ case, Kurdish master). The Turkmen were often warlike, but at other times they moved their flocks and herds from their summer to winter pastures, engaging in commerce, selling sheep, horses, mules, and other livestock, as well as people who had been enslaved during their raiding expeditions.

The most serious challenge to Ayyubid dominance in the North, however, came from the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate. The Seljuks were all too ready to take advantage of the Ayyubids’ relentless infighting and push south into northern Syria. Their preferred strategy was to side with one Ayyubid faction against another for their own gain whilst exploiting any moments of weakness. In 1218 they took advantage of the Fifth Crusade’s arrival to attack the Ayyubids’ northern borders, all the while courting support from rival Ayyubid factions.25

So by the 1220s, the Ayyubid “empire” was little more than an idea and a sense of shared identity. The result was a wealthy yet divided group of states that lurched from one crisis to another. For the Franks of the Crusader States, this situation was well suited to their needs. They could slowly re-entrench their position along the coast with little fear of interference from the self-preoccupied Ayyubids. The Anatolian Seljuks similarly saw the advantages of this situation to help them flex their own muscles.

Even so, 1221 was a high point in the Ayyubids’ history because three of their four major territories—Egypt, Damascus, and Jazira (Aleppo being the exception)—united to drive away the Fifth Crusade. As described earlier, Sultan al-Kamil of Egypt bore the brunt of the crusaders’ attacks, and his brother al-Mu‘azzam travelled repeatedly to his aid from Damascus whilst pummelling the Crusader States’ frontiers in Syria in an effort to distract the Franks from their main goal in Egypt. In the North, in 1221 their younger brother al-Ashraf, ruler of the Jazira, also managed to disentangle himself from a lengthy dispute with the Zangids and the threat of Mongol invasion to hurry down to Egypt, arriving in time to support his brother at the crusade’s bloody and soggy denouement near Mansurah. In that moment at least, the brothers worked together to eliminate a major threat.

The Fifth Crusade was not, however, the greatest peril hanging over the Ayyubid Empire. The Ayyubids knew very well that only a year before, in 1220–1221, the Mongol commanders Jebe and Subedei had advanced south of the Caspian Sea and then moved up through the Caucasus, leaving behind them a trail of burning cities, displaced peoples, and wide-scale destruction. The Mongols caused no damage to Ayyubid territory, but their invasion struck a jarring note, disrupting the geopolitics of the entire region.

The Mongols’ passing left much of Azerbaijan and the Caucasus in a state of upheaval. Many cities lay abandoned or destroyed, with tens of thousands of people displaced by the fighting. This seems to have provoked two important realisations among the Near East’s rulers, including the Ayyubids. The first was the most obvious: horror at the Mongols’ sudden invasion mixed with a fear that they would return. The second was a recognition that local rulers who still possessed viable military assets could now sweep down on the lands that the Mongols had despoiled (and which now lay prostrate and undefended) and claim them as their own. The major powers near the Mongols’ invasion route—the Ayyubids, the Seljuks, the Qipchaq Turks, the Georgians, and the rulers of Azerbaijan—did make some sporadic attempts to unify in the face of the Mongol threat, but they were each also well positioned to take advantage of the chaos following the Mongols’ departure.

If the situation in the Caucasus was a source of concern for the Ayyubids, then developments to the southeast in the remnants of the Khwarazmian Empire (by this stage roughly covering modern-day western Iran and parts of northern and eastern Iraq) were also very alarming.

With the death of Sultan Muhammed and the Mongols’ destruction of much of the Khwarazmians’ northern and eastern lands, the unconquered parts of the Khwarazmian Empire’s territory passed into the hands of the late sultan’s son Ghiyath al-Din. He tried to maintain some semblance of order, but the chaos caused by the Mongols’ invasions embroiled him in a dynastic war with his uncle. The situation became even more complicated in January 1225, when his brother Jalal al-Din arrived by sea, having fled from the Mongols into India and then travelled west, returning to the remnants of the Khwarazmian Empire.

Jalal al-Din warrants the closest attention because over the next few years he would become a major power in the Near East and a serious threat to the Ayyubid Empire. He was an accomplished general and had even enjoyed some success in battle against the Mongols. These successes took place during the Mongols’ initial offensive into his father’s empire, but he eventually suffered defeat in 1221 and fled to India.

Jalal al-Din’s arrival in the western remnants of the Khwarazmian Empire added a new level of chaos to an already complicated situation in the Near East. He summarily took control, defeating his brother in battle and asserting himself as the new ruler of the Khwarazmian Empire. He then initiated a series of military campaigns, seeking to gather up as much land as possible, including much of the territory destroyed by the Mongols a few years before. In the spring of 1225, Jalal al-Din’s forces raided a vast territory from Basra at the head of the Persian Gulf in the South to Tabriz in the North, which fell to his forces in July of that year.26 He also laid waste to the lands around Baghdad. This worried the Abbasid caliph sufficiently for him to order all the grasslands around the city to be ploughed to deny the Khwarazmians’ horses any grazing.27 Jalal al-Din’s aim was very clear. He wanted to rebuild his father’s empire as rapidly as possible and to ready his forces against any new Mongol offensive, which could not now be long delayed.

Viewed from the Ayyubids’ perspective, the Mongols’ campaign of 1220–1221 and the advent of Jalal al-Din represented a gravitational shift in the geopolitics of the Near East. The Ayyubid Empire and its neighbours were not accustomed to military interference from the East. The last time that any commander east of Mosul had made any serious attempt to stage a major campaign into the Jazira was in the 1130s (almost ninety years before). In the intervening period the Zangid, and later the Ayyubid, empires were simply too strong for any eastern power to contest their authority, and before the Mongol invasions the Khwarazmians generally focused their attention on affairs in northern Persia and further east.

Now, however, the Ayyubids were looking over their shoulder, rapidly reorientating themselves to the many conflicts emerging along the Mongols’ line of march. Here at last were eastern powers strong enough to seriously intervene in Ayyubid politics.

Jalal al-Din’s stellar revival of the Khwarazmian Empire did not pass unnoticed; soon afterwards, major regional powers began to seek his support. In the spring of 1225, one of the Zangids’ eastern settlements voluntarily sought Jalal al-Din’s protection—a worrying development. Jalal al-Din also exploited divisions within Zangid territory by negotiating a treaty with the Zangids’ long-standing foe, the emir of Irbil.28 Therefore, far from manifesting a sense of collective purpose in the face of this new Khwarazmian power, the Near East’s various factions began to seek out Jalal al-Din and encourage him to attack their internal rivals. The following year, al-Mu‘azzam, Ayyubid ruler of Damascus, broke ranks with his family and approached Jalal al-Din, seeking military assistance against his brother al-Ashraf (Ayyubid ruler of the North).29 In recent years relations between the two brothers had deteriorated steeply, opening a new round of Ayyubid infighting. Jalal al-Din was only too happy to exacerbate their internal divisions for his own gain. Around the same time, the Anatolian Seljuks recognised the threat posed by Jalal al-Din and granted his request for a peace treaty.30

The situation only intensified during this year (1226). By then, Jalal al-Din’s Khwarazmian forces were ranging far and wide, attacking into eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus, striking at the quasi-independent Turkish territory of Erzurum, whilst pushing hard on the Georgians’ borders and Greater Armenia.

By this stage, Al-Ashraf (Ayyubid ruler in the Jazira) fully recognised the need to restrain Jalal al-Din. The Khwarazmians’ alliance with his brother al-Mu‘azzam had created a major threat from both the East and the South. Consequently, al-Ashraf reached out to the Anatolian Seljuk sultan for support, seemingly unaware that the Seljuks already had an independent treaty with the Khwarazmians. The Seljuks agreed with this proposal and then attacked a rebel Ayyubid ruler who controlled the lands around the fortress of Amid. However, soon it became clear that the Seljuks weren’t really coming to help. The Seljuk sultan Kay Qubad seized several rebel fortresses, but when their leader offered to renew his submission to Ayyubid authority, the Seljuk sultan refused to return the lands seized by his forces.31 Clearly this was little more than a landgrab.

Far from supporting al-Ashraf, the Seljuks used the crisis to expand their territories, and now they were at war with the Ayyubids once again.32 With the Ayyubids surrounded by foes and having suffered a major defeat, the Seljuks and Khwarazmians imperilled their entire northern wing. The situation became much worse soon afterwards, when al-Ashraf went to Damascus seeking to make peace with his brother al-Mu‘azzam (still allied to Jalal al-Din), only to be placed under house arrest.

In November 1226, and with al-Ashraf now thoroughly weakened, Jalal al-Din finally crossed into Ayyubid territory, attacking al-Ashraf’s highly strategic frontier town of Khilat.33 Khilat was the Ayyubids’ main bastion on their northeastern frontier, and the city would become a source of much contention in later years. Located on the shores of Lake Van and at an altitude of 1,600 metres, it sat upon a range of cultural and political boundaries as well as being a crossroads for regional trade. Seljuk territory lay to the northwest, the Georgian kingdom and Greater Armenia to the north and east, and Azerbaijan and the Khwarazmians to the south and east; many languages were spoken within its walls, and Khilat’s ruler was well placed to influence the affairs of neighbouring powers.34

Jalal al-Din’s attack on Khilat failed, but it signalled his desire to break into al-Ashraf’s territory. Meanwhile, relations intensified between Jalal al-Din and al-Mu‘azzam of Damascus. Soon after the siege of Khilat, they negotiated a marriage alliance, isolating al-Ashraf still further. Clearly, al-Mu‘azzam was ready to cede the Ayyubid Empire’s northeastern frontier if it meant causing damage to his rival brother.

A major war was now underway in the North, with all the major factions (Ayyubids, Seljuks, and Khwarazmians) committed to the conflict. The causes of this conflagration were various—many of them rooted in historical rivalries—yet the main triggers were seemingly the Mongol raid of 1220–1221 and the rise of Jalal al-Din, itself a manifestation of the Mongol overthrow of the Khwarazmian Empire. These events disrupted the region’s geopolitics enough to stir up a series of wars that escalated to draw in multiple participants. Put another way, the Mongols unwittingly encouraged their future opponents to exhaust themselves in a mutually destructive war just as they were planning their next major invasion.

More worryingly, the violence unleashed by Jalal al-Din in his efforts to build up a power bloc strong enough to face the Mongols was so extreme that it actually caused some rulers to contact the Mongols and invite them to intervene. This occurred in 1226, when the ruler of the town of Kirman in Persia rebelled against Jalal al-Din and reached out for Mongol support.35

It might be asked at this point why these powers did not take a longer view—why they didn’t realise that it was in their interests to make at least some provision for the combined defence of their region against a future Mongol attack. Certainly, the few brief attempts to raise an anti-Mongol coalition during this period came to nothing. The answer probably lies in the historical nature of inter-state relations across the entire region. By the 1220s, the Near East had been in a state of flux for centuries, with new powers and dynasties rising, warring, and falling, one after another.

At the root of many of the political fault lines lay the inheritance customs practiced by many rulers. Despite the area’s very varied population, Turkic or Ayyubid (Kurdish) rulers controlled the majority of the land (and therefore much of the military power), and none of them maintained inheritance traditions involving the handing over of a former ruler’s lands intact to a single heir. Some sultans or emirs tried to arrange for a single son or brother to succeed to all their property, but this rarely worked—it wasn’t the custom. Consequently, every few years the death of an emir or sultan triggered a new conflict involving an assortment of sons, brothers, uncles, and leading nobles, all of whom moved aggressively to control the former ruler’s property and resources. Meanwhile, neighbouring powers often sought to take advantage of the period of uncertainty by invading and grabbing as much land as possible, while repressed or ambitious local communities frequently seized the chance to rebel. This environment encouraged fragmentation, and some disputes and grudges could rumble on for decades—all in a landscape filled with powerful fortresses offering sanctuary to any number of grievance-holding usurpers. This geopolitical reality rewarded opportunism and short-term thinking. Long-term planning or alliances simply were not possible when an unexpected death (and ensuing civil war) could entirely reshape the region’s geopolitics, thereby rendering all treaties void within a matter of days. No alliance would be formed against the Mongols.

The Near East’s best hope of fending off a renewed Mongol invasion was that one of its major rulers (Ayyubid, Seljuk, or Khwarazmian) would achieve supremacy over their rivals to form a power bloc strong enough to defeat any future attack. This certainly seems to have been Jalal al-Din’s intention for his revived Khwarazmian Empire.

The situation became urgent in 1228, when reports trickled in warning of the imminent arrival of a new Mongol invasion army. Jalal al-Din was in Persia at the time, having just completed a campaign against the Nizaris, so he was well positioned to resist this new Mongol assault.36 He raised the largest army possible—troops flocking to him, fearing the consequences of a renewed Mongol offensive. This marked the next phase in the Mongols’ invasions into the Near East.

As the Mongol army advanced, the opening skirmishes went badly for the Khwarazmians, but eventually, in August 1228, the two armies met near the city of Isfahan in Persia. As was customary for Turkic armies, Jalal al-Din arrayed his force in three main parts: a central contingent, with flanking forces (“wings”) on the left and right. The Mongols deployed facing him. A mighty confrontation seemed imminent, but then Jalal al-Din’s brother (commander of the right wing) suddenly led his troops away from the fray, betraying Jalal al-Din at the critical moment. For the Mongols, this was undoubtedly the time to strike, but it seems that they were unaware of the Khwarazmians’ weakness. They thought Jalal al-Din’s brother was moving away in a tactical attempt to outflank them. Consequently, the Mongols withdrew to guard against this possibility.37 The Mongols’ hesitation gave Jalal al-Din a chance to rethink his strategy, and he took the opportunity to withdraw his forces.

Soon afterwards, the Mongols realised what was going on and returned in full strength, laying siege to the city of Isfahan. Jalal al-Din initially made no move to block them, but then, gathering as much of his army as possible, he launched a frontal assault on the Mongols outside the city. Witnessing this, the city’s defenders joined the attack and together they defeated the Mongols, putting them to flight.38 The Khwarazmians then followed up their victory by marching victoriously into the nearby town of Rayy.

This was a great victory for the Khwarazmians. The Mongols rarely suffered defeat, yet Jalal al-Din managed to stop a major invasion army at the first major encounter. Through this achievement he effectively shielded every civilisation to the west of his newly revived Khwarazmian Empire, including the Ayyubids, from a Mongol onslaught.

But the Ayyubids—most of them at least—didn’t see much cause for celebration. Jalal al-Din now looked perilously strong, and his victory over a Mongol field army only underlined his military power. True, Jalal al-Din’s victory at Isfahan protected the Ayyubids from a Mongol invasion, but this wouldn’t provide much consolation if the Khwarazmians’ next objective was the overthrow of the Ayyubid Empire.

Other serious threats only compounded the Ayyubids’ position. On the Levantine coast, ships started arriving in the kingdom of Jerusalem during the year 1227 carrying the first contingents of the next major crusade: an expedition led by no less a personage than Emperor Frederick II of Germany. By now, Frederick was not merely the emperor of Germany; he was also the king of Jerusalem. He had become king in 1225 when he married the heiress to the throne, Isabella of Brienne, and then deposed the reigning king, John of Brienne (her father and his new father-in-law), immediately afterwards.39 Now his purpose was—of course—to restore Jerusalem to his newly won kingdom.

Meanwhile, the Anatolian Seljuks hovered in the North, waiting for their chance to descend again on al-Ashraf’s lands. The Anatolian Seljuks constituted a major empire, and in recent years—following their treaty with Jalal al-Din—they had profited considerably from his wars in the Caucasus. Many of the Khwarazmians’ conflicts affected a cluster of smaller Turkish states along the Seljuks’ eastern borders. Now, in 1228, the Seljuk sultan Kay Qubad experienced little difficulty overthrowing these small and weakened powers and incorporating them into his own growing empire, making him an even more formidable adversary of his Ayyubid neighbours.40

Worse still, Damascus’s ruler, al-Mu‘azzam (Jalal al-Din’s ally), had died in late 1227, plunging the Ayyubid Empire into a new bout of infighting as the empire’s remaining leaders aspired to seize his territories.

The key figure whose actions resolved many of these perils was, once again, Sultan al-Kamil of Egypt. In August 1228 and in the midst of these events—with Jalal al-Din confronting the Mongols outside Isfahan, the Seljuks threatening invasion, and the crusaders marshalling in the kingdom of Jerusalem—al-Kamil brought his army out of Egypt and into his late brother al-Mu‘azzam’s lands in Syria, heading towards Damascus. With no one attempting to stop him, he seized most of the major towns and strongholds on the west bank of the Jordan River, territories formerly belonging to Damascus. This news, coupled with cries for help from al-Mu‘azzam’s son and heir, al-Nasir Dawud, brought al-Ashraf down from the North, eager to prevent his brother al-Kamil from claiming Damascus for himself.41

Neither al-Ashraf nor al-Kamil wanted a head-to-head military confrontation, so in November 1228 they devised a new plan to divide the Damascene territories between themselves, thereby disinheriting al-Mu‘azzam’s heir al-Nasir Dawud. When the Damascenes learned of this new alliance and realised that al-Ashraf and al-Kamil might soon besiege their city, they appealed to Jalal al-Din for assistance. Had Jalal al-Din moved against the Ayyubids at this time, the result could have been disastrous for the Ayyubids, but his interests lay in the East, with the Mongol invasion, so no incursion took place.42 Then, in May 1229, the brothers attacked and conquered Damascus. They divided the spoils between themselves, al-Ashraf claiming Damascus itself and al-Kamil receiving many of the towns lying to the south. They granted al-Nasir Dawud the fortress of Kerak in Transjordan by way of compensation.

For the time being, the temporary alliance between al-Ashraf and al-Kamil settled the biggest internal rift in the Ayyubid family, and although other disputes still needed resolution, their agreement over the division of Damascene territory enhanced the empire’s stability.

Al-Kamil also successfully handled the arrival of Emperor Frederick II’s crusade. His solution was simply to give the crusaders what they wanted—to yield Jerusalem and some of its surrounding territories back to the Crusader States in return for a ten-year truce. The treaty agreed by these two rulers naturally horrified Islamic religious authorities, who rebuked al-Kamil fiercely for handing over the holy city without even putting up a fight, but it also neutered an important threat.

Jerusalem is sacred to Muslims for many reasons. These include the city’s connections to Abraham (who is also thought to have built the Ka‘ba), the Prophet Muhammed’s night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem and then his ascension to Heaven, and also Jerusalem’s central role in the events of the Last Judgement.43 Given its significance, al-Kamil understood that his actions would provoke this kind of backlash, so he had arranged with Frederick that although the Franks could control the city of Jerusalem, the Temple area (including the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa Mosque) would remain in Muslim hands. Frederick took this agreement seriously. Soon after the handover, he visited Jerusalem only to encounter a Frankish priest trying to enter the al-Aqsa Mosque. The emperor then rebuked the priest angrily, threatening to blind anyone who might infringe the treaty.44

The retention of the Temple area did not mollify the Muslim religious authorities, and according to one Muslim commentator, “turmoil erupted in all the lands of Islam” as the news spread. In some areas Muslim leaders went into mourning.45 Still, this outcry did not deter al-Kamil from concluding the treaty. Viewed pragmatically, the decision to concede Jerusalem essentially brought the crusade to a halt without the commitment of any military assets. Jerusalem was spiritually invaluable but economically marginal. The city was not especially large, its location was not strategic, and it commanded no significant trade routes or resources. Politically and economically, handing over Jerusalem to the emperor was a small price to pay. Al-Kamil also seems to have quite liked Frederick II; the two men exchanged gifts and corresponded about their shared interests in geometry and mathematics, and they would remain allies for many years afterwards.46 However, not every Muslim Frederick encountered viewed him so favourably, and one source cheekily repeated the observation that if the emperor were to be sold in a slave market, his purchase price would not even reach two hundred dirhams.47

Having settled matters in the South, the Ayyubids now needed to confront the threats to their northern borders.48 The Seljuks continued to raid across the frontier, and in September 1229 the Khwarazmians, under Jalal al-Din, laid siege again to the Ayyubid ruler al-Ashraf’s frontier stronghold of Khilat. Armed with twenty trebuchets, his Khwarazmian troops battered the town walls relentlessly for months, bringing the defenders to the point of starvation—apparently eating even cats and rats in order to survive. Yet the town refused to surrender.49 Eventually, a group of local emirs betrayed Khilat to Jalal al-Din, whose forces broke into the town and massacred the population, taking away the surviving women and children into slavery.

Khilat’s fall breached the Ayyubids’ northern perimeter. The Khwarazmians could now swoop down upon the Ayyubids’ lands in the Jazira, posing a direct threat to al-Ashraf. Jalal al-Din held a commanding position, and several rulers—responding to the changing balance of power—chose this moment to submit to his authority, bulking up the Khwarazmians’ forces still further.

Conversely, these events led the Anatolian Seljuks under Sultan Kay Qubad to reconsider their alliance with the Khwarazmians. They had profited considerably from all the trouble Jalal al-Din had caused to their neighbours in recent years, but now the Khwarazmians were simply too powerful. The Seljuks’ concerns only grew when—fresh from his victory at Khilat—Jalal al-Din’s Khwarazmians began to raid Seljuk territory.50 Consequently, Sultan Kay Qubad contacted both al-Ashraf and al-Kamil, settling a military alliance with the Ayyubids against the Khwarazmians.51

These events reached their climax in August 1230. Al-Ashraf led his Ayyubid army north to join forces with the Anatolian Seljuks, building a grand coalition against the Khwarazmians, including Turkmen contingents, Frankish mercenaries, and Armenian allies.52 Their goal was to bring the Khwarazmians to battle. There could be no doubt that the future of their respective empires hinged on the result.

For his part, Jalal al-Din marched to meet the Seljuk-Ayyubid alliance, scoring an early victory when his Khwarazmian forces pinned down and destroyed a large force of Seljuk warriors hurrying to reach the Seljuk-Ayyubid rendezvous.53 However, the battle fought in early August 1230 (known as the battle of Yassı Çimen) was a disaster for the Khwarazmians. The coalition ranged against Jalal al-Din was larger than he anticipated, but he still deployed his forces for battle. The resulting encounter was closely fought, but ultimately the Ayyubid-Seljuk coalition drove back and then routed their opponent. Jalal al-Din’s army scattered, forcing him to withdraw.54 He was now at the mercy of his opponents.

As Jalal al-Din would soon learn, the battle was an even bigger catastrophe than he first realised. This became clear almost immediately afterwards, when news arrived that Chormaghun’s thirty-thousand-strong Mongol army had just crossed into Persia and was advancing against his empire. Chormaghun’s primary goal was the total destruction of the Khwarazmian Empire, and he even tasked an army group with the job of hunting down Jalal al-Din personally.55

This turn of events could not have come at a worse time. In the wake of his disastrous battlefield defeat, Jalal al-Din simply could not resist this new Mongol onslaught, so—in desperation—he wrote to his erstwhile enemies, imploring al-Ashraf (Ayyubids), the Anatolian Seljuks, and the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad to aid him in his plight. He deployed the strongest argument at his disposal in his efforts to persuade them, observing that “if I am removed… you cannot resist them [the Mongols]. I am to you as the Wall of Alexander. Let each of you send a detachment with a standard to support me.”56
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The Ayyubid Empire and its neighbours, summer 1230.





Jalal al-Din’s reference to the “Wall of Alexander” drew upon an ancient legend speaking of a wall built by Alexander the Great to imprison the terrifying peoples of the apocalypse, Gog and Magog, in the Far North. In other words, he was the only barrier preventing the Mongols from submerging the entire Near East.

In a sense, Jalal al-Din’s logic was incontestable, but nobody moved to aid him. Jalal al-Din’s aggression, his cruelty as a ruler, and his clear desire to force all his neighbours into submission meant that no one assisted him in his hour of need, even if they harmed their own interests in the process. Instead, the Ayyubid-Seljuk coalition dispersed, and their forces returned home. Al-Ashraf and Kay Qubad agreed to make peace with Jalal al-Din, but they weren’t going to commit any troops.57 Sultan Kay Qubad marched splendidly through his country greeted by the cheers of his subjects, who came out from their homes to meet him with cymbals and dancing. Al-Ashraf also returned to his own territory bearing news of a great victory… even if this meant that there would be virtually no resistance to the Mongols.58

Now almost wholly isolated, Jalal al-Din summoned what remained of his army and advanced to counter this new Mongol invasion. This was a desperate move, a last-ditch attempt to maintain control over his empire. The mood was rather subdued in the Khwarazmian camp, and this became even more apparent when the roof of a palace where Jalal al-Din was lodging caved in—an event that he and his remaining followers tried not to interpret as an omen of impending defeat. Ultimately, as the Mongols drew close, the sheer impossibility of meeting them in battle became so obvious that Jalal al-Din’s small army scattered, abandoning their master. The Mongols themselves reached the Khwarazmian encampment to find it deserted.59

Now devoid of defenders, the Khwarazmian Empire and its many cities fell almost immediately in the years 1230–1231. Under Chormaghun, the Mongols took full advantage of the situation and pressed on into Azerbaijan, and from there towards the borders of the Ayyubid and Seljuk empires. The Mongols encountered no significant resistance, and none of Jalal al-Din’s neighbours provided any assistance to the Khwarazmians in their death throes. Both the Ayyubids and the Seljuks kept their armies behind their own frontiers. Free from all restraint, the Mongols raided the hill country of southern Anatolia, crossing into Ayyubid and Zangid territory and pillaging across the Jazira right up to the Euphrates River. They also marched against the much-coveted town of Khilat—now back in Ayyubid hands—but they didn’t take it.

Reflecting many years later on the brief revival and eventual collapse of the Khwarazmian Empire under Jalal al-Din, the famous Sufi saint Jalal al-Din Rumi offered a radically different explanation of its ultimate failure. Rumi observed that the Khwarazmians had acted disrespectfully towards his father, so the empire’s overthrow was God’s punishment for their behaviour.60 According to this verdict, the Mongols were the instruments of God’s retribution upon Jalal al-Din and his people for their transgressions. This account reflects another major development affecting both Anatolia and much of the Near East: the rise of Sufism and the emergence of influential Sufi intellectuals attached to the major Muslim courts. They had built up their presence in Egypt during the late twelfth century under Ayyubid patronage, and now their influence was growing rapidly in Anatolia—Sultan Kay Qubad even joined a Sufi order.61

Other highly distinctive religious groups that expanded rapidly at this time included the dervishes. These communities expressed their devotion to God by resisting their own instinctive urges and living lives of extreme austerity. Their practices varied from group to group, but in many cases they travelled from place to place, wearing animal skins or rough clothing. They frequented wild and deserted places, surviving by begging, and self-consciously separated themselves from wider society. Some groups had the reputation for drunkenness and drug use. Mainstream Sunni authorities often viewed them with concern, fearful that their eccentricities veered dangerously toward heresy.62

Returning to the fortunes of war, only in late 1231 did the Mongols begin to withdraw, moving back east of Mosul to consolidate control over territories they now claimed as their own. Many sources report that a group of Kurds killed Jalal al-Din during his flight. The death toll from the Mongol advance shocked all observers, and histories from this period tell stories of a land frozen by terror. Some survivors claimed that if a Mongol warrior entered a village, no one would dare to offer any resistance as he systematically killed the entire population—so great was the dread they provoked.63 The caliph in Baghdad—now very much on the front line facing the Mongols—wrote to the Ayyubids, asking for help and seeking to raise a coalition against the Mongols, but little came of it.64

The sheer speed and scale of the Mongol offensive shocked many observers. No one marched to confront them in battle, and Ibn al-Athir, a famous historian from Mosul, noted with frustration that “the princes of Islam skulked in their burrows.”65 For him, their inactivity was a reason for reproach, yet given the scale of the Mongol threat, there was really very little they could do. The sources do not tell us whether al-Ashraf or Sultan Kay Qubad ever regretted his decision not to send aid to Jalal al-Din at the critical moment. It is of course impossible to know if events would have played out differently had they done so, but it is not difficult to see why they refused. Whatever their thoughts, the rapidly expanding Mongol armies under Chormaghun would now need little encouragement to cross the frontier.

The Mongols were coming.
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INVASION

I left [Isfahan] when the sparks of evil were kindled, and the fire of 

disaster flamed up in the land of Jayy.

The Mongol armies attacked it, meting out to it what 

they wanted in terms of killing, captivity and grief at calamity.

Yea, they surrounded it like a halo surrounding the moon with a 

reddish-brown aureole in the south of the horizon.

They came carrying spears and flags, double as much as there was of 

thorn and thicket.

Neither is the bird in the air safe from their arrows, nor is the wild goat 

[able to] rest in the long grass on high.

—an excerpt from a poem by Nizam al-Din Isfahani describing the Mongol conquest of Isfahan (1234)1

While Chormaghun was advancing steadily across the Near East in the early 1230s, consolidating Mongol control and crushing Jalal al-Din’s revived Khwarazmian Empire, other Mongol forces remained highly active on other frontiers. In 1230 the Great Khan Ogodei despatched armies against the Chin Empire of northern China, continuing the campaigns begun by his father, Chinggis Khan. In 1234 the Mongols utterly destroyed the Chin Empire following the capture of its capital, Kaifeng. Their armies then moved against the Song Empire of southern China. This was the first in a series of campaigns that ultimately concluded with the total overthrow of the Song dynasty several decades later.

In the Near East, Chormaghun’s invasion represented a decisive renewal of the Mongol assault. The region’s rulers offered little resistance, remaining disunited and preoccupied by local concerns. The Mongol Empire expanded into the Near East during this time, forcing a response by the local powers to the Mongols’ renewed attack.

By the 1230s, the Mongols’ grandiose objectives had fully crystalised. Their task was to conquer and subdue the entire planet, a mission legitimised by their spiritual mandate from the Eternal Heaven. It isn’t clear when their ambition for total global conquest first began to take shape, whether it was Chinggis Khan’s inspiration or that of his son Ogodei, but by the 1230s, and after having achieved so many victories, it must have seemed obvious to them that the total submission of all human civilisation could not now be long delayed.2

The Great Khan Ogodei also took steps to improve the management of the empire, so in 1235 he founded an imperial capital at Qaraqorum in the Orkhon Valley (present-day Mongolia). This was a location of great symbolic significance, being the valley where several former steppe empires had established their capitals.3 Mongol rulers rarely lived in Qaraqorum, nor did the city grow to become a great metropolis, but it provided an administrative and governmental hub for the management of the empire’s affairs. Within the city were markets, treasuries, and places of worships representing Eurasia’s many religious communities, including Buddhists, Christians, Daoists, and Muslims.4 The Mongols transported artisans to the site from China to construct the city, and they surrounded it with an earthen embankment pierced by four gates.5 They built roads radiating out from Qaraqorum and leading to the empire’s many provinces. The Mongols established “yams” at regular intervals along these routes (roughly every 25–30 miles); these were waystations holding fresh horses and thus enabling the rapid communication of news between the capital and the frontiers. Using this system, seemingly modelled on similar networks in China, messages could cover incredible distances at speed, even as much as 200–300 miles per day.6 In the city’s vicinity, the Mongols ordered the construction of hunting lodges, encampments, grazing grounds, and pavilions that, taken together, created an imposing landscape suitable for a world empire.

Meanwhile, in the Near East, Chormaghun continued to press westwards into Syria and then north towards the Iron Gates of the Caucasus.7 During the 1230s his raiders attacked the lands around Sinjar and the Mosul region.8 In Persia, Isfahan fell in 1234.9 In 1237 the Mongols besieged Irbil, although the caliph of Baghdad sent relief forces to lift the siege.10 For much of the later 1230s, Chormaghun’s commanders concentrated their energies on conquering Georgia and Greater Armenia in the Caucasus region.11 They besieged and dismantled many of the region’s fortresses, seeking to deprive the Mongol Empire’s new subjects of bases from which to stage rebellions. Queen Rusudan of Georgia asked Pope Gregory IX for aid, but the pontiff replied regretfully that it wasn’t possible—Georgia was too far away to mount a successful campaign, and the papacy’s crusading resources were already stretched thin.12 Meanwhile, along the Mongols’ southern Persian frontier neighbouring the Indian Ocean, local rulers sought out Chormaghun, eager to submit early to Mongol authority and hoping thereby to avoid the horrors of a full-scale invasion.13

In 1238 Chormaghun attacked Irbil again and then turned south to attack the lands of the Abbasid caliph. Technically the caliph was the spiritual and temporal leader of the entire Sunni Muslim world, but it was now many years since he had exercised formal political control over territories lying much beyond Baghdad. However, he remained a powerful force, both for his spiritual and symbolic authority as well as for the resources at his disposal as master of Baghdad. This city would be a major trophy for the Mongols, and in the late 1230s, Chormaghun began to prepare the ground for a major offensive. The resulting Mongol incursion into the caliph’s territory took place in 1238, but on this occasion the caliph’s forces managed to drive the invaders away.14

Despite this reverse, the Mongols enjoyed considerable success during their invasions of the Near East during the 1230s, but these rapid advances also raised an important question: Which leading Mongol imperial family would claim the region as part of their ulus—the cluster of territories, peoples, and grazing grounds assigned to the jurisdiction of a specific imperial Mongol family? Chinggis Khan had created many of these ulus for his leading sons (the sons he fathered with his chief wife).15 Initially he gave jurisdiction over the empire’s western frontiers—including the Near East—to his son Jochi (d. 1227), who then handed this right down to his son Batu. Therefore, Batu held jurisdiction over the Near East during this period, and his policies were crucial in shaping the history of the Near East over the next few decades, even though he never went there in person.16

In 1239, at a more local level, with Persia looking increasingly consolidated under their control, the Mongols appointed a civil governor (darughachi) called Korguz, giving him responsibility for establishing the infrastructure of Mongol rule across the region. The Mongols also began to issue their own silver currency in the same year.17 Steadily, the formal structures of permanent governance took root, replacing the uncertainties and exigencies of conquest.18 Soon afterwards, in about 1241, Chormaghun fell ill, yielding his authority as military governor to an ambitious subordinate called Baiju, a close relative of the famous Mongol general Jebe.19 Baiju was broadly content to rule in Batu’s name (and that of the Jochid dynasty), but his loyalty was not absolute, and at times he could demonstrate an independent streak.

These important decisions, which shaped the Mongol Empire’s internal governance, generally took place in their great waggon cities. Qaraqorum aside, the Mongols’ leading dynasties resided with their followers in massive mobile cities. These vast encampments must have ranked among the most astonishing spectacles of Mongol civilisation, consisting of hundreds, thousands, or even tens of thousands of waggons bearing a Mongol group’s tents and resources. Some of these waggons were huge, and one observer noted that their axles could be as thick as a ship’s mast.20 These communities and their waggons moved annually from their winter grazing grounds to their summer pastures, accompanied by huge herds of sheep and horses. According to one Armenian author, the Mongols could arrange for entire hills to be levelled to clear the path for their waggons.21 Writers describing the largest encampments belonging to leading Mongol commanders expressed their astonishment at the sheer scale of these mobile metropolises, one traveller observing that they looked like a “vast city on the move.”22

When the Mongols reached their camping grounds, they set up their white felt tents along with their other goods.23 Then they formed the waggons into enclosures, removing their wheels while in camp.24 The management of these enormous moveable tent cities fell in large part to the Mongol commanders’ wives.25 This was a society where the men devoted their energies to warfare, hunting, and the management of horses. Women learned to ride and shoot from an early age (like their menfolk), and there are occasional references to female fighters in battle,26 but their primary responsibilities lay in the management of cattle, the creation of dairy products, and, in large part, the operation of the camp.27 Women were also responsible for the manufacture and repair of their family’s everyday items, including clothing. For their part, Mongol men made weapons and waggons, along with their beloved drink kumiz (fermented mare’s milk).28 In appearance, the most notable element of Mongol women’s attire seems to have been their tall hats, constructed with a frame made of tree bark covered by silk and decorated with reeds, jewels, and peacock feathers.29

Organising the movement, establishment, and operation of encampments on this scale was an incredible feat of logistics, and responsibility for these tasks fell to the leading Mongol’s chief wife. While in the encampment, leading wives also arranged for the reception of foreign ambassadors and other distinguished guests. They participated in political negotiations and deliberations, primarily to offer counsel to their husbands. In this way, elite families were a strong managerial unit with overall control held by the leading male but with many of the key organisational and operational roles carried out by his chief wives.30 As one observer commented, “It is these women who rule over both kingdom and household, who buy and sell, who are ferocious and warlike.”31

The Mongol family operated according to a strict hierarchy that in turn influenced the way they laid out their tents. These stood in a row, with the chief wife’s tent at one end and the junior wife’s at the other end. In addition to their wives, leading Mongol men also had concubines whose tents lay behind those of the wives but in front of those of the guards.32

Some women—often concubines—were executed after the death of a leading Mongol noble, an act conducted in the belief that they would serve him in the afterlife.33 When Chinggis Khan died, forty beautiful virgins were selected from leading families, dressed in robes and jewels, and then ritually executed for this reason.34 This was not generally required of wives, whose role was to support their living children, particularly the deceased ruler’s chosen heir. However, Mongols did believe that husbands and wives would be reunited after death.35

This was the civilisation confronting the peoples of the Near East, and the surviving reports of visitors and ambassadors from across Eurasia contain many statements of astonishment at the magnificence and sheer unfamiliarity of this camp-city environment. As the thirteenth century progressed, however, they became a more familiar sight, and for many subjugated peoples, the proclamations and orders issued from these encampments dictated the course of their existence.

In so many ways, the Mongol way of life was extremely well suited to conquest, and this was not lost on the Anatolian Seljuks as they considered how they should respond to the Mongol forces now hovering on their eastern borders.
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When the Mongols raided the Anatolian Seljuks’ eastern frontier in 1231, Sultan Kay Qubad confronted a simple choice—he could submit to the Mongols, or he could fight.36 By now, the prospect of a full-scale Mongol invasion was very real and demanded a response.

Seljuk sultan Kay Qubad ruled one of the most powerful states in the Near East, sufficient in size and strength to compete on equal terms with the Ayyubids to the south, with his territories encompassing much of central and eastern Anatolia (modern-day Turkey). Kay Qubad himself held a reputation for competence and authority; he was famous as a scholar and sportsman, and he was an enthusiastic chess player.37

The Anatolian Seljuks were flourishing. Two centuries before, Anatolia had been a province within the great Byzantine Empire, but the invading Turks conquered the region and set up a series of states, including the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate. At that time, the Anatolian Seljuks were merely a rebel offshoot of the great Seljuk Empire, a faction sheltering in distant borderlands. Now the great Seljuk Empire of Persia and Iraq was gone, and the Anatolian Seljuks were the only dynasty still to continue the name.

That turbulent period now lay far in the past. By the early thirteenth century, the Turks ruled a diverse population consisting mostly of Greek and Armenian Christians, but also many nomadic Turkmen groups. As a later Christian pilgrim observed, “Not one man in ten there is a Saracen [Muslim]: on the contrary, they are all Armenians and Greeks.”38 Newly constructed churches and mosques dotted the landscape, reflecting the populace’s religious diversity and prosperity.

Officially, Seljuk elites were Islamic in religious orientation and identity, yet in practice their culture and spiritual beliefs included many different influences. In the eleventh century, when the Turks first conquered Anatolia, they still observed much of the shamanistic spirituality practiced by their forefathers from the Central Asian Steppe. At that time, their traditional beliefs and culture were not so very dissimilar to those of the Mongols. They never yielded their original Turkish language, and during the First Crusade (1095–1099), one Frankish author noticed that some Turks still buried their dead with weapons, money, and horses—grave goods intended to equip a warrior in the afterlife (again, rather like the Mongols). In later years, elements of their former beliefs persisted, becoming merged with Islamic practices. Other Turks found inspiration in the Byzantine Christianity of their subjects and neighbours. Apparently, some arranged for Christian priests to baptise their children in the belief that this would protect them from evil.39 Kay Qubad’s own father, Kay Khusraw I, seems to have received baptism during a period in exile with the Byzantines, with Emperor Alexius III standing as godfather.40 Consequently, the religious map of Seljuk Anatolia was every bit as varied as its ethnic composition. The dynamism of Anatolian Seljuk culture was particularly visible in its architecture, which spliced Byzantine, Armenian, Persian, and Frankish influences alongside occasional decorative themes and motifs harking back to the shamanistic beliefs of their distant forefathers.41 Artists and artisans travelled freely between Byzantine and Seljuk territories.42

The Seljuk sultans spent much of their time moving between a series of newly constructed palaces surrounded by gardens, parks, and lakes, many situated on the outskirts of Anatolia’s major cities. The sultan typically wintered on the southern Mediterranean coast and then moved into central Anatolia in the summer. This itinerant pattern intersected with the seasonal migrations of the local Turkmen nomads, and by moving alongside these groups, the sultan could reinforce his authority over them, holding feasts and giving gifts.43 The Seljuks’ palaces centred on a great pavilion, decorated with ornate and brightly coloured tiles painted with scenes depicting hunting expeditions, musicians, and festivities. The royal court also displayed the Seljuks’ symbol of a double-headed eagle, a sign indicating the sultan’s God-given sovereignty.44 Around this pavilion, leading Seljuk vassals pitched their tents within a vast area of parkland. These palaces could also serve as mustering points for the Seljuks’ armies, particularly those located close to the borderlands.45 Among the most important of these garden palaces was the sultan’s pavilion outside the city of Konya (in central Anatolia). The Seljuks initiated several major building projects in the city of Konya itself in the second half of the twelfth century, constructing the Great Mosque, a palace within the walls, and the royal mausoleum. Then, in the thirteenth century, Kay Qubad built the massive palace complex of Filubad outside the walls, surrounded by gardens and pavilions. His craftsmen adorned these buildings with vividly painted tiles from the city’s workshops.46 Seljuk palace complexes contained mosques and often churches, places of worship for their many Christian courtiers as well as some of the reigning sultan’s wives, who were often Christian.47

To the north of Konya lay pasturelands grazed by herds belonging to some of Anatolia’s Turkmen nomads. The Turkmen supplied the city—and presumably its palace—with much of its food. The Turkmen lived in a state of quasi-autonomy, generally acknowledging the sultan’s theoretical authority but often asserting a degree of independence. Many of their territories—known as the uj—were located in western Anatolia, near the Byzantine border. The walled gardens and pavilions around Konya, as well as some of the majestic caravansaries (stopping places providing accommodation for merchants and travellers) built near the Turkmens’ grazing grounds, represented important spaces where they could pitch their tents and converse with their ruler.48

The sultan’s palace complexes maintained a large staff, who in turn required sufficient food to feed a huge number of people from across the social spectrum. Typically, meals took place twice per day, one shortly after sunrise and another in the mid-afternoon. The Seljuks favoured lamb and mutton, which was sometimes eaten in soups and broths by the poorer members of society. Beef was less common, and, of course, they did not consume pork. Bread was also a staple item in the Anatolian diet—typically eaten with olive oil, yoghurt, butter, or honey—along with cheese (another product produced by the Turkmens’ herds). Rice apparently entered the Seljuk diet towards the end of the thirteenth century, but very much as a luxury dish. The sultan’s kitchen staff also plied courtiers and guests with desserts—including biscuits and sweets, often made from butter, honey, and almonds—along with a wide variety of fruit, for which the gardens of Seljuk Anatolia were famous. Seljuk elites ate their meals on ornate carpets, resting on pillows, with their guests arranged in order of prominence. Women tended to eat separately from the men, although there were opportunities for interactions among guests of different genders.49

Among the Seljuks’ most impressive building projects was a mosque complex constructed in the city of Kayseri (located in the middle of Anatolia) in 1237–1238. Notably, the instigator of this great work was Mahperi Khatun, Sultan Kay Qubad’s wife. She was not Turkish, but rather a Christian from the kingdom of Cilician Armenia, and her marriage to Sultan Kay Qubad took place following the fall of her father’s stronghold of Kalanoros to advancing Seljuk forces in 1221.50 Politically motivated marriages between Seljuk male elites and Byzantine or Armenian noblewomen occurred frequently at this time, and they raise interesting questions about these women’s subsequent spiritual life and personal power.51 Mahperi Khatun’s complex identity manifests itself in the actual construction of the Kayseri mosque, where she was later entombed. Clearly, her ability to act as patron for this project indicates substantial freedom of action, and this was only one of her many architectural endeavours. The building itself was intended for Islamic observance, yet some of its architectural features are distinctively Armenian or Byzantine. Moreover, an inscription within the building that describes her virtues compares her to two important religious figures: Mary (mother of Jesus) and Khadija (wife of the Prophet Muhammed).52 The latter of these two inscriptions is not surprising, but the reference to Mary is more notable. Mary is an important figure in Islam, yet it has been pointed out that her presence in this context is rather unusual and may imply the influence of Mahperi’s original Christian culture.53 Indeed, a later source suggests that she never converted.54 In this way the Kayseri mosque describes a woman with a “dual identity” that merged both private Christian and public Muslim personas.55

Further cultural influences flowed into Seljuk territory along the many trade routes that crisscrossed Anatolia, with merchants travelling into the region from Persia in the East and from the Black Sea in the North, en route to the major Mediterranean ports. On the Black Sea coast, the port of Sinop (taken from the Byzantines in 1214) was especially important, receiving shipments of goods, including furs from Russia, for transport across Anatolia to the Mediterranean coast.56 The Seljuks attached considerable importance to the Black Sea trade, and in 1221 their forces seized the port of Sudak in the Crimea.57 Seljuk elites encouraged this commerce by constructing caravansaries along major routes—particularly those connecting the cities of Kayseri and Konya to the main ports—providing safe stopping points for merchants and travellers.58 Many of these merchants were local to the Near East, but in 1209 the Seljuks had also initiated the first of many trading agreements with the Venetians, connecting the Seljuks to the Italians’ trading arteries, which spanned the Mediterranean.59 Travellers also noted the existence of mines (silver, gold, iron, and copper),60 saltworks, and great pasturelands in Seljuk territory.

The Turks themselves produced many trade items, including a famous type of hat that they exported as far afield as France and England.61 Western Christendom’s interest in Turkish hats dates back to the First Crusade, and they became so popular that an attempt was made to ban them.62 The Mongols liked them too, and much later, in 1259, they demanded three thousand hats as part of an annual tribute.63

Flourishing from this trade and enriched by its farmlands, pastures, industries, and thriving cities, Seljuk Anatolia was wealthy and was universally recognised as a major regional power. With such resources the sultan could—according to one report—maintain a paid standing army of fifty thousand troops, with each soldier receiving a thousand bezants annually—a high level of pay, representing the upper end of what a Frankish knight in the Crusader States could expect.64 In fact, the Seljuk army was almost certainly smaller than this estimate, but the sultan clearly had considerable resources, and the presence of many Frankish mercenary knights in his army demonstrates that he could outbid even the Crusader States as a military employer. The sultanate was also reasonably united. In the 1190s and 1200s several civil wars had broken out among the sons of Sultan Kilij Arslan II (d. 1192), but in the 1230s, under Sultan Kay Qubad, matters were reasonably settled. Moreover, his victory over Jalal al-Din in 1230 reemphasised his authority.65

So in 1231, when Sultan Kay Qubad confronted the question of how he should respond to the Mongol presence on his eastern borders, he could do so from a position of strength. Still, he could not afford to make a mistake. If he made the wrong choice, then the Seljuk sultanate might find its name added to the Mongols’ now-impressive list of conquered civilisations. The threat was very real, a point emphasised by the thousands of Muslims fleeing their Persian homelands and pouring into Anatolia, seeking refuge from the oncoming Mongols.66 Facing the perils of invasion, the sultan could always reach out to the Ayyubids for an alliance against the Mongols (just as they had a few years before against Jalal al-Din). Such a union might give them the strength and confidence to defend themselves. Initially, al-Kamil, the Ayyubid sultan, seemed eager for just such an alliance, and, following the Mongol attack on the Ayyubids’ frontier town of Khilat, he assembled his army in the spring of 1232 to drive the Mongols away. During his march north towards Anatolian Seljuk territory, ambassadors from many states bombarded al-Kamil with requests for an alliance against the Mongols.67 Clearly, there was an appetite in the Near East for this kind of confederation.

Alternatively, Sultan Kay Qubad could submit. He could choose to yield to the Mongols and acknowledge them as his overlords. He would then remain in power as their client ruler, but in exchange he would have to accept their overall authority and yield a substantial annual tribute—a galling prospect for a ruler styled with ever-more highfalutin titles (one inscription described Kay Qubad as the “shadow of God”).68

Fear of the Mongols was a very real force in Near Eastern geopolitics. Terror stalked the region at all levels of society: stories abounded of Mongol atrocities. One traveller reported that during a recent journey, a single Mongol horseman approached his company (consisting of seventeen companions) and ordered them to tie themselves up. So great was their terror that the group hurried to obey. This cowering submission in the face of a single enemy soldier shocked the narrator, who waited for his chance and then knifed the Mongol warrior.69 Yet this readiness to meekly submit on demand found its echo on a broader scale in many Near Eastern cities, which capitulated without offering any resistance. The Mongols actively encouraged this process and let it be known that they would spare those who submitted willingly but would show no mercy to those who stood in their way.

Whether guided by these fears or out of distrust for the Ayyubids, the Seljuk sultan made the decision to submit to the Mongols and to yield annual tribute payments.70 This was a humiliating choice for a powerful ruler, automatically shutting down any prospect of an alliance with the Ayyubids. Even so, it also raised a series of opportunities. The Seljuk sultanate now lay within the Mongol Empire, so, provided that he maintained his tribute payments, the sultan no longer needed to fear invasion. His Ayyubid enemies had no such luxury, and this gave him an advantage.

Also, Sultan Kay Qubad had recently managed to secure support from the remnants of the Khwarazmian Empire.71 Although Seljuk troops had helped to defeat Jalal al-Din only a short while ago, there remained a large body of battle-hardened Khwarazmian warriors desperately in need of both a new homeland and a sanctuary from the Mongols. Kay Qubad could offer both in return for their military support.72

Kay Qubad was not slow to profit from his changed circumstances. He attacked and took Khilat from al-Ashraf (ruler of the Ayyubid Empire’s northern territories) and then began encroaching on Ayyubid’s northern borders. The Ayyubids attempted to block his advance in 1234 but suffered defeat in battle. The Seljuks continued to take territory from the Ayyubids the following year, seizing the major city of Edessa, the fortress of Amid in southern Anatolia, and—perhaps most worryingly—the town of Harran.73 Harran lay dangerously close to the Ayyubids’ major city of Aleppo, and in previous decades commanders often seized Harran as a prelude to an assault on Aleppo itself.

Consequently, although the Seljuks suffered the humiliation of submitting to the Mongols, they were now well placed to gain the upper hand in their local rivalries. The surviving sources do not record how the Mongols reacted to the Seljuks’ wars with the Ayyubids, but it is possible that they viewed them favourably—after all, by attacking the Ayyubids, the Seljuks were doing their work for them. Kay Qubad also sought to strengthen his position still further in 1235 by writing to the pope, offering to take an oath of friendship and to provide troops to help reconquer Jerusalem. Presumably, his objective was to win support from the kingdom of Jerusalem against the Ayyubids (although nothing came of it).74

The Ayyubid sultan Al-Kamil responded soon afterwards with decisive action, retaking the towns and lands seized by Kay Qubad.75 He took many Seljuk prisoners, tied them in sacks, and sent them back to Cairo (although most died on the way).76 Kay Qubad then struck back against the Ayyubids, sending troops across their northern borders. All the while, the Mongols built up their position only a short distance to the east. Kay Qubad died in 1237 whilst raising another new army to throw at the Ayyubids.

By this stage, the wars of the Near East had assumed a rather unreal quality, with the Seljuks and Ayyubids locked in battle while the Mongols prepared themselves for a new phase of invasions. The caliph in Baghdad recognised the danger and tried to make peace between these pugilists, but this effort provided only temporary respite.77 It is possible that the Ayyubids hoped to conquer their Seljuk rivals in order to consolidate enough power for a major offensive against the Mongols. Certainly, al-Kamil made it clear that he intended to conquer Anatolia in the 1230s. Perhaps he envisaged yoking Anatolia’s resources to his existing territories so that he could confront the Mongols on equal terms. An alternative—and more cynical—explanation would be that the Seljuks and the Ayyubids were both waiting for someone else to tackle the Mongols in the hope that they would be spared the need to confront them and perhaps could even profit from the aftermath.

Whatever their reasoning, the ongoing conflict enabled the Mongols to simply walk largely unopposed into northern Syria, encountering only localised resistance. Irbil fell to their forces in 1237, and the nearby Zangids of Mosul started to pay tribute to them in the same year.78

The Mongols raided Mosul’s hinterland repeatedly prior to the Zangids’ submission, and in late December 1236, a Jewish eyewitness wrote to a family member in Egypt describing the fears of these days. He explained that the Mongols had attacked the region three times in the past few months. The most recent incursion took place only a few days before, on 9 December, when their forces assaulted the settlement of al-Imraniyya, to the east of Mosul. The author himself was in the village synagogue at the time the attack occurred. When the Mongols began their assault, they killed everyone they found outside the walls. Fortunately for our author, they did not manage to break into the village, so at nightfall he slipped out with a small group of survivors, making for the cover of some nearby wooded hills. The journey proved difficult, and they lost their way, ultimately having no choice but to sleep under a hedge. In the morning they discovered that Mongol hunting parties lay between them and the hills, searching for anyone they could find. Our author recognised that the Mongols were very likely to discover his small group, so they confessed their sins to God in anticipation of being murdered. While hiding among some raspberry bushes, one troop of Mongol horsemen came so close that, so he tells us, a rider could have reached out and touched him with his whip. Eventually the Mongols went away, leaving the landscape covered in corpses. The small group of survivors did ultimately reach the hills, where they lived on leaves and old bread for eight days until they were sure that they were safe to return.79

The mutual enmity and inertia among the region’s major powers enabled the Mongols’ ongoing advance. The situation was also fragile in the Seljuk sultanate. In 1237 Sultan Kay Qubad died of poisoning near Kayseri, and two days later a group of emirs sidelined his designated heir in favour of another son, called Kay Khusraw II, who was a minor but was still set up as sultan. Despite the suddenness of this usurpation, the Seljuks’ other major leaders proved willing to accept Kay Khusraw II as their new sultan, but the Khwarazmians resisted, and for this reason their leader was seized and imprisoned.80 He died in captivity shortly afterwards, provoking the Khwarazmians to stampede south out of the sultanate and into Syria, where they took service with the Ayyubid prince al-Salih Ayyub, son of Sultan al-Kamil of Egypt and ruler of the town of Hisn Kayfa.81 The Seljuks soon realised that alienating the Khwarazmians was a serious error. The Khwarazmians represented a major military asset in these uncertain times, but no inducement would persuade them to return, and soon afterwards they defeated the Seljuks in battle.

The Seljuks also made the mistake of alienating the Mongols. For a time the Seljuks seem to have satisfied their Mongol masters of their loyalty, and in 1236 Kay Qubad even received a diploma of submission from the Great Khan Ogodei (although he died before he could confirm his submission). The new sultan, Kay Khusraw II, initially continued this policy and issued a formal submission to the Mongols.82 Over time, however, the Seljuks allowed the relationship to lapse. Perhaps they thought they could resist the Mongols. Perhaps they thought the Mongols lacked the strength or will to attack them. Either way, by the early 1240s, this relationship had deteriorated to the extent that the Mongols began to regard the Seljuks as a target. This was a very dangerous state of affairs for the Seljuks. Invasion was now imminent.
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The Mongol invasion of Seljuk Anatolia began in 1242 under the command of Baiju—newly appointed as commander of the Mongols’ Near Eastern troops. Baiju’s army consisted of a hard core of seasoned Mongol troops, supported by large auxiliary contingents from Georgia and Greater Armenia, regions conquered by the Mongols only a few years before. Eager to prove himself and under orders from his overlord Batu (the head of the Jochid dynasty and overlord of the Near East), Baiju ordered an advance against the Seljuks’ city of Erzurum in 1242. He then sacked the city following a two-month siege, massacring its population, which was swollen with refugees from the surrounding area. He then returned to winter his horses in pasturelands of Azerbaijan. Seljuk Sultan Kay Khusraw II responded defiantly, sending emissaries to Baiju vowing revenge.83
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A head-on confrontation was now inevitable, and Kay Khusraw II worked hard to raise the largest possible coalition against the Mongols, one strong enough to defeat them in battle. To this end he despatched appeals for aid across the Near East. Some answered his call, but in reality the response was probably far more muted than he had hoped. Faced with the realities of Mongol invasion, many potential allies backed away from the conflict. Opinion is divided on the question of whether the Byzantines of Nicaea furnished troops, but the Cilician Armenians proved hesitant, sending auxiliaries but—perhaps intentionally—scheduling their arrival so that they would be too late for the battle.84 Most of the Ayyubid leaders refused to help, excepting only a force from Aleppo—this despite the despatch of Seljuk emissaries into Ayyubid Syria armed with huge sums of money to raise troops.85 Some Frankish mercenaries did fight with the Seljuk army,86 and possibly so too did troops from the small Byzantine state of Trebizond, but in reality the Seljuks’ list of allies was slim.87

Baiju renewed his assault in 1243, crossing into Seljuk territory near the city of Sivas. The Seljuks prepared to confront his attack, and the two armies met at a place called Kose Dagh, to the north of the city of Erzincan. Kay Khusraw II’s allies had proven hesitant to send reinforcements, but he still managed to assemble a great host. By contrast, the Mongols deployed far more limited forces, perhaps numbering no more than ten thousand soldiers.88 The coming encounter clearly worried Baiju for other reasons as well. He feared that his Georgian and Armenian auxiliary troops might defect midbattle, so he scattered them among his Mongol companies to prevent them from doing so.89

The two armies arrayed against each other on 26 June 1243. The resulting encounter—the battle of Kose Dagh—was a debacle for the Seljuks. Both sides possessed large forces, but Seljuk resistance crumbled rapidly in the face of the Mongol assault, and the army’s right wing fled. The fighting then drew to a close for the night, but when the Mongols marched out to resume the battle the following day, they discovered that the Seljuk sultan and his remaining forces had slipped away (later rumours speculated that the sultan had been drinking heavily).90 Upon seeing the deserted camp, the Mongols stormed inside and then hesitated, wondering if this was all a trick, but soon they realised their enemy had actually fled. Then they plundered the Seljuk encampment, seizing many tents, treasure, and even Kay Khusraw’s pet lion, leopard, and panther.91 The Seljuks’ major cities of Sivas, Kayseri, and Konya fell soon afterwards, Kayseri being thoroughly sacked and burned. The Seljuks quickly submitted once again to Mongol overlordship, promising to pay a substantial annual tribute in horses, cattle, sheep, and enslaved people; they then sent emissaries north to formalise their submission to Batu, the region’s Mongol overlord, who was then encamped to the north of the Black Sea.92

This crushing defeat caused the region’s geopolitical logic to invert. Whereas previously the smaller states around Anatolia’s margins had accepted the supremacy of the Seljuks, now many switched allegiance to the Mongols—they were too small to survive on their own, and the Seljuk Turks could no longer either enforce their supremacy or provide protection. Consequently, within a couple of years several states, including the Greeks of Trebizond, submitted to the Mongols.93 Chapter 4 discusses how territories lying further to the west—the Latin Empire of Constantinople and Byzantine Nicaea—and south—the Cilician kingdom of Armenia—adjusted to this new reality. From this point onwards, the Seljuk dynasty fell into decline, and it is notable that despite their many building projects in former decades, Mahperi’s great works at Kayseri were some of the last to be initiated by a member of the ruling Seljuk family.94 The Mongols and their agents would now define the region’s architecture, just as they would define its political future.










4

DISPLACED PEOPLES

In 1238 the coastal town of Yarmouth in the kingdom of England suffered a serious disappointment. That year, the port’s fishing fleet landed a bumper catch of herring, and in normal circumstances they typically sold these fish to merchants from either the Baltic isle of Gotland or northern Germany. However, for the first time, these Baltic traders failed to arrive. This was a problem. There was now a massive surplus of herring, so the price dropped like a stone across eastern England, much to the annoyance of the town’s fishing families. Naturally, the local people wanted to know why their trading partners had stayed away, particularly from such a lucrative haul.1 The answer arrived soon afterwards. Many people feared that a Mongol invasion was now imminent, and the Baltic merchants were sufficiently worried to remain at home. Mongol armies were now reportedly moving westwards along multiple vectors, with one army group headed directly for western Europe.

Just as news filtered in of a Mongol offensive in the North, emissaries also reached Western Christendom from the Near East. In that same year, the Nizaris (Assassins)—who often enjoyed reasonably cordial relations with the Crusader States—approached Western Christendom’s rulers seeking aid against the Mongols. Their arrival only increased concern about an impending Mongol attack on Christian lands, but the Nizaris’ envoys returned home with no support. One bishop apparently responded to the news that the Mongols were fighting Muslims by commenting belligerently: “We should let these dogs devour one another.”2

The root of these invasion fears was the advent of yet another wave of Mongol campaigns initiated by the Great Khan Ogodei, following his conquest of much of northern China. His new campaigns included the despatch of a large army commanded by his nephew Batu to the lands north of the Black Sea. Batu’s target was apparently the Qipchaq Turks and the Hungarians, although his expedition soon became a far more ambitious venture.3 Setting out in 1236, Batu first crushed the Volga Bulgars and then pushed into the Rus principalities. Riazan, on the banks of the Oka River, was the first Rus city to fall, with the Mongols massacring its population and burning its churches. Batu conquered other major urban centres soon afterwards, overcoming every single field army sent against him.4

After Kiev fell on 6 December 1240, the Mongols resumed their westward advance, leaving behind a ruined landscape. A papal envoy, passing through the region a few years later, commented grimly that during his travels he frequently encountered skulls and bones scattered throughout the land.5

Western Christendom’s borders now lay in Batu’s crosshairs.6 In Hungary, Cuman nomads from the Black Sea region poured over the border, seeking to evade the oncoming Mongol storm, while others headed south towards the Latin Empire of Constantinople.7 The king of Hungary received many reports about the Mongol invasion, including a demand for his submission.8

In 1239 a comet appeared in the sky, stoking rumours of an impending Mongol attack. Many felt that it portended imminent disaster. Others still thought the notion of a Mongol invasion was a joke.9 Months later, some Hungarians still deprecated the idea of a Mongol invasion—they had been hearing such tales for too long.10 Rather like the story of the boy who cried wolf, they were weary of such warnings, but now the “wolf” was very real.

In preparation for storming Christendom’s frontiers, Batu divided his forces in early 1241, leading one army himself while detaching a contingent led by the commanders Orda and Baidar to assault Poland. This force then scored a series of victories, initially defeating a Polish army led by Duke Boleslaw V on 18 March and then achieving a further battlefield victory near Leignitz against Duke Henry of Silesia on 9 April. Further south, Batu’s main army crossed the Carpathian Mountains, entering Hungary and scoring a decisive victory over King Bela IV’s army at the Sajo River. King Bela then fled before the Mongols, finally finding refuge—rather like Sultan Muhammed—on an island, in this case in the Adriatic.11 The Mongols pursued him there, demonstrating yet again the importance they attached to the capture of defiant enemy rulers, but they later withdrew empty-handed. Batu’s plunder from Hungary included King Bela’s royal tent, in which he later held court and received guests.12

The Mongols departed from Hungary in the spring of 1242. The kingdom had suffered an atrocious mauling, and many of its neighbours, including Serbia, Austria, and of course Poland, also suffered heavy losses. Long before the Mongols’ departure, cries for help had reached Rome, and the pope responded by launching a crusade. The threat posed by the Mongols concerned Pope Gregory IX so deeply that he permitted excommunicates (even those who had assaulted churchmen) to join the campaign whilst diverting some warriors away from the Holy Land crusade so they could wage war in Hungary instead.13 Even so, the crusading army never got to grips with the Mongol army before its withdrawal, fighting only a few skirmishes with Mongol raiding parties.14

Among the more unusual outcomes of these upheavals was the capture of an Englishman who had served the Mongols as an interpreter. He was among the many people caught up in the tumultuous events of this period. His travels began many years before, when he was exiled from England on account of various crimes. He then strayed to the port of Acre in the kingdom of Jerusalem, where he managed to gamble away his remaining wealth. Desperate, and with nowhere else to go, he moved eastwards until his facility with languages drew him into Mongol service. Later he acted as the Mongols’ envoy to the Hungarians, and the news he brought then, as well as the information he shared after his capture, only confirmed the already widespread convictions that Mongols fully intended to conquer the entire planet and that they were exceptionally well positioned to achieve that goal.15

These dramatic events profoundly affected the policies of Christendom’s rulers. The Mongols’ astonishing military victories in Poland and Hungary proved once again that their war machine could level entire countries within the space of a few months. In Christendom the knowledge that their eastern defences now lay in ruins led some crusading strategists to wonder whether their resources would be better deployed protecting their eastern flank, rather than despatching them to buttress the distant Crusader States.16

From a Near Eastern perspective, this dramatic extension of Mongol territory across much of western Eurasia raised the alarming prospect that the Mongols might advance south out of eastern Europe and approach Constantinople and Anatolia from the northwest. The main Mongol invasions into the region (1220, 1228, 1230) had all come through Persia, but now they could advance along an entirely different vector. Notably, having left Hungary, Mongol forces then headed southeast, carving a path through Serbia and the Bulgarian Empire, heading towards the Latin Empire of Constantinople.
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To the Latin Empire of Constantinople in late 1243, the Mongols represented a truly terrifying threat. Mongol armies were now advancing upon this tiny empire on two fronts. In the East the Mongols, under Baiju, had just won their victory at Kose Dagh and reduced the Seljuks to the status of a tributary power. In the North the kingdom of Hungary lay in ruins, and Batu’s forces now controlled most of the border zone. Only a year before, a Mongol army had crossed into the Latin Empire, killing anyone who couldn’t take refuge in its strongholds. Faced with this peril, Emperor Baldwin II of Constantinople initially took the bold decision to march out against the invader, apparently scoring an early victory. Nevertheless, the Mongols renewed their attack soon afterwards and defeated the emperor in a second encounter.17 Later, these Mongol forces had moved north, entering Bulgar territory. Here too they suffered a defeat at the hands of local forces, but not before they inflicted widespread devastation and reduced the Bulgars to tributary status. In the short term at least, there was a very real threat that separate Mongol armies, sweeping west through Anatolia and south through Bulgaria, would soon pinch out the small Frankish state of Constantinople.

The Latin Empire of Constantinople was the product of the Fourth Crusade, an expedition originally raised to attack the Egyptian port city of Alexandria. Yet the crusade never went anywhere near Alexandria because in 1203–1204 it veered wildly off course and ended up outside the walls of Constantinople. This dramatic diversion was a consequence of the crusaders’ chronic lack of money and resources, a weakness that led them to accept the offer made by a Byzantine prince called Alexius to put him in power in return for a substantial injection of cash and troops. The crusaders fulfilled their part of this bargain, establishing Alexius as the new Byzantine emperor and chasing off his rivals, but the Byzantines proved unable to raise the promised money. Relations soured soon afterwards, falling into acrimony, leading the crusaders ultimately to assault and sack Constantinople in April 1204.
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The Latin Empire of Constantinople and its neighbours in the mid-1240s.





In the wake of this astonishing and brutal act, the crusaders began dismembering the Byzantine Empire, establishing in its place a new group of states, including the Latin Empire of Constantinople (centred on Constantinople itself) and others to the west: the kingdom of Thessalonica, the principality of Morea (at the southernmost end of Greece), and the duchy of Athens. The Venetians (a major contingent in the crusade) also acquired substantial holdings across the Byzantine Empire, particularly many of its Aegean islands.

In later years the Latin Empire of Constantinople’s fortunes fluctuated wildly. Initially the crusaders tried to conquer as much territory as possible across the Byzantine Empire before its remaining defenders could muster an effective resistance. This was the standard approach for Frankish conquerors of this period: expand fast, and don’t give your enemies a chance to recover. Frankish knights were highly competent on the battlefield and capable of winning battles against the odds, but their armies tended to be small. In this way they were more suited to conquest than occupation, the former process requiring aggression and combat effectiveness (achievable by small, elite armies), the latter process leaning more towards the application of steady pressure on the populace and the maintenance of a constant and visible presence across all captured territory (requiring greater numbers). Their objective was seemingly to quickly seize the Byzantine Empire in its entirety so that they could establish the “fact” of their own control before the inherent weakness of their limited numbers began to count against them.

In these early days following the conquest of Constantinople in 1204—a period lasting for a year and a day—the sheer sense of shock engendered by the Franks’ conquest of Constantinople, coupled with a period of paralysis among the remaining Byzantine leaders, enabled the Franks to make significant advances. The Latin Empire of Constantinople’s first ruler, Emperor Baldwin I, made sweeping gains and planned to carve up former Byzantine territory into duchies, lordships, and knightly estates, thereby imposing a blueprint for total conquest.

Then the Frankish advance stalled abruptly in the spring of 1205. The Byzantine Empire did not exist in a vacuum. Neighbouring powers around its borders had watched the unfolding events closely. These included the Bulgars—a Christian people—whose lands lay to the north. Right from the outset they showed a close interest in the crusaders’ activities, and they should—theoretically—have been a natural ally for the newly formed Empire of Constantinople. In September 1203 they entered into union with the Catholic Church, and during the Fourth Crusade they offered to work with the crusaders.18 Nevertheless, with astonishing arrogance—coupled with an utter failure to recognise their own self-interest—the crusaders disdainfully rejected the Bulgars’ offer. On 14 April 1205, they paid the price for their error when the Bulgars attacked and decisively defeated the Latin Empire’s army at Adrianople. They captured Emperor Baldwin I (who disappeared, never to reappear), and the Franks lost much of their newly won territory.19

This military disaster for the Franks played its part in creating a new political ecosystem across the former Byzantine Empire. In the middle lay the Latin Empire, centred on the vast metropolis of Constantinople but struggling to build out its presence into the surrounding regions of Anatolia, Thrace, Thessaly, or the Balkans. To the north of the empire lay the Bulgars, who remained a major threat to all the societies further south. In western Anatolia, the Empire of Nicaea rose to prominence as the most powerful of the Byzantine successor states to emerge from the chaos of the post-1204 world. The Empire of Nicaea would become a major threat to the Latin Empire in later decades, a posture enabled in part by the Nicaeans’ generally peaceful relations with their other major neighbour, the Anatolian Seljuks. Then, further to the west, on the Adriatic coast, lay Byzantine Epirus, another successor state that, helpfully for the Franks, was often at odds with the Nicaean Byzantines. And then there were the other crusader states created in the post-1204 era in Morea, Athens, Thessalonica, and the Venetian possessions in the Aegean.

Perhaps the most important aspect of this complex configuration of powers was that no single territory possessed sufficient strength to dominate all its neighbours. This was a political system that comprised medium-strength states. It was not like the Ayyubids and Seljuks in Syria/Egypt and Anatolia—two major powers locked in opposition to each other—nor was it like Anatolia, where the Anatolian Seljuks dominated all their smaller neighbours. Rather, this very different system of roughly equal powers resulted in a political game of alliances. Recognising that they could not suppress their opponents using their strength alone, these states formed treaties and alliances with one another for the purpose of isolating and marginalising their opponents. And so, from the battle of Adrianople in 1205 into the 1210s and 1220s, these powers engaged in a complicated political dance, with one power occasionally securing the advantage but none ever proving strong enough to defeat the others. The papacy tried hard to tilt the balance in favour of the Frankish states during this time by despatching multiple crusading expeditions (in 1217, 1225, and 1229), but the first two ended in defeat, and none decisively affected the status quo.20

During the mid-1230s the Nicaeans and Bulgars gained the upper hand when they formed an alliance against the Latin Empire. The Nicaeans strengthened their position steadily during this decade to the point where they could aspire to reconquer Constantinople. In 1235 and then again in 1236, these allied powers besieged Constantinople itself and very nearly succeeded in conquering the city. Nevertheless, the Franks managed to drive them away on both occasions, fighting under the leadership of John of Brienne, former king of Jerusalem and now emperor of Constantinople. The Nicaean-Bulgar alliance collapsed soon afterwards. However, the Latin Empire did not have long to celebrate its victories because soon afterwards the Mongol armies advanced into western Eurasia.

Viewed from the Latin Empire’s perspective, the Mongol invasions initially played out in its favour. In 1237, when Batu began to move west, thousands of Cuman tribesmen fled south from their lands on the northern shores of the Black Sea seeking to evade the Mongols. Looking for a safe haven, they joined forces with the Latin Empire, thereby providing sufficient troops to enable the Franks to reassume the offensive against their many opponents.21 The alliance between these peoples persisted for many years, and their leaders apparently cemented their alliance by becoming blood brothers, cutting their hands and dripping their blood into a single pot. They then mixed the blood with wine and water, and both parties drank the resulting concoction.22

Further reinforcements arrived in 1239, when a new crusading army reached Constantinople. This expedition represented years of effort on the part of both the papacy and Emperor Baldwin II, during which Baldwin took the astonishing step of selling the famous relic, the crown of thorns, to King Louis IX of France in order to raise funds for the campaign.23 The empire’s prospects now looked brighter, and, empowered by these new forces, Baldwin II initiated a new round of invasions against the Nicaean Greeks. Soon afterwards, his victories gathered pace. In 1241 his troops decisively thwarted a Byzantine attack on Constantinople before forcing the current Nicaean emperor, John Vatatzes, to concede a peace treaty.

For a short period, the Latin Empire seemed to be reviving and gathering momentum, but in reality the window of opportunity was brief. The Mongol assault on Hungary critically weakened one of the Latin Empire’s long-standing allies. More importantly, in 1242 the Mongols pushed south towards the Latin Empire. Their target was the fleeing Cumans—now allied to Emperor Baldwin II—so they crossed into the empire’s territory in pursuit of their foe.24 Baldwin marched out and managed to defeat them in battle, a rare and notable feat. In their second encounter, as noted above, the Franks suffered defeat, and rumours circulated (erroneously as it turned out) that Baldwin II was among the fallen.25

For the Byzantine Nicaeans, the Franks’ defeat in 1242 was good news. Taking advantage of the Latin Empire’s weakness, the Nicaeans staged their own offensive against the Franks. The Nicaeans also profited from the Mongols’ other invasions in the area. The Mongol incursion into the Bulgar Empire caused substantial damage to another major regional power. Similarly, the crushing defeat suffered by the Anatolian Seljuks at Kose Dagh (1243) weakened yet another major regional protagonist. Consequently, within the space of a couple of years, the Mongols had defeated the Nicaeans’ most dangerous neighbours, leaving them alone unscathed. This then put the Nicaeans in a commanding position: they could now swoop down upon their neighbours to seize as much land and power as possible.26 In 1246 they took substantial territories from the Bulgars and the Byzantines of Epirus, and in 1247 they staged another campaign against the Latin Empire of Constantinople. Soon their forces were able to advance right up to the walls of Constantinople itself.

In the wake of these unfolding disasters, the Latin Empire’s overthrow now seemed certain, and various commentators in the West began to prophesy its imminent collapse. In spite of these predictions, the empire continued to hold out.27 The “empire” now comprised little more than a single city, but Constantinople’s defences remained formidable. Moreover, the sea-lanes continued to be patrolled by Venetian war galleys, which were superior to the warships available to the Nicaean Greeks.

Ironically, in the longer term the Mongols themselves may—inadvertently—have helped guarantee the empire’s survival. Their enormously destructive wars in the Rus territories and the Black Sea region far to the north generated huge quantities of plunder. Their forces also enslaved vast numbers of people.28 These were all now available for purchase at very low prices in the Crimea, on the northern shores of the Black Sea. The Seljuks of Anatolia and many of their neighbours were already engaged in the transport of enslaved people and goods from the Crimea, conveying them by ship to Anatolia’s major Black Sea ports and, from there, inland to metropolises in the Southeast such as Sivas or to the south to intersect with the Mediterranean trade at Antalya.29 This flourishing commerce in the Black Sea profited the Latin Empire because the city of Constantinople controlled the only sea-lane—the Bosporus—connecting the Aegean (Mediterranean) to the Black Sea. The Franks could therefore tax merchant vessels passing through. Their Venetian allies likewise fully recognised the importance of joining this growing trade, acquiring plunder, enslaved people, animal hides (suitable for Venetian tanneries), and grain from the fertile farmlands along the Black Sea coast.30 This trade gathered pace over the years, bringing at least some money to the cash-strapped emperors of Constantinople.31

Even so, the dilation of these trade routes did not reverse the Latin Empire’s fortunes in the long term, and steadily its emperors found it necessary to sell off Constantinople’s remaining assets. These included many classical bronze statues, artwork (such as holy icons), famous relics of the saints, and even a fragment of the True Cross. Eventually, the Latin emperors’ struggle to remain solvent compelled them to remove and sell the lead and copper from the roofs of Constantinople’s buildings.32 Constantinople’s artisans presumably continued to produce items for trade, but little is known about them aside from occasional passing remarks.33 In the Latin Empire’s brief moments of prosperity, some building work did take place in the city, yet on so many occasions the Latin emperors found it necessary to auction off the city’s treasures to make ends meet.34

Eventually, the empire’s leaders would take the decision to establish relations with the Mongols.
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The kingdom of Cilician Armenia was another Anatolian power substantially affected by the Mongol invasions of the 1240s, and particularly by the Seljuk defeat at Kose Dagh in 1243. This Christian kingdom was never especially large, yet it was heavily fortified, both by its many castles and by the Amanus and Taurus mountain ranges, which shielded its landward borders. Its closest ally and sparring partner was the principality of Antioch (the northernmost crusader state). The Armenian nobility frequently intermarried with their neighbours in Antioch, and Armenians marched in Antioch’s armies (and vice versa). The military orders of the Hospitallers and Teutonic Knights (a largely German order that rose to prominence during the thirteenth century) also possessed extensive holdings across Armenian territory, garrisoning some of the kingdom’s castles under the king’s patronage.

Cilicia hadn’t always been a major area of Armenian settlement. Most Armenian communities lay far to the east, in the region known as “Greater Armenia” in the Caucasus. In this area the Armenians had deep roots going back to the Hittite and Assyrian periods, and possibly even beyond.35 By contrast, the Armenian presence in Cilicia dated back only to the late tenth century, when the Byzantine Empire conquered much of Cilicia, settling many Armenian families across the region. Over time, despite having to endure many invaders—Turks, Byzantines, and Franks—the Cilician Armenians prospered, growing in strength to the point at which they could assert their independence. In 1194–1195, Cilicia’s ruler requested and obtained the title of “king” from the papacy and from the German emperor Henry VI. Soon afterwards, on 6 January 1198, King Leon I of Cilician Armenia received a royal crown in the city of Tarsus from the papal legate Conrad of Wittelsbach, archbishop of Mainz.36

This act had the additional purpose of confirming the already strong bond between the Catholic Church and the Armenian Church, technically bringing the two into union. Later, ecclesiastical relations between Armenians and Franks remained cordial, but in time it became clear that a fully fledged merger of the Armenian Church with the Catholic Church would not take place. Around the same time, King Leon received another crown from the Byzantine emperor.37 The receipt of two crowns in such a short period is highly indicative of Cilician Armenia’s broader status. This small kingdom was growing in power and independence, but it also had to balance carefully its relationships with the two other major Christian powers in the region—Western Christendom and Byzantium.

Economically, the Cilician Armenians were in the dangerous—yet commercially advantageous—position of having access to resources that their neighbours lacked. Armenia possessed iron mines, a much-coveted asset in a region where iron was scarce. Cilicia’s wooded mountain ranges also provided good-quality timber, a material in high demand in the South. Ayyubid Egypt in particular depended on Armenian pine and oak—Cilician pine was especially valuable for shipbuilding because it was quite resinous—so Egypt’s rulers worked hard to ensure that Armenian trading vessels continued to glide down the Levantine coast to supply their shipyards and building projects in the Nile Delta.38

Nevertheless, this small Armenian kingdom struggled to compete with the Seljuk sultanate to the north. In the early thirteenth century, during the reign of King Leon II (d. 1219), Armenia was strong enough to expand considerably, pushing out beyond its mountain fastnesses to conquer surrounding Seljuk territory. Leon then shored up his new frontiers in 1210 by granting great swaths of territory and many major fortresses to the Knights Hospitaller. This era of prosperity did not last. The Seljuk sultanate’s power was also rising, and Cilicia became consumed by infighting and rivalries with Antioch. In 1221 the Seljuks attacked and seized the westerly port town of Kalonoros (Alanya), which they swiftly turned into a naval base, making use of the timber from the heavily forested mountain slopes along the coast.39 Possession of Alanya’s forests enabled the Seljuks to profit from the lucrative trade in timber to Egypt.40

Cilician Armenia’s fortunes deteriorated still further in 1226, when the Seljuk sultan despatched two armies to pincer the small kingdom. The Cilician Armenians were preoccupied by internal problems at that time and offered very little resistance. Dozens of castles fell to the advancing Turkish forces; worse still, the Turks then garrisoned these strongholds, thereby signalling their intention to hold this newly acquired territory in perpetuity. Soon afterwards, the Hospitallers decided to withdraw entirely from their frontier march because their position had become untenable. In the face of these reverses, the Armenians agreed to submit to Seljuk overlordship, and as a symbol of their subaltern status, the Seljuks required them to add the sultan’s name to their coinage.41 As galling as this must have been, the agreement ensured that very little fighting took place between Seljuk and Armenian forces for almost two decades. Instead, the Seljuks kept their armies busy instead fighting the Ayyubids, Jalal al-Din (the Khwarazmian sultan), and the Mongols.42

Despite the Seljuks’ preoccupation with their other foes, the Armenian-Turkish border zone was scarcely at peace during these years. For a long time, Cilician Armenia suffered repeated raids from Turkmen groups operating independently of the Seljuk sultan. By this point, Turkmen had been migrating into the region with their flocks and herds from the East for over a century, but their attacks had been growing in force in recent years. In 1187 several Turkmen groups formed a confederation and then staged a major assault on both Cilician Armenia and the principality of Antioch. Although the Franks and Armenians eventually drove them off, the Turkmen caused substantial damage, and their numbers swelled in later years as more Turkmen migrated west, seeking to escape the oncoming Mongols.43 The target for the Turkmen’s many incursions were the wide grazing grounds on the Cilician coastlands and in the Amuq valley near Antioch.44 Then, in the mid-thirteenth century, a new Turkmen group rose to prominence in the Armenian borderlands led by a ruler called Nur al-Din, and later by his son Karaman. They began raiding Armenian territory and seizing frontier fortresses. Their advent only exacerbated the challenges faced by the Armenian kingdom, and soon local writers were comparing Karaman to Saladin.45 A few decades later this dynasty grew to become both a major regional power and a long-standing threat to Cilician Armenia, a territory known as the Turkmen beylik of Karaman.

This development, however, lay in the future, and in 1242–1243, on the eve of the Kose Dagh campaign, the Armenians confronted a more pressing concern. The Mongol invasions into Anatolia had forced the Armenians’ current king, Hetum I, to consider how he should position his small kingdom in the face of the renewed Mongol threat. The Seljuks certainly expected the Armenians’ support, and they called upon them to supply troops. For their part, the Armenians fully understood that they were a weak power—compared to the titans duelling over the Near East—so they needed to place their loyalties carefully if they were to survive.

The Seljuks required Armenian assistance, yet the Armenians had no reason to love their Seljuk overlords and little desire to publicly offer opposition to the Mongols. Certainly they needed no reminding that the Mongols were a fearsome foe. Their kin in Greater Armenia (to the east in the Caucasus) had suffered acutely from Mongol invasions, first in 1220–1221 and then again when Chormaghun reimposed control in the 1230s.46 Histories written by Armenian authors from this period fully reflect the scale of the Mongol onslaught.47 A few even speculated that the Mongols—the “nation of archers,” as the Armenians described them—were the harbingers of the Apocalypse.48 Meanwhile, Cilicia had received thousands of Armenian refugees from this area who were fleeing from the Mongol invaders.49

Alternatively, the Armenians could defy the Seljuks and submit to the Mongols. This course of action would shore up their position in the event of a Mongol victory, but there was a danger that the Mongol invasions would prove to be temporary or even that the Seljuks might ultimately triumph. Perhaps the unstoppable Mongol tide would recede, and the Seljuks would resume their customary hegemony. If that should happen, then the Armenians could expect reprisal attacks from the Seljuks—retribution for their failure to render aid at their moment of need.

Balancing these imperatives, the Armenians seem to have played a waiting game. They sent reinforcements to join the Seljuks, but they arrived too late to join the battle of Kose Dagh. Whether this was intentional or not is unclear, but it allowed the Armenians to seem initially supportive of the Seljuks but then to disassociate themselves as soon as reports arrived of the outcome of the battle. The Armenians presumably received news of the Seljuks’ great defeat with little displeasure; they had been suffering Turkish attacks for two centuries by this point. In the wake of the battle, King Hetum took decisive action—he sent leading nobles to Baiju (the main Mongol commander in the Near Eastern region) and formally submitted to the Mongols.50 This move was politic, but it also provoked a diplomatic crisis.

Seeking refuge from the violence, the Seljuk sultan’s mother, Mahperi Khatun, who as noted earlier was Armenian by birth, fled across the Armenian border with her daughter, seeking sanctuary from the advancing Mongols. For Mahperi Khatun, this was presumably a very natural thing for her to do—she was merely returning to her own people. The problem was that Baiju’s emissaries reached the Armenian court soon afterwards demanding that King Hetum hand over Mahperi Khatun and the other members of the Seljuk sultan’s family. As the Mongols had demonstrated time and again in their previous campaigns, they always hunted down the families of any vanquished dynasty. This placed the Armenians in a predicament. They could hand over the Seljuk sultan’s wife and family—their own kin—to the Mongols, or they could provoke Mongol retribution by refusing their demands.

The answer was painful but simple. To refuse the Mongols’ request for the sake of a single family would incite immediate invasion. King Hetum I recognised this. He handed them over. This pleased Baiju, who bestowed gifts upon the Armenian ambassadors, thereby indicating that the kingdom of Cilicia lay in the Mongols’ good graces.51 By contrast, the Seljuks were incensed. For them, this was a gross insult, but of course there was very little they could do about it. Essentially, Hetum recognised that the Mongols now posed the greater threat and held the greater power. He needed to court their goodwill.

Geopolitically, Hetum’s actions are entirely comprehensible, yet this did not safeguard his kingdom in the short term. In the months following their defeat at Kose Dagh, the Seljuks’ vizier managed to negotiate a treaty with the Mongols. According to its terms, the Seljuks agreed to become a Mongol tributary, with the Seljuk family remaining in power as a client ruler. The vizier then hurried back to Sultan Kay Khusraw II, who quickly confirmed this settlement. He could now turn his attention to his Armenian neighbours, raise the banner of jihad, and seek vengeance for—viewed from his perspective—their act of betrayal.

The Seljuk assault on Cilicia took place in 1245. It was a carefully stage-managed event. Kay Khusraw II held a feast in lands to the west of the city of Konya, drawing together the region’s nomadic Turkmen population. He also allied with a group of Armenian rebels. He seems to have hoped to restate his authority as a war leader following his humiliation at Kose Dagh and to draw upon the Turkmens’ strength in order to raise the largest army possible to hurl against the Armenian border.52 His choice to draw upon Turkmen forces might also reflect a desire to reassert his authority over their leaders. This was an important consideration because the defeat at Kose Dagh had provoked a spate of Turkmen rebellions.53

The Seljuk army then invaded, advancing through the frontier region to besiege the Armenians’ major commercial city of Tarsus. It was a punitive campaign, and retribution was in the air. However, the siege became bogged down in heavy rain. After weeks of indecisive fighting, the two sides reached an agreement in which the Seljuks promised to withdraw their army in return for territory and tribute. As for Mahperi Khatun herself, she would survive her sojourn with the Mongols and later return to the Seljuk court.

In the long term, the Armenians weathered the crisis brought on by the 1245 Seljuk invasion. In 1246 King Hetum I despatched his brother Sempad to the great khan in Qaraqorum (Mongolia) with the task of restating his voluntary submission. Sempad returned from this great journey four years later, in 1250.54 This action only deepened the Mongols’ esteem for their Armenian subjects. Up to this point, most Near Eastern powers had needed a full invasion to persuade them to acknowledge Mongol authority, but the Armenians chose to submit long before the Mongol armies even reached their borders. The Mongols appreciated this and showed their approval by granting the Cilician Armenians a privileged status. Unlike the way they dealt with just about every other of their client states, the Mongols did not require the Armenians to maintain tamma (garrison) troops.55

The Armenians worked energetically to please their new masters, recognising that by achieving an honoured and respected status inside the now-colossal Mongol Empire, they could safeguard their own interests. Their exalted status within the Mongol imperium also created a platform from which they could influence their masters’ decision-making, giving them some leverage on the Mongol Empire’s broader policy. Indeed, the Armenians even managed to regain some of the territories lost to the Seljuks by courting their Mongol masters. They did this by reporting the Seljuk invasion to the Mongols, who then demanded that the Seljuks restore the lands they seized. The Seljuks, as a Mongol client state, could only bow to their wishes.56

In 1254 King Hetum I travelled to visit the Mongols in person, setting out north through the Caucasus to visit Batu (his regional overlord) before proceeding on the long road east to visit the great khan in Mongolia, where he secured further concessions.57 Cilicia’s new alignment with the Mongols also served to reduce its dependency on its Catholic and Byzantine neighbours for support.

As a result of this diplomatic manoeuvring, the Armenians’ view of the Mongols shifted profoundly. Now the Mongols were their protectors, the guarantors of their safety—an unsavoury overlord to be steered and worked upon in order to achieve the Armenian kingdom’s wider aims. The surviving texts from this era reflect this trend: while they initially described the Mongols with horror, later reports become rather more mixed, even positive, as the century developed.58 This shift in perceptions had parallels in communities across Near East and Persia: after the horror of the initial Mongol invasions, the pragmatic realisation set in that there was much more to be gained from winning favour and concessions from their new overlords than by continuing to hate and defy them.

Consequently, whether by conquest or submission, many Near Eastern territories submitted to the Mongols during the mid-1240s. This then had the effect of isolating the remaining powers that continued to assert their independence. By this stage, every remaining power now had to confront the cold reality of Mongol overthrow. Chapter 5 explores how this predicament played out further south in the Crusader States and in the Ayyubid Empire.










5

INTERNAL WARS

By the early 1240s, the Mongol tide was in full flow across much of Eurasia. The Jazira was a war zone. Seljuk Anatolia and Cilician Armenia were now client states. Further north, eastern Europe fully anticipated another overwhelming attack, and far to the east, Mongol armies continued to make inroads into the Song Empire in China. Their forces also advanced into northern India.1

From a Mongol point of view, their right to rule the world was now so obvious and so clearly ordained by the Eternal Heaven that anyone who defied this spiritual imperative was automatically in rebellion against the correct world order. The sooner that an unconquered community acknowledged the plain fact of Mongol global mastery, the greater the likelihood that it would be spared. Cities or states that submitted, particularly if they submitted early, could expect preferential treatment, but the longer they resisted, the greater the consequences. When Prince Awag from Greater Armenia in the Caucasus travelled to the Mongols in 1236 to submit to their authority, his deference provoked a wry reaction from Chormaghun (the leading Mongol commander in the Near East), who felt that Awag’s acknowledgement of Mongol rule was coming rather late. Chormaghun pointedly offered the Armenian prince a proverb: “I came to the window, you did not come. I came to the door, behold, you have come”—in other words, you’ve come to me to submit only because my army now stands on the threshold of your territory. In the feast that followed, Chormaghun seated Awag lower than the other guests to highlight his disgrace, although he won favour with Chormaghun in the days that followed.2

The Mongols typically spared cities that submitted without a fight, but they deemed defiant populations entirely forfeit. In many cases they lined up and killed the entire community, excepting only those who could render service to the Mongol Empire. These included highly skilled artisans (used to produce resources for the empire) and the able-bodied (used as “arrow fodder”: placed in the first wave of attackers during the Mongols’ next siege).3 In extreme cases, Mongol besiegers decreed that every living thing within a city be killed. This occurred in 1221, when Chinggis Khan’s grandson died from a crossbow wound during a siege, causing the great khan to order that the entire area be turned into a desert—even the birds were to be hunted down.4

In the Near East, the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad now represented the easternmost bastion against the Mongols, and the caliph resolutely resisted their demands for submission. Still, reports from this era claim that even he sent gifts to the great khan, presumably in the hope of averting a new Mongol invasion.5 Further west, only a few other Near Eastern powers remained independent, most importantly the Ayyubid Empire (encompassing Egypt and much of Syria), Byzantine Nicaea, and the Crusader States. Despite the peril hanging over the entire region and the swift expansion of the Mongol Empire, local concerns continued to preoccupy the Near East’s few remaining powers. This was particularly true for the Crusader States and the Ayyubid Empire.
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In July 1244 the Templar master Armand of Perigord wrote to his subordinate Robert of Sandford, the Templars’ commander in England, reporting on events taking place in the kingdom of Jerusalem and the Holy Land. His letter was cautiously optimistic. At that time, the Crusader States existed in a turbulent world. To the east, the Mongols hovered on the borders of the Abbasid Caliphate, and the Anatolian Turks and Cilician Armenians were now Mongol tributaries. For their part, the Ayyubids recognised that it was only a question of time before the Mongols reinvaded across their eastern borders. Despite these concerns, and for the Franks at least, there was also much to celebrate.
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The Crusader States and their neighbours ca. 1244.





Following the Crusader States’ disastrous overthrow by Saladin in 1187, the kingdom of Jerusalem had conducted a steady, long-term recovery. The chief factor aiding the kingdom’s reconstruction was the perpetual infighting among the Ayyubids, who controlled nearly all its landward borders. The Ayyubids were generally content to leave the kingdom in peace so that they could pursue their own quarrels, whether with the Anatolian Seljuks, the Khwarazmians, or their own internal rivals. For this reason, the Ayyubid-Jerusalemite frontier generally remained protected by long-term truces that proved to be in everyone’s interest.

Mercantile pressures also strengthened the case for peace with the Crusader States because the Ayyubids’ great cities of Aleppo and Damascus were closely connected by trade to the Franks’ major ports, especially Tyre and Acre. There was certainly a great deal to be gained from cooperation, and with merchants passing freely between their territories, both Ayyubid and Frankish rulers could enjoy substantial commercial revenues. As one crusader commented in 1239, Acre’s port alone supplied an annual income of fifty thousand pounds of silver for its masters (apparently more than the annual income of the king of England); Damascus, for its part, brought in more than three times this amount of revenue.6 It was in no one’s interest to disrupt this trade because to do so would imperil their revenues. The Crusader States attracted merchants from across Eurasia, and goods passed through their warehouses from lands as distant as India, China, and Persia. Some commodities reached the Franks’ coastal cities by road, generally by camels or in waggons. Other cargoes arrived by sea, either in the holds of coastal vessels from Cilician Armenia and Egypt or by bulk carriers from more distant ports across the Mediterranean.7

The Crusader States also enjoyed a strong trade in local goods. Ranged along its fertile coastlands, the kingdom’s landowners possessed many plantations growing sugarcane, which the Franks then refined into sugar in their major cities for export to the West, where it commanded a considerable price. Other exports included a purple dye produced in Tyre.8 Territorially, the kingdom of Jerusalem in the thirteenth century was never large, but its possession of a series of major commercial ports surrounded by fertile coastlands conferred revenues out of all proportion to its diminutive size.

Merchants and pilgrims could pass relatively easily between both Christian-ruled and Muslim-ruled territories, and travellers would likely have been struck by the visible architectural differences between Christian and Muslim cities. For example, domestic houses found among Muslim communities tended to be rather different in design compared to those constructed by the Franks in the Crusader States. Muslim families tended to prefer houses gathered around a central courtyard with a discreet entrance and only a few small windows on external walls. This arrangement stressed the need for privacy, but it also offered protection against the immense heat of summer and the cold in winter. These homes often had flat roofs, and some had underground rooms that provided a cool space for storage. By contrast, Frankish houses generally reflected a mixture of architectural styles favoured in Western Christendom combined with local designs. They were typically long and thin in footprint and with considerable energy put into presenting a smart façade. Internally, these houses functioned as work space, shop space, and domestic space, with the house itself orientated to face the street. Frankish houses also featured chimneys and fireplaces—features previously unknown in the Near East. However, local styles influenced some Frankish builders, and some Franks seem to have lived in courtyard houses similar to those of their Muslim neighbours, while their houses tended to have flat roofs. Their design choices necessarily reflected the available building materials, and because of the scarcity of timber in the Near East, the Franks typically built in stone (unlike the widespread use of timber in Western Christendom). The kingdom of Jerusalem’s housing stock also mirrored broader economic developments of this era. Property was expensive in the kingdom’s major cities (in comparison to neighbouring regions), a factor reflecting the pressures of a rapidly growing population.9

By the 1240s, the kingdom of Jerusalem had regained much of its former power. Several factors helped this recovery, including the long periods of peace with the Ayyubids and the occasional arrival of large crusading armies from the West. These armies initiated sudden bursts of military activity staged with the ultimate objective of restoring Jerusalem. These included a large German expedition in 1197, some contingents of the Fourth Crusade in 1203–1204 (groups that did not travel to Constantinople), and of course the Fifth Crusade (1217–1221).10 None of these armies had much success on the battlefield, yet they often managed to achieve some territorial gains because the Ayyubids typically preferred buying off crusader armies with grants of territory in return for peace. This was particularly true of Emperor Frederick II’s crusade (1227–1229), during which he managed to negotiate the return of Jerusalem along with part of its hinterland in return for a ten-year peace treaty. On this occasion hardly any fighting took place at all, but the Ayyubids—under threat from the Khwarazmians and Seljuks and consumed by their internal struggles over Damascus—could not refuse Frederick’s demands.

On 1 September 1239, at the conclusion of Frederick and al-Kamil’s ten-year truce, yet another wave of crusaders arrived, led by several powerful barons mainly from the kingdom of France (a campaign known as the “Barons’ Crusade” or the “Sixth Crusade”). Like so many of its predecessors, this crusade underperformed on the battlefield, the crusaders suffering a serious defeat near Gaza. Put simply, the crusade commanders bullishly ignored the advice of the Templars and the Hospitallers—the specialists in Near Eastern warcraft—and became trapped in a narrow valley by the Egyptian Ayyubid army. The Egyptians then arrayed their archers on the valley’s sides and shot down the crusaders’ horses and infantry. Some of the crusaders withdrew, and the Ayyubids defeated the remaining crusading forces by using their cavalry to conduct a feigned flight, which drew the Franks into a trap.11 Even so, and despite this seemingly decisive reverse, the crusade would prove highly beneficial to the fortunes of the kingdom of Jerusalem.

This became clear the following year (1240) with the escalation of a new round of infighting within the Ayyubid Empire. By this time, the reigning Egyptian sultan was called Ayyub. His father, Sultan al-Kamil, had died in 1238, and Ayyub came to power soon afterwards following the brief reign of one of his siblings. Meanwhile, Sultan Ayyub’s uncle and rival al-Salih Ismail (al-Kamil’s brother) controlled Damascus. From the Crusader States’ perspective, the ongoing rivalry between Sultan Ayyub and al-Salih Ismail was extremely advantageous because, despite the defeat of the Barons’ Crusade at the battle of Gaza, each Ayyubid ruler wanted the crusaders’ support against his rival.

The kingdom of Jerusalem was thus placed in the enviable position of being able to offer its political support to the highest bidder. Consequently, in 1240 the Franks and their crusader allies settled an alliance with al-Salih Ismail of Damascus by which the kingdom regained Jerusalem itself (briefly lost the previous year) as well as Bethlehem and much of the northern part of the former kingdom of Jerusalem. The agreement also permitted the Franks to buy arms in the markets of Damascus.12 As with the previous treaty, arranged by al-Kamil in 1229, plenty of Muslim commentators expressed their shock at these concessions. When the garrison holding the castle of Beaufort learned that this agreement required them to yield their stronghold to the Franks, they refused to comply. Al-Salih Ismail eventually found it necessary to besiege the castle himself in order to complete the terms of the treaty.13

This treaty won a fair amount of territory for the Crusader States, but it also encountered substantial opposition among the Frankish elites. Several crusaders voiced concern about the many prisoners taken by the Egyptians at the battle of Gaza. They feared that the treaty with Damascus would make it difficult to negotiate these captives’ release from Egypt’s sultan Ayyub. They also harboured doubts that the Damascene ruler would abide by the full terms of the 1240 agreement. So on 23 April 1241, a new group of crusaders led by Earl Richard of Cornwall, brother of Henry III of England, concluded a new pact with Sultan Ayyub, negotiated by the Hospitallers.14 This secured the prisoners’ release while confirming many of the lands granted by the Damascenes.

These treaties proved very beneficial for the kingdom of Jerusalem, and when Richard of Cornwall and the remaining crusaders departed for home, the kingdom’s rulers could congratulate themselves on a crusade that had been as successful in its diplomacy as it had been unsuccessful on the battlefield. The kingdom now looked very strong, its territory extending to the east bank of Lake Tiberias and with additional protection provided by its many fortresses and walled cities.

The Franks constructed their fortresses to the highest standard and at great expense. Among their most recent architectural endeavours was the refortification of the city of Ascalon. This was a very strategic city located close to the main lines of communication connecting Egypt and Damascus. Richard of Cornwall oversaw much of this work in 1241, and upon its completion he wrote to the earl of Devon and the abbot of Beaulieu announcing that Ascalon now possessed a double wall punctuated by high towers and ramparts—made from cut stone. It required only a ditch to be complete.15

Building on this scale naturally involved an astronomical amount of cash, but of course the kingdom could draw upon its commercial revenues to cover the costs. Armed with this financial muscle, the kingdom of Jerusalem could also maintain a powerful field army that in the 1240s may have been as large as ten thousand troops. By contemporary standards, this was a very large army indeed, far larger than the forces maintained by the ruler of Damascus and comparable to those available to the Egyptian sultan. It was also an elite force, with a large proportion of its soldiers supplied by the Knights Templar, the Hospitallers, and the Teutonic Knights. By the mid-1240s, the kingdom of Jerusalem was therefore able to regain its former position as a first-rate power, and soon thereafter it began to flex its military muscles. It was still smaller than before Saladin’s conquests in 1187, yet it was wealthier and more heavily fortified. The Ayyubids had overlooked the kingdom’s recovery for too long. Increasingly, they found themselves contending with the Jerusalemite Franks on equal terms.

In 1242 the Franks initiated a series of aggressive campaigns, and in this year they raided Nablus (to the north of Jerusalem), pillaging the town, destroying the mosque, and bearing away many captives. The Templars attacked Egyptian territory the same year, demonstrating their opposition to the treaty with Sultan Ayyub.16 In 1243 the Franks launched a naval raid against the Egyptian coast, seeking to destroy agricultural infrastructure and take prisoners.17 In 1244 raiders also sought to disrupt Egyptian commerce by seizing caravans bearing valuable cargoes of silk en route to Egypt’s markets.18

Consequently, when the Templar master Armand of Perigord wrote to his colleague Robert of Sandford in 1244, his tone was rather upbeat. As he explained to his correspondent, the Templars now wanted to reconstruct and expand the ruined fortress at Latrun that guarded the roads connecting Jaffa and Jerusalem. This fortress would help secure the Franks’ possession of the holy city, strengthen their lines of communication with the coast, and enhance their strategic position whilst protecting pilgrims travelling the roads through the hill country to Jerusalem (a large pilgrim party had suffered attack on this route only a short while before).19

The project to rebuild Latrun was a familiar goal for the Templars and Hospitallers, who had constructed and/or garrisoned many large castles across the Crusader States. These included the great Templar fortress of Athlit, built by the Fifth Crusade on a promontory surrounded on three sides by the sea a little way to the south of Acre. During the 1240s the Templars also began work on another enormous stronghold to the north of the Sea of Galilee at Safad. The result was a massive fortress that, as one writer reports, boasted high walls and deep dry moats supporting a garrison of 2,200 (in time of war), and with an eye-watering construction cost of 1,100,000 bezants.20 Once complete, Safad could act as a staging post for attacks on Damascus whilst shielding Frankish territories to the west.21

Crusader castles of this period were immensely sophisticated structures. They possessed complex rainwater-collection systems connected to enormous cisterns, ensuring that the garrison maintained sufficient drinking water even during a dry summer (when many seasonal springs dried up). Their defences boasted massive walls many metres thick that were designed to prevent any attempt at undermining—this was an era when many armies used miners to excavate under an enemy’s ramparts to destabilise them and cause them to fall. Their upper stories housed shooting galleries consisting of a serried rank of arrow slits that enabled defending crossbowmen to maintain an intense archery barrage and thereby counter the Ayyubids’/Turks’ preference for deploying thousands of archers during sieges. The ramparts were sometimes wide enough to mount siege weapons, such as heavy crossbows (balistas) and trebuchets, and other war machines could be positioned behind the walls to supplement the defending archers’ ballistic striking power. The Franks built some castles, such as those at Sidon and Latakia, in the shallow water off the coast so that enemies would have difficulty accessing or undermining them.22 The military orders bore part of the financial burden for building and maintaining these castles, their vast networks of estates in Western Christendom ploughing huge sums of money into the Crusader States on an annual basis.

If the kingdom of Jerusalem was building its strength, the more northerly Crusader states were more dangerously placed. They were the county of Tripoli and the principality of Antioch, both ruled at this time by Prince Bohemond V. The county of Tripoli was the more assertive of the two, and during the 1240s, it staged repeated attacks on neighbouring Ayyubid towns. The county’s main raiding base was Krak des Chevaliers, a vast Hospitaller fortress and one of the most impressive castles built anywhere in the Near East. It dominated a large area of fertile farmland and grazing land located to the north of the Lebanese mountains. These lands were both profitable and highly strategic. Krak des Chevaliers sits at the entrance of the “Homs Gap,” a short break in the line of mountains that run parallel to the coast both to the north and south. This gap was a crucial invasion route for any enemy wishing to strike against the county of Tripoli and the Franks’ rich farmlands on the Levantine coast.

Krak supported a garrison of two thousand troops, and the Hospitallers used this substantial force to launch frequent attacks on the Ayyubid cities of Homs and Hama, making this one of the most embattled frontier regions in the Near East, certainly far more so than the kingdom of Jerusalem to the south (whose rulers generally preferred to maintain peaceful relations with their neighbours).23 Frequently, the Hospitallers’ attacks compelled their neighbours to pay an annual tribute. Krak des Chevaliers acted as a hub within a much wider network of fortifications and estates, and on the coast the Hospitallers constructed a massive fortress town called Margat, which served as the order’s regional port and supply base. Some of Margat’s defences were so high that assailants could not reach the defenders on the battlements with either bows or catapults.24

By 1242, the Hospitallers were firmly on the offensive, and in that year they waged war against the Aleppan Ayyubids.25 The Templars and Hospitallers also received an annual tribute from the Nizaris’ (Assassins’) territories in northern Syria. The Nizaris and the Franks demarcated their borders with boundary stones bearing a Christian cross on one side and a dagger on the other. Many people at this time dreaded the Nizaris’ assassins, yet the Templars and Hospitallers did not fear them because their policies could not be derailed by the assassination of a single leader—they were governed by ruling councils whose leader, the Hospitaller/Templar master, could easily be replaced from the ranks of the order’s experienced personnel.26 This governance structure blunted the Nizaris’ best weapon because it denied them a target, so they hardly ever staged assassination attempts against the Templars or Hospitallers and instead paid an annual tribute.

Further north, the principality of Antioch was the most vulnerable of the three crusader states. Situated on the banks of the mighty Orontes River, the city of Antioch’s great ramparts enclosed a huge metropolis. Nevertheless, the prince of Antioch’s authority did not extend far beyond the city’s walls. During the early twelfth century, Frankish Antioch had been a major regional power, and for a time it even posed a direct threat to the neighbouring city of Aleppo. After this brief aggressive period (ca. 1100–1130), however, the principality suffered substantial losses and ultimately reconciled itself to a far more pacific posture, rarely seeking to take the field against its more powerful Turkish or Ayyubid neighbours. Its lands shrank still further in the wake of Saladin’s great victory over the kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187, so by the early thirteenth century, the principality encompassed only the city of Antioch itself and a few outlying fortresses, many garrisoned by the Knights Templar.

Antioch remained exceptionally wealthy, however. It was a large regional capital connected to many major trade routes. Occasionally it fought dynastic wars with its neighbour, the Cilician kingdom of Armenia, and in more clement periods it forged many marriage alliances with these Armenian neighbours, but the Antiochenes rarely troubled the Ayyubids to the east.

Antioch was also significant in Near Eastern geopolitics because it was the closest Frankish state to the advancing Mongols. At the time of the Fifth Crusade, Antioch’s prince, Bohemond IV, had been among the first Frankish rulers to learn of the advancing Mongols. His informants thought the Mongol armies were the forces of Prester John (or King David), but in the 1240s his son Bohemond V was under no such illusions. The hope that Prester John would march to aid the Crusader States was very dead. As the thirteenth century unfolded, Christendom’s theories about Prester John changed rapidly. One view, expressed by Simon of Saint Quentin, a member of a papal embassage sent to the Mongols in the mid-1240s, was that the Mongol invasions originally began because Chinggis Khan had rebelled against Prester John’s son David and then asserted himself as an independent power. Despite this new fiction’s many factual inaccuracies, it reflected a clear recognition that Prester John would not be marching to anyone’s aid.27

In 1244 the Mongols launched a new raid into Syria, and their troops reached a place called Iron Bridge (a fortified bridge over the Orontes River), which was very close to the city of Antioch.28 The Mongols now represented a proximate threat, and to make matters worse, Antioch’s northern neighbours—the Seljuks and Cilician Armenians—were both becoming Mongol client states. To the east and southeast, the Ayyubid rulers of Aleppo and Homs also acquiesced to Mongol demands for tribute.29 These developments effectively isolated the principality of Antioch, drawing attention to its failure to submit. The Mongol commander Baiju clearly thought so too, for in that year he sent envoys to Bohemond V, demanding Antioch’s submission to Mongol rule. The terms of his demand are recorded by one chronicler as follows: complete submission to Mongol authority, the destruction of all Antiochene fortifications (a standard clause), the surrender of the principality’s wealth, and also three thousand young virgin girls. The alternative was the total destruction of the principality.30

Bohemond was in a very difficult position. Acquiescing to the Mongol demands was unthinkable, but it was not easy to refuse a global superpower. Although the kingdom of Jerusalem had recently resumed its status as a first-rate Near Eastern power, Antioch was far weaker than its southern cousins. Bohemond could not risk all-out war. He nonetheless refused the Mongol demands.31 This made him dangerously visible in a region where rulers were generally choosing to submit rather than offering any kind of resistance. As an Armenian chronicle later ominously observed regarding the Mongols, “No-one opposed them with warfare.”32
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The Crusader States’ prospects in 1244 thus varied considerably from north to south. Antioch’s position was perilous, but the kingdom of Jerusalem was looking very strong. A similar situation held true for the Ayyubids: while their northern rulers confronted the prospect of Mongol overthrow, the Egyptian Sultan Ayyub had grounds to be cautiously optimistic.

Sultan Ayyub’s conflict with his uncle al-Salih Ismail (ruler of Damascus) had escalated in recent years, and now in the early months of 1244 a full-scale confrontation was brewing. There had been brief attempts to make peace between the rivals, but these collapsed, and now both sides began to marshal their forces. Both factions could raise large armies, but—crucially—Sultan Ayyub held a trump card that would soon prove decisive.

Prior to taking power in Egypt, Ayyub had ruled a group of northern Ayyubid territories in the Jazira. During this phase in his career he frequently encountered the displaced Khwarazmians who had fled south from Seljuk territory in 1237 and subsequently caused substantial disruption across the area. Sultan Ayyub had fought against the Khwarazmians on several occasions in the North, yet by the time he travelled south in early 1239—ultimately to become the sultan of Egypt—they had become uneasy allies. Sultan Ayyub even married his sister to the Khwarazmians’ leader, Baraka Khan.33

Now, in 1244, the Khwarazmians were desperate to get out of the Jazira. The Mongols were very close, and they hated the Khwarazmians, so there was no chance of rapprochement. In their search for an escape route, the Khwarazmians had spent the previous years attacking to the west and south, imperilling Ayyubid Aleppo and Homs. However, this served only to destabilise the region still further, so despite their efforts, the Khwarazmians remained trapped in the Jazira.

Viewed from Sultan Ayyub’s perspective, the plight of his Khwarazmian allies represented a substantial opportunity. As ruler of Egypt, he could offer them a place of safety, and in return for this concession he could make use of their troops in his struggle with al-Salih Ismail of Damascus, thereby tipping the balance of power in his favour. Sultan Ayyub of Egypt also held talks with the kingdom of Jerusalem, hoping that the Franks would join his coalition against al-Salih Ismail.34

When al-Salih Ismail learned that the Egyptian Ayyubids were negotiating with the Franks, he sent his own envoys to the kingdom of Jerusalem, offering substantial territorial concessions and encouraging them to abandon their former treaty with Ayyub of Egypt and to side instead with the Damascenes.35

These twin Ayyubid appeals for help arrived in a divided kingdom of Jerusalem. The Templars had never accepted the Franks’ earlier 1241 agreement with the Egyptian sultan, and subsequently they attempted to disrupt this treaty by raiding Ayyub’s lands. Fighting between Egypt and the kingdom in 1242 effectively voided the treaty.36 Some among the Frankish elites also came to view Sultan Ayyub with distrust, especially when he held a Frankish embassy in Egypt against its will for six months.37 By contrast, a treaty with Damascus would open up several opportunities, not least for the Templars, who were concerned about their castle of Safad, which was still under construction on the Damascene border.

Ultimately, the kingdom of Jerusalem’s leaders sided with the Templars and accepted the Damascene offer. The Templars then arranged a treaty with al-Salih Ismail in which the kingdom of Jerusalem committed itself to supporting the Damascenes and by extension their allies, the rulers of Homs and Kerak. The Franks’ reward for supporting al-Salih Ismail against Sultan Ayyub of Egypt was truly substantial: the treaty confirmed their control over Jerusalem and granted them the Dome of the Rock (known to the Franks as the Temple of the Lord) and the al-Aqsa Mosque (known to the Franks as the Temple of Solomon)—sites excluded from the earlier 1229 agreement with Frederick II. The Templars profited considerably from this arrangement because they regained their old headquarters on the Temple Mount. The Franks acted swiftly on this treaty and hung bells in the al-Aqsa Mosque almost immediately, symbolising the exchange of ownership.38 In addition to these sacred spaces, the kingdom of Jerusalem gained further land in the Jordan valley. The alliance with al-Salih Ismail of Damascus was an ambitious plan that—if successful—held the potential to substantially benefit the kingdom of Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the agreement committed the kingdom to a military alliance at a time when the Ayyubid Empire’s internal tensions were clearly heading towards a major battlefield confrontation.

The storm clouds of war began to gather in earnest in the spring of 1244, when al-Salih Ismail of Damascus sent forces to Gaza to confront Sultan Ayyub whilst mustering his main army and those of his ally, the Ayyubid ruler of Kerak in Transjordan. The alliance between these two Ayyubid powers—Damascus and Kerak—was shaky at best, because only a few months earlier al-Salih Ismail had been at war with Kerak’s ruler, al-Nasir.39 Their present rapprochement took place only because they both felt threatened by Sultan Ayyub of Egypt. Their alliance with the Franks was equally uneasy. In the past few years, the Franks had fought repeatedly with al-Nasir of Kerak, and the Templar master formerly described him as a “persecutor of Christians.”40 They may have forged a powerful coalition against the Egyptians, but this did not disguise the fact that it was a crude marriage of convenience between some highly antagonistic protagonists.

To the south, Sultan Ayyub of Egypt marshalled his forces north of Cairo at a place called Birkat al-Jubb and then marched through the Sinai Desert and from there towards the Damascenes’ advanced positions at Gaza.41 Sultan Ayyub also sent messengers to the Khwarazmians, instructing them to move south from Syria and join him.

In June 1244, the Khwarazmians set out to join Sultan Ayyub as requested, not simply as an advancing army but rather as a mass movement. The entire Khwarazmian people travelled south—men, women, children, and livestock.42 They needed to get away from the Mongols, now raiding as far as the Euphrates, and this was their opportunity to escape. Other peoples worried by the Mongol advance attached themselves to the Khwarazmians, swelling their ranks.43

The Khwarazmians’ southward migration caught both the Damascenes and the kingdom of Jerusalem off guard. They were looking south towards Sultan Ayyub’s Egyptian army, not north towards the Jazira. Consequently, they could offer little defence when more than ten thousand Khwarazmian warriors crossed the Euphrates and swept down the Biqa valley, pillaging the land around the ancient Roman town of Baalbek and then ravaging the farmlands surrounding Damascus itself.44 In a desperate attempt to realign his forces to meet this new danger, al-Salih Ismail recalled his army from Gaza, ordering it to return in haste to defend Damascus’s walls.45

However, the Khwarazmians, under their leader Baraka Khan, had no intention of threatening the city of Damascus, and although their raiders ransacked the city’s hinterland, they made no assault against the city’s walls. Instead they kept moving south, entering Frankish territory above the Sea of Galilee and then heading south towards their rendezvous with the Egyptian army.46

To this point, the Franks had shown only limited interest in the Khwarazmians. Their wars and concerns lay far away from their own lands, and the Khwarazmians had rarely threatened the Crusader States’ borders. To a Frankish eye they were probably just one distant power vying for authority among many others.47 The Franks understood that the Mongol invasions had displaced the Khwarazmians many years before, causing them to move west, but they had little reason to view them with concern. This assessment of the Khwarazmian threat was about to change radically.

Having thoroughly despoiled Damascene territory, the Khwarazmians advanced into the kingdom of Jerusalem near Tiberias, sending out raiding parties and then attacking the holy city of Jerusalem itself on 11 July 1244. By then, Jerusalem’s ramparts were in a state of reconstruction. They had built some stretches of the city wall, but the full circuit was not complete.48 Jerusalem’s Frankish inhabitants could not rely on their perimeter defences, so they barricaded themselves into churches and the more strongly built houses. From these makeshift forts they successfully repelled the first Khwarazmian assault, but when it became apparent that their ally al-Salih Ismail of Damascus would not be sending aid, Patriarch Robert of Nantes, the senior churchman in the city, made the decision to evacuate.49 This was almost certainly a very hard choice. The road to the nearest place of safety—the coastal town of Jaffa—led through dangerous hill country and then across a wide coastal plain. The Franks would be in peril during both stages of the journey, first from the risk of ambush in the crags and then from their high visibility in the farmlands outside Jaffa.

The patriarch clearly understood these dangers and decided that the evacuation would take place at night. This would give his column of six thousand survivors a head start over their pursuers. However, his plans went awry when the Khwarazmians learned of his evacuation and moved into Jerusalem almost immediately after the fugitives’ departure. The following morning, rather than pursuing the Frankish refugees, the Khwarazmians attempted to trick them into returning to the city. They raised Christian banners above Jerusalem’s ramparts to create the impression that Frankish reinforcements had arrived and retaken the city. This ruse produced the desired response. In the morning light, some stragglers among the retreating Franks saw the banners and excitedly encouraged the patriarch to return. The Hospitaller master was among those to counsel caution, but his warnings did not prevent many from returning. They walked straight into a trap and were all killed.

The remaining Frankish refugees pushed on towards Jaffa but came under attack by local Muslim forces who, despite the fact that they were loyal to the ruler of Kerak—the kingdom of Jerusalem’s ally—took the opportunity to raid the fleeing Frankish group, seizing captives who could then be sold into slavery. A much-reduced band of survivors then reached the coastal plain only to find Khwarazmian horsemen waiting for them on the flat. The Franks didn’t stand a chance, and only three hundred reached the protection of Jaffa’s walls.50 The Khwarazmians then sacked Jerusalem thoroughly, killing anyone they found and despoiling the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (the church encompassing the locations of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion, entombment, and resurrection). The garrison in the Tower of David continued to resist until 23 August, when it finally capitulated.51

These events provoked an enormous sense of shock across the Crusader States, but a counterattack was mustering. The Damascenes under al-Salih Ismail gathered in full strength and advanced south, along with contingents from Homs, Kerak, and Aleppo.52 Their overall leader, a general named Ibrahim, the ruler of Homs, was a competent commander with experience fighting the Khwarazmians. He arrived with an escort in Acre, where he lodged with the Templars. The Franks respected his martial prowess and, as a mark of esteem, laid golden silk cloth on the ground before him as he entered the city.53 The kingdom of Jerusalem also raised its main field army.54 On the opposing side, the Khwarazmians kept moving south to join forces with Sultan Ayyub and his Egyptian army, mustering near Gaza.

On 17 October, the two coalitions finally faced each other at a place called Forbie, near Gaza. To the north lay the Damascene-Frankish forces, with Ibrahim and the contingents from Homs, Damascus, and Kerak on the left and the Franks in the centre and on the right. The Frankish army was one of the largest ever raised (at least without the assistance of a major crusade), numbering as many as ten thousand troops, and their Ayyubid allies commanded around five thousand troops.55 On the other side of the battlefield, the Egyptians mustered three to five thousand soldiers along with the serried ranks of the ten-thousand-strong Khwarazmian contingent, marching under red banners.56

Despite the substantial armies deployed by both sides, the resulting clash was brief. The Egyptian/Khwarazmian coalition staged an overwhelming attack, and in the resulting melee both sides suffered heavy losses. At one end of the battlefield, the Khwarazmians on the Egyptian-Khwarazmian army’s right wing broke through their enemies’ lines, but on their left wing, Frankish knights routed the Sultan Ayyub’s Egyptian contingents. The victorious Khwarazmians on the right wing then circled round the back of the enemy army while other forces maintained the pressure from the front. The Frankish infantry companies in the centre now faced attack from two directions. On the other side of the battlefield, the victorious Frankish knights, having overcome the Egyptians’ left wing, struggled to realign themselves to counter this new threat and soon became surrounded.57 There then followed a bitter clash culminating in the rout of the entire Frankish-Damascene army.58

Both the Damascenes and their Frankish allies suffered substantial casualties, and one author reports that the Hospitallers lost all but sixteen of their contingent, which originally numbered many hundreds.59 The Templars and the Teutonic Knights reported similarly heavy casualties, and many of the kingdom’s leading nobles fell in the battle. One report sets the rate of Homs’s casualties at 86 percent.60 Ibrahim himself managed to escape to Damascus, bringing the unhappy news of defeat to al-Salih Ismail, who refused to receive him.61

The kingdom of Jerusalem was now extremely vulnerable, and the Khwarazmians immediately pressed home their advantage, seizing the entire coastal region for themselves. Indeed, Sultan Ayyub granted the Khwarazmians much of the Crusader States’ territory as their reward for supporting his campaign.62 Consequently, they relocated en masse into the coastal plain, establishing a vast encampment outside the kingdom of Jerusalem’s main city of Acre, while their warbands pillaged at will. The Khwarazmians’ resolution to hold these lands in perpetuity became manifest soon afterwards when they carved up the kingdom of Jerusalem’s territories into landholdings for individual leaders, who in turn began the process of collecting taxes and appointing administrators as though the kingdom of Jerusalem had already fallen.63

Meanwhile, in Egypt, Sultan Ayyub received news of his great victory on 19 October. This was a source of enormous jubilation. He ordered Cairo to be decorated for festivities and arranged music to mark his army’s achievement. He paraded Frankish prisoners on camels and horses through the city, and he displayed the heads of their fallen over the city’s gates.64 Following these celebrations, it was his privilege—as victor—to remodel the Levantine region as he saw fit, so he embarked upon a new campaign. His advancing forces took a swipe at Frankish-held Ascalon, but the city’s newly constructed defences held firm, and Ayyub’s army, along with a force of Khwarazmians, moved on to seize Nablus.65

Sultan Ayyub’s real target was al-Salih Ismail and his city of Damascus. Egyptian forces arrived outside Damascus’s walls in the spring of 1245 and soon afterwards received reinforcements from the Ayyubids of Aleppo. The Aleppan Ayyubids had formerly supported al-Salih Ismail, but they could see the way the wind was blowing and now switched sides.66 Sultan Ayyub of Egypt’s coalition pressed the siege aggressively, setting up a series of siege catapults while Khwarazmian raiders circled the city, destroying its suburbs. Eventually, al-Salih Ismail capitulated, yielding the city in exchange for a far smaller group of towns to the north.67

Consequently, by late 1245, Sultan Ayyub controlled both Egypt and Damascus. This was a truly substantial power bloc, but he still needed to deal with the Khwarazmians. They had provided Ayyub with invaluable muscle in the overthrow of his enemies, but now they were becoming a liability, and rumours abounded that they were in a rebellious mood. Sultan Ayyub banned them from entering Damascus, just as he had already banned them from entering Egypt.68 They didn’t like that.

From the Franks’ perspective, news that the Egyptian Ayyubids were besieging Damascus must have offered some slight comfort, but there was no escaping the fact that their future now looked bleak. Immediately after their defeat at Forbie, they appealed for help from Antioch-Tripoli and Cyprus, but it doesn’t seem likely that either state furnished much support.69 Antioch in particular was too deeply concerned about the Mongols to send many troops.70

The Franks from the kingdom of Jerusalem also requested assistance from mainland Europe, but this too raised a problem. The battle of Forbie had taken place in October 1244, at the close of the shipping season. This was an age when vessels could not travel freely across the Mediterranean all year round—between October and April the risk of storms was too great—so travellers and messengers had to wait for the weather to improve in the spring before braving the crossing. Nevertheless, the situation was critical, so the bishop of Beirut courageously set out onto the winter sea to bring the news that the kingdom of Jerusalem’s fall was at hand.71

The bishop’s journey succeeded in reaching western Europe, where he spread tidings about the loss of the city of Jerusalem and the disaster of Forbie. His report provoked first shock and then action. By this time, after fighting crusading wars for almost a century and a half, Western Christendom possessed sophisticated structures for raising crusading armies. The military orders’ great networks of estates—known as commanderies—began to recruit personnel and gather resources. Large sums of money were raised via crusading taxation, and bands of newly raised knights set out to bolster the Crusader States’ defences.72 Special prayers and mass fasting took place, interceding with God to offer His support for the Franks in the East.

But the voices raised in Christendom at this time were not all supportive. Frederick II, emperor of Germany, offered many criticisms of the kingdom of Jerusalem’s policies. By 1244, Frederick’s son Conrad was technically the king of Jerusalem, with Frederick as his regent, but most of the local barons in the kingdom of Jerusalem refused to acknowledge Conrad’s rule and stipulated that they would never do so until Conrad came to the East in person (which he never did). Despite this, Frederick pointed out forcefully that he had favoured an alliance with Egypt rather than with Damascus, and he concluded that recent events had proven the wisdom of such a policy. Moreover, Frederick noted with distaste that before the battle of Forbie, the Templars had entertained their Ayyubid allies in their own headquarters in Acre, allowing them to practice their faith within the Templars’ own walls. In sum, he felt that these actions had provoked God’s displeasure, leading Him to discipline His children.73

Notably, some Muslim commentators aired similar thoughts. They observed that al-Salih Ismail’s forces had marched into battle under the banner of the cross and that Frankish priests had made the sign of the cross over their army—the implication being that they brought defeat upon themselves.74

Despite its major setbacks, the kingdom of Jerusalem’s position stabilised in 1246–1247. The Franks had lost many of their inland territories, and the Khwarazmians had ravaged their rural estates, killing some and causing many others to flee either to the coastal cities or to Cyprus.75 Nevertheless, the Khwarazmian storm finally blew over. Ironically, the ruler responsible for lifting this threat was Sultan Ayyub of Egypt. His relations with the Khwarazmians went into steep decline following his conquest of Damascus in 1245. The Khwarazmians felt slighted by the restrictions that Ayyub placed on their movements, and these problems escalated into open conflict.76 In March 1246 the Khwarazmians besieged Damascus, thereby declaring war against Sultan Ayyub. This act threatened to unravel everything that Sultan Ayyub had gained over the past two years. He responded by forming a new alliance with every Ayyubid power that had learned to fear the Khwarazmians in recent years. Aleppo signalled its readiness to join the alliance, and notably so too did Ibrahim of Homs, Ayyub’s former enemy.77 This combined force brought the Khwarazmians to battle near Homs and decisively defeated them, killing their leader, Baraka Khan.

After this, the Khwarazmians became a scattered people, and they ceased to play a major role in the politics of the Near East.78 Theirs is a strange story, both brutal and sad. Commentators from across the Near East, whether Christian or Muslim, could agree that the Khwarazmians were among the most aggressive peoples they ever encountered, and many stories circulated about their love of pillage and slaughter. Even so, they were also a displaced people, seeking a new homeland and permanently living in fear of annihilation.

Sultan Ayyub’s military conduct in these years reflected his priorities. His first major act after Forbie was to take Damascus. With that achieved, he then destroyed the Khwarazmians. Having routed them, he next turned his attention to al-Nasir of Kerak, defeating him in battle before conquering much of his land. Only then did he finally turn his attention to the kingdom of Jerusalem. Clearly, the Franks were the last entry in a long list of priorities, and Ayyub evidently gave precedence to his Ayyubid opponents. Even so, his retributive attacks—even if delayed—brought about the reconquest of much of the land ceded to the Franks over the past four years, including the town of Tiberias, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. He also renewed his siege of Ascalon, which fell by direct assault in October 1247.79

Viewed in hindsight, and given the scale of its defeat on the battlefield at Forbie, the kingdom of Jerusalem’s losses could have been a lot worse. The last time the Franks had suffered a reverse on this scale was in 1187, when Saladin defeated them at Hattin. On that occasion they lost almost the entire kingdom of Jerusalem, but after Forbie they lost only four towns/cities—Jerusalem, Nablus, Ascalon, and Tiberias—most of which were relatively recent acquisitions. The loss of Jerusalem was clearly painful, but crucially the Franks still retained their core territories (even if their fertile coastal estates endured a long period of raiding). The maritime cities that maintained the kingdom’s substantial revenues—Acre, Tyre, and Jaffa—were still in their hands.
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The events of 1244 and their aftermath reshaped the Near East. The kingdom of Jerusalem emerged bloodied but fundamentally intact. Sultan Ayyub now ruled both Damascus and Aleppo, and the Khwarazmians no longer played a major role in the region’s politics. But none of these wars, battles, raids, and sieges addressed the growing Mongol threat. Stated bluntly, during the years 1243–1247, most of the Near East’s remaining independent powers had poured their energies into a mutually destructive war that served only to weaken them against any future Mongol invasion. With the benefit of hindsight, it seems that the Khwarazmians played a major role in disrupting the region’s political equilibrium—partially intentionally and partially inadvertently. Their raids and depredations, coupled with their willingness to make—and switch—alliances, repeatedly upended the balance of power, provoking invasion and conquest. Yet again, it was the peoples fleeing from the Mongols who actually ended up doing the Mongols’ work for them, softening up their future opponents and undermining any chance of an anti-Mongol coalition.

However, both the Crusader States and the Ayyubids had grounds for hope. For the Franks, the events of 1244 provoked the launch of a major new crusade, a campaign with the potential to fundamentally reverse the kingdom of Jerusalem’s recent losses. As for the Ayyubids, Sultan Ayyub now held both Damascus and Egypt—a substantial territorial bloc. He could now meet any future challenge to his authority from a position of strength.

Threats still abounded. Sultan Ayyub learned of the impending crusade (or at least realised that recent events might cause one to take place), and in August 1246 he wrote to the pope, firmly denying all involvement in the sack of Jerusalem and expressing the intention to help rebuild the city.80 For their part, the Franks needed to recover from the Khwarazmians’ attacks on their territory. Tellingly, a legal document written in Acre in 1248 that dealt with a small financial matter included a clause covering the possibility that the kingdom of Jerusalem might suffer substantial territorial losses in the near future—clearly, the Franks recognised their peril.81 Both the Franks and Ayyubids now lived in fear of a new Mongol assault.

This environment naturally led the region’s leaders to assess their defences and weigh the survivability of their lands in the face of a future invasion, but it also raised another imperative. They needed to know more about the Mongols: their way of life, their culture, their ambitions, and crucially… their weaknesses.
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THE CONQUERED

During the 1240s, with the Ayyubids and Crusader States locked in conflict, the cracks became increasingly evident among the Mongol Empire’s ruling family. Having amassed so much land and power, the family struggled with the burning issues of the succession and the distribution of the empire’s colossal territories. Leading Mongol families now held vast swaths of Eurasia as ulus (lands assigned to their control). Within these areas, Mongol governors attempted to maintain their authority, despite the interference of these ruling families, and many of the generals who initially conquered these territories wanted to ensure that they too retained their share of the spoils. Factions developed and grew in power, especially during the five-year interregnum following the Great Khan Ogodei’s death in 1241.1

This was a difficult period. Ogodei’s preferred successor was his young grandson Shiremun, but with the great khan’s passing, there was no guarantee that his family would respect his wishes. The empire required a regency, and the two leading candidates for this position were Toregrene Khatun (Ogodei’s widow and mother to many of his sons) and Moge Khatun (widow to both Chinggis Khan and Ogodei). The Mongols’ nomadic traditions endorsed the idea of a female regency, and both women were well suited for the role. But Moge Khatun died, so Toregrene became regent and consequently ruler of the entire Mongol Empire until a successor could be chosen.2

Toregrene’s life in the Mongol Empire began in 1204–1205. She was originally from the Merkit people in Central Asia, but her life changed abruptly when Chinggis Khan destroyed an army led by her husband. The Mongols took her captive and married her to Ogodei. In later years she bore five sons, giving her prominence among Ogodei’s wives. She also possessed a reputation for administrative competence and personal charm. According to some reports, however, she also became known as an officious ruler, and a question mark hangs over whether she used poison to kill off her rivals.3

During the later years of Ogodei’s reign, Toregrene’s power had risen steadily as her husband turned to drink and he came to rely on her to manage his empire.4 The period following his death was not easy. Toregrene faced many challenges to her authority as regent; nevertheless, in 1246 she managed to get her preferred candidate into power—not Shiremun (as Ogodei requested) but her own eldest son, Guyuk.5 She achieved this by making full use of her authority as regent, coupled with lavish gift giving and negotiations conducted with other Mongol leaders.6 This major achievement received confirmation at a great quriltai (assembly) held in an enormous white tent apparently capable of holding two thousand people, in which the attendees wore different-coloured robes on each day of the council, all provided at great expense by Toregrene Khatun.7 She died only a few months after the council, having fallen out almost immediately with her son, the new Great Khan Guyuk.

Guyuk’s accession did not take place without contestation. Batu, from the rival Jochid clan, strongly opposed his selection. Batu’s power was also rising swiftly. He was overlord of most of the Mongol Empire’s western territories (including the majority of the Near East) and also the commander who in the 1240s had led the successful assault on the Rus and eastern Europe. As one Armenian chronicler once observed, “Not even the Khan sat on his throne without [Batu’s] order.”8 This created problems for the Mongol territories in the Near East because both men—Batu and the Great Khan Guyuk—and their allies and satellites held substantial interests across the region, raising the question of which one would gain supremacy.

To secure his claim, in 1247 Guyuk sent a new force to the Near East led by a commander named Eljigitei, an influential supporter of Ogodei’s house who had helped Guyuk establish his authority.9 Guyuk instructed him to replace Baiju in the Near East as regional governor and to roll back Batu’s authority.10 Batu’s entitlement to the region dated back to the 1220s, and by now, it was well established. Notably, when Baiju invaded Anatolian Seljuk territory and won his great victory at Kose Dagh (1243), he did so seemingly on Batu’s orders.11 Now Guyuk wanted to break up Batu’s control of the region.

Guyuk’s attempt to contest control over the Near East was short-lived. He died in 1248—apparently seeking to bring Batu to battle.12 His death then precipitated a new round of infighting and political manoeuvering within the Mongol Empire as Guyuk’s widow and regent Oghul Qaimish attempted to maintain power and make plans for the succession, all the while under threat from the rival faction led by Batu and his ally Sorghaghtani Beki (widow of Chinggis Khan’s son Tolui). Oghul Qaimish lost the resulting struggle, and it was Sorghaghtani Beki’s son Mongke who became the next great khan in 1251.13 This was a seismic shift in Mongol politics: Mongke and his supporters firmly disenfranchised Ogodei’s descendants. Mongke (descendant of Chinggis Khan’s son Tolui) and Batu (descendant of Chinggis Khan’s son Jochi) now held power.14

The Great Khan Mongke’s reign began with a brutal purge of his opponents, including most members of Ogodei’s dynasty and their supporters. He seized and publicly humiliated the former regent Oghul Qaimish, ordering her to be executed as a witch.15 In the Near East, Eljigitei (Guyuk’s former commander and representative) and his sons were also among the casualties, and Baiju regained office as the region’s governor.16 Batu’s power rose once again, and the removal of Eljigitei enabled him to reclaim his authority.

Despite the apparent invincibility of the Mongol military, the empire’s internal fault lines were now plain to see. Still, in the Near East itself Mongol authority continued to expand and deepen its roots, albeit at a slower pace than before.17 This became clear in 1252, when the Ayyubid ruler of the town of Mayyafariqin travelled to Mongke’s court to submit to the great khan’s authority. When he arrived, he found that the Zangids of Mosul and the Artuqids of Mardin (both powerful dynasties in the Jazira) had arrived there before him.18 Likewise, many other smaller powers across the Near East submitted voluntarily to the Mongols—presumably recognising the pointlessness of resisting the inevitable.

Even so, the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad continued to defy the Mongols, and they repeatedly attacked his frontiers. According to one report, when a later Mongol khan demanded the caliph’s submission along with the destruction of his fortifications, the caliph’s envoy replied: “When you remove all your horses’ hooves, we shall destroy our fortifications.”19

By now, the Mongols ruled millions of people across Eurasia. The basic principle of Mongol governance was that once they subdued an area, they would subsequently introduce the administrative machinery of Mongol governance. They recognised the need to establish systems of taxation, trade, and regional governance so that they could gather all the money and resources they needed from subjugated communities. Previously, Mongol military commanders had demanded monies on an irregular basis to serve the needs of the army, but now the Mongols introduced a more regular fiscal system.20 Mongol administrators also arranged censuses to keep track of their new taxpayers.

This was not always a harmonious arrangement among the Mongols’ various leaders. Considerable overlap existed in many areas with regard to the rights and privileges claimed by Mongol commanders, civil governors, and the leading imperial Mongol families. Awkward questions arose over the division of power between a region’s military commander and its civil governor, or over the extent of the great khan’s authority in an ulus held by a ruling family, or over the division of tax revenue between the various Mongol leaders and elite families. These grey areas became very contentious, and the boundaries of authority fluctuated continually.21

In the Near East itself, the infighting and jockeying for position between the Mongols’ leading families affected the region’s networks of alliances. This disruption also influenced the diplomacy surrounding the next major crusade (the Seventh Crusade). Meanwhile, the consolidation of Mongol control across vast swaths of territory compelled many subjugated communities to adjust themselves to the daily realities of Mongol rule.
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Soon after Great Khan Guyuk’s death in April 1248, and with the Mongol Empire preparing itself for a new round of infighting over the succession, an enormous crusading army set sail from southern France. The army’s leader was King Louis IX, and his first contingents made landfall on the isle of Cyprus on 17 September 1248.22 His main target was to assault Ayyubid Egypt, yet like many rulers, commanders, and religious leaders from across Eurasia, he also knew that one of his most pressing concerns was to better understand the Mongols, who now ruled much of the Near East and hovered on Christendom’s borders. This chapter follows the various emissaries despatched from many societies to Mongol courts, and their reflections on what they observed.

Louis had taken the cross almost four years before. He had several reasons for doing so. He was widely known as a very pious ruler, and news of Jerusalem’s fall to the Khwarazmians in 1244 clearly affected him deeply. He also wished to give thanks to God following his recovery from a serious illness.23 He planned to muster his crusading army on Cyprus before launching a full-scale assault on Damietta on the Egyptian coast. Then the army could move against Cairo and later, with the Nile Delta under its control, cross the Sinai to Jerusalem (the same strategy envisaged by the Fifth Crusade). Prior to the arrival of the main crusading contingents on Cyprus, Louis’s agents purchased ships in Acre (kingdom of Jerusalem) suitable for staging a seaborne landing on the Egyptian coast. He also arranged for great stores of grain to be sent ahead to Cyprus to provision the army.24

The arrival of the crusading army on Cyprus was a carefully stage-managed event, with the troops divided into units and then billeted in towns and villages across the island.25 This was a sensible plan because it spread the burden of feeding Louis’s colossal army, which consisted of perhaps 25,000 troops, including around 2,500–2,800 knights.26 Yet despite all this careful planning, the army suffered badly from sickness, with 260 knights dying during the winter. This was a large portion of the cavalry contingent and a great disappointment to the crusade’s architects.27

The stay on Cyprus was not, however, without its compensations. The isle was rich and fertile, giving the crusaders a chance to exercise their horses before attempting an assault on Egypt. The kingdom of Cyprus itself, currently ruled by King Henry I, came under Frankish rule during the Third Crusade when in 1191 Richard I of England seized control from the Byzantine rebel Isaac Comnenus. From that time onwards, it provided invaluable logistical support for the retrenchment of the Frankish position on the Levantine mainland.

Louis’s sojourn on Cyprus also gave him the opportunity to gather information about Near Eastern affairs, and envoys arrived from both the Crusader States and further afield. For example, Antioch sent messengers describing the principality’s many problems.28 Antioch now lay only a short distance from the Mongols’ borderlands, and Prince Bohemond V experienced many difficulties while trying to maintain his frontiers against various Turkmen groups that had been driven west by the advancing Mongols and were now pressing against Antioch’s outlying fortresses.29 He had tried to bring them to battle in 1247 but underestimated their strength and suffered a major defeat.30 Now, in 1248, the situation was critical, so Louis sent six hundred crossbowmen to bolster the principality’s meagre defences.31 Bohemond presumably welcomed these reinforcements, but they didn’t alleviate the principality’s predicament. Seven years later, travellers passing through the region noted that Antioch was still in very poor shape, and the papacy’s concerns about ongoing Turkmen attacks on Antioch’s borders extended well into the 1250s.32

The crusaders also received reports about the Mongols. King Henry I of Cyprus showed Louis a letter written by the Armenian constable Sempad, brother of King Hetum of Cilician Armenia. A short while before, Sempad had set out to visit the great khan in Mongolia and to confirm Armenia’s formal submission to the Mongol Empire (initially made after the Seljuk defeat at Kose Dagh in 1243). In correspondence written during this embassage, Sempad described a landscape out to the east filled with ruined and abandoned cities and piles of human corpses and bones. He also described the Mongol armies, outlining their readiness and combat effectiveness.

Sempad clearly witnessed astonishing and terrible sights on his journey, but he also saw an opportunity to work with the Mongols. He claimed that the Mongols were converting to Christianity and now planned to destroy Islam’s long-standing hegemony across the region.33 His hope was seemingly to arrange a Mongol-crusader coalition against their common enemies. Knowing his audience, Sempad connected the Mongols to legends of three “Magi” (the three wise men from the East who had brought gifts to the infant Jesus) and possibly also to the legend of Prester John.34 These were persuasive messages for western knights who still stared out to the east wondering about Prester John and his distant kingdom in the Indies.

Soon afterwards, on 14 December 1248, a delegation arrived from the Mongols themselves, making landfall at the northern Cypriot port of Kyrenia. Six days later, their envoys reached the royal court, where they presented a letter from Eljigitei, the Great Khan Guyuk’s governor in the Near East. This correspondence seemed to confirm Sempad’s claims. Eljigitei spoke enthusiastically about Louis’s forthcoming campaign and reassured him that Christians received preferential treatment in Mongol territory. He also asked Louis to show greater kindness to non-Catholic Christians in his lands.35 The Mongols’ envoys—themselves Christians—went on to suggest a cooperative military venture against the remaining Muslim states of the Near East, with the Mongols assaulting Baghdad in the East and the French drawing away Muslim reinforcements by attacking Ayyubid Egypt in the West. The Mongols were well informed about Louis’s crusade, having learned of its imminent arrival from merchants.36 Their envoys also drew links between the Mongols’ history and the Prester John myth, telling Louis that the Great Khan Guyuk’s mother was Prester John’s daughter.

Viewed from Louis’s perspective, Eljigitei’s proposal was probably fairly confusing because its friendly and cooperative tone differed so dramatically from the Mongols’ standard authoritarian demands for submission. After all, Western Christendom was still buzzing with tales of Mongol atrocities committed during Batu’s invasions into Hungary and Poland. Prior to his departure, Louis had spoken to a papal envoy called John of Plano Carpini, who had visited the Mongols in person only a few years before and whose reports underlined the threat of a second Mongol assault on Christendom’s eastern borders.37 In addition, Louis had apparently received a demand for submission to Mongol authority only the previous year.38 So it must have been rather difficult to know how to read Eljigitei’s enthusiastic offer for a collaboration.

Like so many rulers from across Eurasia seeking to frame their policies towards the Mongols, Louis’s negotiations with Eljigitei underlined his need to gather more information. So on 25 January 1249, he despatched his own mission to the great khan, led by the Dominican friar Andrew of Longjumeau, who was a skilled linguist. Andrew bore some kingly gifts, including a crucifix made from the wood of the True Cross of the Crucifixion.39 Rather later, in 1253, the Franciscan friar William of Rubruck set out with Louis’s blessing to spread Christ’s word to the Mongols.

As these ambassadors journeyed east, they joined envoys from across Eurasia flocking to the Mongol court. Each of these embassies carried their own agenda, but they also had many questions in common. Most importantly, they wanted to learn more about the Mongols—their origins, their religion, their objectives, and, crucially, how they could be stopped. Before the Mongol invasions, few Eurasian societies had shown much interest in this distant people; now they urgently needed information.40

One ubiquitous area of concern for every society imperilled by the Mongols was their seemingly unstoppable military forces. By now, pretty much every society across the continent recognised that the customary countermeasures deployed against invaders could not deal with the Mongol war machine. This raised the all-important question of how the few surviving powers could successfully defend themselves.

This was a pressing concern for the papal envoy John of Plano Carpini, who had travelled to Mongol territory only a few years before Louis’s crusade. He made extensive enquiries about the Mongols’ military weaknesses, but the answers he received were disappointing. Most were mere hearsay, and others were totally unworkable. He learned, for example, that the great king of the Indies, Prester John, had successfully driven off a Mongol invasion by deploying hollow copper statues filled with fire that spewed a smoke screen to disrupt their archery.41 John met one group of clerics who claimed that a Mongol army once suffered defeat in a northerly region where the male population looked like dogs. These “dog men” prepared for battle by jumping into a freezing river, which froze their thick fur into ice. This icy carapace then protected them from the Mongols’ arrows, which simply rebounded from their bodies. According to another report, in one region the Mongols could not use their bows and arrows because of a mountain range composed of enormous magnetic lodestones. These lodestones attracted the Mongols’ arrowheads, rendering their archery useless.42 Perhaps the safest conclusion to draw from this mix of wishful thinking and garbled hearsay is that no one knew how to defeat the Mongols but that everyone was thinking about it.

Carpini himself dutifully reported these fanciful stories, but when he offered his own personal analysis, his recommendations were hardheaded and pragmatic. He was adamant that under no circumstances should Christendom submit to the Mongols. Having witnessed the desperation and suffering of many submitted peoples during his travels, he deemed this option to be utterly unacceptable. The sole alternative was to prepare for a frontal confrontation.43 The problem was that—at a tactical level—he couldn’t find many weak spots in the Mongol armies. Still, he did have some advice to offer. He observed that Mongol arrows struggled to pierce thick armour, so he advised the use of double-thickness chain mail. He also noted that the Mongols feared Frankish crossbows, so he counselled Christendom’s leaders to use them extensively.44 Being a shrewd observer, he also recognised that the Mongols’ horses represented a weakness. Each Mongol warrior brought a string of ponies with him into battle, and they all required fodder. If rulers defending Christendom’s frontier regions could remove all available fodder from the Mongols’ line of advance, then they would find no food for their mounts.45 In the years to come, many other societies made this same deduction and sought to make their territories as inhospitable as possible to Mongol horses.

Carpini’s most significant advice was for Christendom’s commanders to adopt the Mongols’ own tactics, command structure, and equipment so they at least could meet them on even terms. Military observers in other societies arrived at similar verdicts, and in the 1250s the Rus prince Danilo of Galicia and Volynia rebelled against the Mongols by using their own tactics.46 Commentators from other societies saw additional vulnerabilities. For example, one Muslim commentator observed that commanders from North India achieved some success against the Mongols by using formations of elephants.47 Even so—taken overall—the outlook was grim. Carpini set off for home a very worried man. The Mongols wanted him to return to the West accompanied by a deputation of their ambassadors, but he refused—he didn’t want them to witness for themselves the many disputes and wars dividing Christendom at this time. He knew Christendom could not resist a second, more determined Mongol assault.48

The Mongols’ way of life was also a source of sustained fascination for envoys from many civilisations, and their diet especially received frequent comment. One of the Mongols’ most common dishes was apparently a stew made from crushed meats boiled with milk or water and sometimes millet.49 Persistent rumours found in texts written across the Near East claimed the Mongols practiced cannibalism, although these may have been nothing more than rumours driven by fear. The Mongols’ favourite drink was called kumiz, an alcoholic beverage made from fermented mare’s milk. This was their great specialty, and the Mongols enjoyed a lively drinking culture involving great feasts lasting for many days.50 The Mongols did not typically eat bread or grain-based foods; as a nomadic people, they typically relied on their animals for their sustenance, rather than on crops.51 King Louis IX considered this particularly noteworthy, and he sent the Mongols a packhorse carrying flour along with his other gifts.52 The North African traveller Ibn Battuta also noted (admittedly several decades later) that they didn’t eat sweetmeats.53

The Mongols’ eating habits drew reprimands from some observers, who noted their lack of cleanliness and their tendency to cook on dung fires; John of Plano Carpini observed pointedly that they did not use napkins. 54 Of course, comments of this kind reflect the disdain commonly expressed in that era by the representatives of agricultural societies when confronted with the hardy and spartan habits of nomadic peoples. However, many commentators were shrewd enough to recognise that the Mongol way of life made them only more dangerous. Their self-sufficiency and ability to survive on very limited rations gave them a clear advantage in wars fought against the well-fed armies deployed by their agricultural neighbours, who were burdened with waggon trains and vulnerable supply lines.

Another major area of interest for ambassadors from across Eurasia was the question of how Mongol rule affected the peoples under their control. In particular, they wanted to know how the Mongols treated their coreligionists.

In essence, the Mongols viewed all their subjugated peoples as tools to be yoked to their overall world mission. From the Mongols’ perspective, their subjects had a responsibility to accept their new status within the Mongol imperium and to acknowledge both the Mongols’ supremacy and their spiritual mandate for global governance received from the Eternal Heaven. Accepting and endorsing Mongol rule was therefore a spiritual obligation for everyone, and the disobedient should know that their actions contravened the heaven-defined ordering of global human civilisation. Anyone requiring proof for the Mongols’ divine mandate need only reflect on the plain fact that within the space of a few decades the Mongols had conquered substantially more territory than Alexander the Great. Clearly, they walked a divinely ordained path.

One of the most striking manifestations of this worldview was the Mongols’ willingness to treat all the religious communities under their control on an equal footing. This was not religious toleration for toleration’s sake; rather, it was the product of their own spiritual beliefs. From the Mongol point of view, their own belief in the Eternal Heaven satisfactorily encompassed all the world’s major religions. They knew that they possessed legitimate authority over all the world’s peoples and therefore over all their religions as well. The Mongols freely accepted that all these religions were spiritually true in their own way, and they believed that their adherents should practice them freely. Still, the world’s religious leaders needed to recognise their subordinate status within Mongols’ divine mission and to channel their spiritual efforts to pray for and endorse the Mongols’ global empire.55

The Franciscan missionary William of Rubruck learned of this worldview when he visited the Mongol capital of Qaraqorum in 1254. Following a great religious debate, during which Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians attempted to prove the veracity of their respective religious traditions, the Great Khan Mongke presented his own view. He compared the world’s various religions to the fingers on a hand, each religion specific to its own society.56 Of course, as the rightful rulers of the entire world, the Mongols stood above the localised beliefs of its various peoples. They did not wish to destroy other faiths, nor did they seek to persuade anyone to abandon their native religions. Their view was far broader and imperial: they believed that the blessing they received from the Eternal Heaven gave them authority over every other belief system.

In this new Mongol-defined theology, anyone could practice their faith freely, provided that these beliefs did not contravene the Mongols’ own customs. For example, Islamic practices regarding the butchering of animals for food came under pressure as Mongol leaders—some more zealously than others—expected their subject peoples to slaughter animals according to Mongol tradition.57

Still, if religious leaders conducted their spiritual observances and cultural practices in accordance with the Mongols’ own culture, then they could achieve a prestigious position in Mongol society. The Mongols particularly favoured those who prayerfully sought the great khan’s prosperity and health or who could divine the future on his behalf. They did not require Christian, Buddhist, and Muslim religious leaders to perform forced labour or service in the Mongol army, and they exempted them from some taxes for precisely this reason (although it seems that Jews and Zoroastrians did not have these same entitlements).58 Consequently, Mongol rulers frequently patronised multiple religions simultaneously without feeling any sense of contradiction. The Great Khan Mongke’s mother (a Nestorian Christian) granted benefactions to Muslim, Buddhist, and Daoist groups because their spiritual labours could all benefit the Mongol imperium.59 Likewise, when William of Rubruck travelled through Central Asia, he received many requests for prayer from leading Mongols even though they had no intention of converting to Christianity. As a religious leader, he was considered to possess spiritual power that could serve Mongol interests.60

For the Near East’s conquered populations, the Mongols’ equal treatment of so many faiths fundamentally disrupted the norms of everyday life because it removed established hierarchies and placed yesterday’s rulers and ruled on an equal footing. For much of the Mongol Empire in Persia and Iraq, this effectively shattered the centuries-old hegemony of Islam. In these areas the supremacy of Islamic rule and culture had been an unquestioned fact of life for hundreds of years. In this familiar system, individual Christians and Jews might occasionally achieve high office within Muslim administrations, yet Islamic law, rulers, intellectuals, or armed forces defined the norms of their existence in so many spheres of life. Now, in an astonishing reversal of fortune, the Mongols swept all these former hierarchies away.61 For many, the advent of Mongol rule turned their world upside down, and as a later Muslim writer observed, “Every hireling has become a minister, every knave a vizier and every unfortunate a secretary.”62

For many, this situation was intensely painful because Muslim communities found themselves in a position where they could no longer assume that their own faith and religious laws (Sharia) would structure society’s rhythms of life. Other religious communities also moved into the region following the Mongol conquest. These included large numbers of Buddhists, who established their own settlements and constructed pagodas. They forged close links to the ruling Mongol elites, not least because of their reputed skill with alchemy, thereby establishing a secure position within the Mongol system.63

Mongol rule offered some slight compensations to the Near East’s Muslim population. The establishment of the Mongol Empire opened up many parts of Eurasia to Muslim influence—albeit within the umbrella of Mongol governance—which had been difficult to access formerly. So just as Buddhists could now move into traditionally Muslim-ruled territory, so Muslims could now move into the territory traditionally dominated by other faiths.64 This was particularly true in the Mongols’ northern Eurasian territories, where Islam had made only limited progress; now these lands were accessible from the south. To take one example, many Islamic scholars from Seljuk Anatolia worked hard to win favour with the local Mongol leaders further north in western Eurasia.65

The Mongols’ arrival also opened opportunities for different Muslim groups to pursue their internal rivalries by attempting to steer the policies of their Mongol masters. One report claims that during Jebe and Subedei’s advance through Persia in 1220, some Sunni Muslims in Jebe’s service managed to persuade their master to assault Qum, a town populated by Shia Muslims.66 Later on, the Mongols’ overthrow of the Nizari Muslims (Assassins) likewise achieved a long-standing goal for Sunni Islam, whose leading proponents had worked for many years to destroy this group.

For other religious communities, the advent of Mongol authority must have seemed a liberation—of sorts. In formerly Islamic territory, Christians and Jews no longer had to pay the jiyza (the Islamic poll tax on non-Muslims), and Christians could now construct new churches and ring their church bells, both formerly prohibited.67 Some Christian leaders managed to win favour with their Mongol masters and then to use their influence to protect their faith and their coreligionists.68 Among the most significant of these individuals was the Nestorian Christian monk Simeon Rabban Ata, who won such high repute with the Mongols that he baptised some of their number. The Mongols also permitted him to practice his faith publicly, even to build new churches in cities and regions where doing so was previously prohibited.69 His authority was so great that he apparently persuaded the Mongols not to attack the principality of Antioch following Bohemond V’s refusal to submit in 1244.70

Another fascinating individual from this era who managed to secure her position in a Mongol-defined world was a Christian Armenian noblewoman from the Caucasus named Tamta. Her astonishing life warrants retelling. She first appears in the sources in 1210. In that year the Ayyubids arranged her marriage to their ruler in Khilat as part of the negotiations for a captured Georgian commander. Following her first husband’s death, she then married his brother, the famous Ayyubid ruler al-Ashraf. As a Christian wife to a leading Ayyubid Muslim, she became part of the ruling elite and continued to reside in Khilat for much of her twenty-seven-year marriage. In 1230 the Khwarazmians conquered the city, and Jalal al-Din raped and forcibly married Tamta, even though she remained married to al-Ashraf. The subsequent collapse of Khwarazmian power brought about her release, and several years later Mongol forces under Chormaghun captured her and sent her to the court of the Great Khan Ogodei in Mongolia. She later returned to the Caucasus at the request of the queen of Georgia, becoming the Mongols’ client ruler in Khilat, a position that she held until her death in 1254. Tamta’s life is remarkable in many respects. Clearly, it was possible for non-Mongol women of Tamta’s evident calibre and resilience to achieve high office within the Mongol Empire. Her experiences also reflect the astonishing turbulence of this time, and it is natural to wonder how many other men and women found themselves repeatedly displaced, buffeted, and abused within the ongoing wars of this era.71

Like their Muslim neighbours, at times Christians could also find their traditions and hierarchies encroached upon within the new Mongol-defined system. When the Armenian ambassador Sempad—a married man—went to the Mongol court in the 1240s, his hosts and masters granted him the honour of a Mongol princess for his bride. From the Mongols’ perspective, this was a great mark of esteem. The Mongols practiced polygamy, so the fact that Sempad was already married did not constitute a barrier. Viewed from Sempad’s monogamous Christian perspective, however, the situation was of course rather different. Within the Christian tradition, bigamy is a serious sin. Unfortunately for him, he could scarcely refuse such a conspicuous mark of favour because to do so would deeply insult his Mongol masters, destroying his prestige at the court and imperilling the kingdom of Cilician Armenia’s relationship with their overlords.72 Unsurprisingly, he accepted his new wife. Essentially, everyone now needed to recognise that they would live their lives in a Mongol-dominated society, so in those areas of life where their own traditions contradicted those of the dominant Mongol culture, there was no choice but to yield unreservedly.

In their commanding position, the Mongols soon found themselves becoming the arbiter of disputes between the various communities under their control, and the surviving sources from this era contain many complaints and accusations brought to their leaders for arbitration. For example, at one point Christians living in the region around Mayyafariqin in southern Anatolia sought out their Mongol masters to complain about the behaviour of a local governor. One rather daring monk approached the Mongol ruler Arghun, who was on the point of crossing a river, and seized his horse’s bridle, refusing to allow him to travel any further until he settled the matter. Arghun accepted the validity of the complaint and ordered the governor’s execution.73

The Syriac Christian author Bar Sawma provided an interesting insight into basic principles of living under Mongol rule when he wrote the following:

With the Mongols there is neither slave nor free man; neither believer nor pagan; neither Christian nor Jew; but they regard all men as belonging to one and the same stock. And every one who approaches them and offers them any of the mammon [money or riches] of the world, they accept it from him, and they entrust to him whatever office he might seek, whether it be great or whether it be little, whether he knows how to perform this role, or whether he does not. All they demand is strenuous service and submission.74

One of the most curious manifestations of Mongol rule was, as Bar Sawma intimates here, the tendency for local leaders to actively seek favour with their Mongol masters in the hope of achieving a high office for themselves or preferential treatment for their community. The irony in this was that having crushed so much of the Near East and inflicted enormous loss of life, the Mongols now found themselves besieged by the survivors of these very same communities, each conducting a charm offensive in their efforts to win their conquerors’ goodwill.

This kind of response can be observed in a very early stage of the Mongols’ history. In 1202 Temujin—Chinggis Khan’s original name before he took his title in 1206—defeated his great rivals, the Tatar people, at the battle of Dalan Nemurges. He then corralled together all the Tatars’ leading males and measured them “against the lynchpin,” meaning that he executed any male taller than a cart’s lynchpin (roughly two feet in height).75 Following the destruction of Tatar society, Temujin then took the daughter of the executed Tatar ruler into his bed. This young woman, named Yisugen, used the terrifying event as an opportunity to seek protection for herself and to suggest that Temujin should marry her sister Yisui. She praised Yisui’s virtues and persuaded Temujin to agree. Soon afterwards, Mongol riders located Yisui, and Chinggis Khan duly married both sisters. In this way they both survived the traumas of the Mongol conquest. They later managed to maintain their husband’s affections and to achieve status within the Mongol system, ultimately being given their own encampments to administer. They were also able to intercede successfully with their husband on behalf of the surviving members of the Tatar people.76

Underpinning this story about the courageous Yisugen and her sister is a very simple power dynamic. Immediately after her capture, Yisugen clearly realised that Mongol control was utterly incontestable—impossible to challenge. The only route to her survival (and that of her surviving family members) was to seek favours from her bitter enemy. Continued defiance would gain her nothing, and she recognised quickly that her survival now depended on adjusting herself to the new reality of Mongol control and seeking the goodwill of a man she had every reason to loathe.77 The later Mongol conquests are filled with stories of this kind, spanning individuals and societies across much of Eurasia. Defiant opposition to the Mongols—no matter what they had done—was purposeless; accommodation and ingratiation were the best routes to advance the survivors’ interests.

Following this logic, Mongol courts steadily filled with petitioners from across their broad empire and the lands beyond, each seeking to acquire the leverage necessary either to safeguard their people’s interests or to achieve their own objectives. There was a huge amount at stake here. Not only did advocates under Mongol rule wish to acquire privileges for their own people, but many also hoped to persuade the Mongols to adopt their culture or religion. The conversion of a senior Mongol leader to Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, or any other major religion would obviously be a major victory in the context of the Mongol Empire’s religious politics—a potential game changer.

This had happened before. During the eleventh century, the Seljuk Turks invaded the Near East and conquered many of its core territories. In the early years of Seljuk rule, the Turks generally still adhered to their former shamanistic beliefs. At that time, Turkish military supremacy was as incontestable as Mongol supremacy would become two hundred years later. On that occasion, however, Muslim religious and intellectual leaders proved exceptionally adept at winning the Turks over to their own faith. They garlanded the Turks with celebratory Islamic titles, married them to the daughters of leading Muslim dignitaries, provided tutors for their children, offered them spiritual guidance, and advocated on their behalf to win favour and legitimacy with the peoples under their control. Within this process, they slowly guided the Turks to become devoted advocates of Sunni Islam. In short, the Muslim world culturally conquered their Seljuk conquerors. Some Christian societies tried the same thing, but with far less success.

In the mid-thirteenth century, representatives from the Near East’s faith communities tried a similar approach with the Mongols. Competition developed over the selection of Mongol courtiers, politicians, and advisors, with each faith group advocating strenuously for its own candidate, each hoping to build its influence. The problem was that despite many energetic attempts to bring about their conversion, the Mongols at this time were not especially tractable. Even if a translator could be found for the requisite languages, the Mongols existed in a world where they felt that their own beliefs existed on a higher plane than those of the Christians, Buddhists, or Muslims seeking their favour.

Moreover, the Mongols could be very sensitive to the behaviour of the emissaries or visitors who reached their courts, whether they attempted to convert them or not. When the papal emissary Friar Ascelin reached Baiju’s court, the Mongol commander received him in a great tent, surrounded by his leading commanders. Baiju himself was gloriously arrayed in golden silk. He asked the friar to introduce himself, and Ascelin duly explained his role as a papal ambassador. He managed to anger the Mongols when he explained that Christians revere the pope as their father and lord. For Ascelin this was presumably just a factual statement, but for Baiju it was an arrogant, even insulting claim because only the great khan warranted such an exalted description. The conversation did not improve from this point, not least when Ascelin dismissed the Mongols as a barbarous people and asked them to desist from killing people in the Near East, particularly Christians.78 This enraged Baiju, and the only matter remaining to be settled once the resulting argument subsided was whether he should put the envoys to death. Fortunately for Friar Ascelin, one of Baiju’s six wives intervened and convinced her husband to spare them.

Other problems confronted those seeking to convert the Mongols. When the missionary William of Rubruck travelled from Louis IX’s crusader army to reach Mongol territory, he visited Sartach, son of the Mongol ruler Batu, who—so he had heard—was a Christian. This is certainly what several eastern Christians told him.79 Nevertheless, this is not what William found when he reached Sartach’s encampment. When he arrived, he found Sartach surrounded by Nestorian Christian priests, but he also discovered that Sartach had six wives, and his courtiers forcefully informed William that he should not describe Sartach as a “Christian.” This was because the Mongols considered Christians to be a people group from the lands of the Christians. Sartach was plainly a Mongol—not from a Christian society—so he should be described as such. William clearly found this very frustrating, and he concluded on leaving the camp that he simply had no idea whether Sartach was a Christian or not.80

For the advocates of Islam, some of the Mongols’ cultural taboos could cause problems where they overlapped with Islamic teaching. For example, the Mongols refused to wash themselves in running water during the spring or summer for fear that by doing so they would create thunder and lightning. This conviction could create difficulties for Muslims carrying out their religious ablutions.81 According to one story, the Great Khan Ogodei was once out hunting with his brother when they saw a Muslim washing himself in a stream. This enraged Ogodei’s brother Chaghadai because he saw it as a contravention of Mongol custom, so he demanded the man’s execution. However, Ogodei took a more merciful view and arranged for a bar of silver to be thrown into the water so that he could defend the man by claiming that he was simply trying to retrieve the precious metal. This story was recounted by the Persian author and statesman Rashid al-Din to highlight Ogodei’s wisdom, mercy, and benevolence towards Muslims, but it also shows an underlying friction between Mongol and Islamic customs in those areas where they overlapped.82

Despite these challenges, advocates from many religions attempted to convert the Mongols. One Armenian hermit from the Jerusalem area sought to persuade the Great Khan Mongke to adopt Christianity by telling him that if he should do so, the whole world—including the pope—would submit to him. In this case the hermit was clearly seeking to weave Christianity into the Mongols’ quest for world domination.83

Another strategy adopted by client peoples, such as the Georgians and Armenians, was to strive vigorously to win the favour of their Mongol masters. If they could prove themselves to be enthusiastic advocates for the expansion of the Mongol Empire, then they could use their privileged status to secure concessions for their coreligionists. These concessions could take many forms. During the 1242 Mongol conquest of the Anatolian Seljuk city of Erzurum, the army’s Christian troops could not prevent their Mongol commanders from carrying out a wholescale massacre of the population—both Christian and Muslim—but they were able to save some of the sacred Christian texts held in the city’s churches.84

Of course, those spiritual leaders who managed to convert their Mongol masters—or at least win their respect—received considerable praise from their coreligionists. For example, a story survives describing the 1256 Mongol siege of the city of Konya in Anatolia. According to this tale, the Mongol forces, led by Baiju, surrounded the city on all sides, so in their despair the inhabitants sought help from the Sufi mystic Jalal al-Din Rumi. He responded to their appeal and climbed to the summit of a neighbouring hill, where he began to pray. The Mongols soon noticed him and tried to shoot at him. But whenever they drew their bows, their hands became bound and would not move, and whenever they tried to direct their horses up the hill, the horses refused to move. Konya’s inhabitants witnessed these miraculous events and began to cheer. All this noise then caused Baiju to emerge from his tent to see what was going on. He attempted to finish the matter by reaching for a bow and shooting Jalal al-Din Rumi himself. Nevertheless, the arrow turned around in midair and landed back within the Mongol lines. Soon Baiju found that his horse would not move, and then finally his own legs became rooted to the spot. By this point, he was so impressed by Jalal al-Din’s power that he ordered his soldiers to avoid ever angering him again and to leave Konya in peace. Jalal al-Din himself supposedly commented that “Baiju is a friend of God but he doesn’t know it.”85 Stories of this kind must have been extremely reassuring to communities living under Mongol rule or in fear of attack, affirming the supremacy of a community’s own faith against a feared and apparently unbeatable enemy.

For their part, the Mongols fully understood that their subjects competed for their favour, so in some cases they used these rivalries for their own purposes.86 When Eljigitei sent emissaries to Louis IX on Cyprus, he seems deliberately to have selected Christian agents who could wreathe the Mongols and their intentions with an explicitly pro-Christian aura. These agents told Louis that the Great Khan Guyuk had been baptised and that the Mongols treated Christians well across their domains. They also promised to help avenge the Khwarazmian sack of Jerusalem in 1244. The purpose of this legation was, of course, to win Louis’s military support, and to this end Eljigitei made use of his Christian envoys to strengthen his military-diplomatic relations. However, such assurances seem to have ultimately worked against the Mongols because western leaders began to see through their rhetoric and to suspect Mongol emissaries of deliberately trying to mislead them.87 Mongol leaders also tried the same thing with Muslim leaders, likewise making use of their Muslim courtiers to create and draft the demands for submission sent to Islamic rulers, embroidering their message with passages from the Quran—again with very limited effect.88

When viewed from their perspective, the Mongols’ readiness to draw upon whichever religious tradition best served their interests at any particular moment was not necessarily a cynical or duplicitous act on their part. The Mongols believed that their own spirituality encompassed every other faith, so it was entirely consistent for them to draw upon whichever tradition might best suit their current objectives. As was once said about the Mongol ruler Baidu, “To the Christians he used to say ‘I am a Christian,’ and he hung a cross on his neck. To the Muslims he showed that he was a Muslim.”89

A long-standing contest emerged between Eurasia’s religious leaders to convert the Mongols, but these same religious leaders also needed to provide their own people with some kind of spiritual explanation to make sense of the Mongols’ sudden onset. A common narrative, offered by commentators from multiple cultures (including Muslim, Armenian Christian, and Catholic Christian authors), was that the Mongols were God’s punishment for their own sinful behaviour. This rather unsparing message may actually have been more positive than it sounds. It implied that the current time of tribulations would eventually pass once the faithful amended their moral behaviour. It also held out the promise that despite their many sufferings, God remained in control and that there was some valuable “point” to their suffering.90

Many other authors advanced explanations rooted in end-times theology, often captioning the Mongol conquests as part of the chain of events leading ultimately to the apocalypse. It is hardly surprising that commentators from multiple faiths reached out for this kind of explanation. The Mongols had turned their entire world upside down, and in their early years, Chinggis Khan’s descendants seemed entirely justified in their belief that they would subjugate the entire world. The famous Islamic author Ibn al-Athir opened his account of the Mongol invasions by expressing his fear that he was writing the “obituary of Islam.”91 Reflecting on the Mongol conquest of Hungary, the German Emperor Frederick II likewise speculated that the Mongols might achieve the complete overthrow of the Christian religion.92

Commentators from several religions also connected the Mongols to the apocalyptic peoples of Gog and Magog.93 Many contemporary traditions describe how Alexander the Great once imprisoned these terrible peoples in the Far North, holding them back by building a great wall. Nevertheless, in the end times, Gog and Magog would break through this barrier and reign terror on the peoples of the Earth. The Mongol invasions clearly led many writers and thinkers to ponder these traditions. Roger Bacon, a master at the University of Paris and later a Franciscan friar, thought that the Mongols were definitely among those peoples confined in the North by Alexander, but he wasn’t certain that the Mongols were specifically the peoples of either Gog or Magog.94 The Islamic historian Ibn al-Athir did not identify the Mongols as these peoples, but he observed that the chaos they caused was so great that it would not be seen again until the emergence of Gog and Magog.95 As shown earlier, the Khwarazmian ruler Jalal al-Din compared his empire to the wall of Alexander the Great when describing his defence against the Mongols, thereby positioning them as Gog and Magog.96 Likewise, one of Louis IX’s knights, John of Joinville, later wrote that the Mongols lived directly next to a rock wall enclosing the peoples of Gog and Magog.97 Many other sources make this kind of connection. Strikingly, only a few actually described the Mongols as the peoples of Gog and Magog, but many more associated them in some ways with these apocalyptic peoples. Either way, the Mongol invasions into the Near East clearly led authors from many different communities to reach out for the tales of the end of days as they sought to make sense of the events of their time.

Taken overall, for millions of people across the Near East the Mongol invasions swept away the norms of everyday life. A new imperium was now setting down roots across the entire region, and there was still no sign that anyone could resist it. A new great khan, Mongke, was now in power, and very soon he would unleash further invasions against Eurasia’s few remaining independent powers.
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THE NEXT WAVE

The leaders of Armenia are dying, the lords of Syria are tumbling, the Black Sea groans at the yoke of subjugation. The Caucasus bends, the Hyster offers up its weapons in surrender, defeated Thrace mourns its leader. Mars, god of weapons, who rules in that land, supplies arrows of war to the men of Tartary [the Mongols]. Russia is being destroyed, Bohemia is laid low as it cries in grief. Austria echoes with grieving, and shakes at the blow. A savage frenzy is directed against the whole race of the Agarenes [Muslims]. They themselves strike at everyone, just as the whole human race is fighting them. They confront everybody, and everyone attacks them.

—John of Garland, De triumphis Ecclesie1

In 1252 the newly appointed Great Khan Mongke initiated a fresh wave of major offensives on multiple frontiers. He sent his brother Qubilai to China to join the ongoing war against the Song dynasty. The Mongol invasions gathered pace on this front, and in 1258 a cluster of assaults took place against the Song Empire, overcoming its heavily fortified frontiers and achieving substantial advances.2

Mongke instructed his other brother, Hulegu, to proceed beyond the Oxus River and from there into Persia and the Near East. He gave Hulegu specific goals, in particular to destroy the Nizaris’ (Assassins’) Persian lands. Previously, there had been some cooperation between these two powers, and in the late 1220s the Nizaris had written to the Mongols, asking them to depose the Khwarazmian ruler Jalal al-Din, who was then a major threat to their lands.3 This brief period of cooperation did not last. Relations deteriorated, and in later years the Nizaris began seeking allies against the Mongols. Rumours even circulated that the Nizaris sent four hundred assassins to murder Mongke.4

Before despatching Hulegu into the Near East, the Great Khan Mongke is said to have ordered him to “treat kindly and affectionately and reward sufficiently whoever obeys and submits to your orders. Grind beneath the feet of your wrath those who resist, along with their wives, children, kith and kin.”5

If the Nizaris were Hulegu’s initial target, the resulting campaign itself became rather more ambitious. Either at the outset or during the course of the expedition, Hulegu formulated designs against the Abbasid Caliphate, the Kurds, any remaining resistance in Seljuk Anatolia, and the Byzantines of Nicaea.6

The departure of so large a force towards the Near East in October 1254 worried Batu and the Jochid dynasty—the region’s overlords.7 Batu feared that Hulegu might use his new campaign to impinge upon his rights and authority. Consequently, Batu objected strongly and demanded the cancellation of Hulegu’s expedition even before it began in earnest. Given the enormous power at his disposal (spanning the greater part of western Asia), Batu’s words carried serious weight, yet his death in 1255 or 1256, followed by a brief period of intrigue over the appointment of his successor, temporarily silenced his family’s opposition to the venture at the critical moment. Hulegu could therefore proceed unencumbered by such political obstructions.8

The first stage of Hulegu’s journey to the Oxus River and the borders of Persia took place at a leisurely pace, and it was only several years later, in January 1256, that his campaign began in earnest. His first targets were the lofty castles of the Nizaris in Persia, which he subdued in a series of sieges—although some fastnesses held out for many years. His army at this point numbered well in excess of one hundred thousand troops, vastly bigger than anything his opponents could hope to muster.9 Traditionally, Mongol armies brought their herds and flocks with them, thereby providing themselves with food and sustenance, but the Mongol war machine had evolved considerably in recent years and now incorporated many allied contingents, causing them to rely increasingly on lengthy supply lines. For this campaign Hulegu gathered enormous quantities of food, with goods, including noodles, porridge oats, and ground millet, transported from across the empire. The resulting stockpiles were so voluminous that when Mongol officials heaped their linen storage bags together, they resembled small hills.10 Hulegu recruited crossbowmen and siege engineers as well as naptha (incendiaries) throwers from China, and the total number of animals accompanying the army has been estimated at fifteen million.11 He had also sent out instructions that all the grasslands between Qaraqorum and the Oxus River should be left untouched so that they could provide grazing for the army’s herds.12

In October 1257 Hulegu’s forces moved against Baghdad.13 Hulegu led sufficient troops to attempt the conquest of this, one of the world’s largest cities, but nonetheless the task ahead made him apprehensive. As Hulegu approached the city, the caliph sent word warning him that those who marched against the Abbasid Caliphate always met a sorrowful end and that evil befell those who tried. Hulegu responded to this warning with fury, instructing the caliph that even if he raised an army of “demons,” he would not prevent the Mongols from destroying him.14

Despite this bravado, the caliph’s warning clearly worried Hulegu, who consulted his astrologers and generals, asking them if the time was auspicious to attack Baghdad. The astrologers’ reply seemed to confirm the caliph’s warning. However, the army commanders wanted to proceed. To break the deadlock, according to one author, Hulegu consulted the Shia Muslim scholar Nasir al-Din Tusi, who assured him that none of the caliph’s predictions would come to pass. The attack would go ahead.15

The caliph’s forces put up a fight as Hulegu’s vanguard approached the city, scoring an early victory on 16 January 1258. The following day, however, the defeated Mongol vanguard received reinforcements from Baiju, the Mongol’s Near Eastern commander, who had journeyed south to join forces with Hulegu. Apparently, Hulegu criticised Baiju when he came into his presence, observing that recently he had secured very few territorial advances. Baiju tried to excuse himself, but Hulegu told him that in order to regain his good graces he would need to conquer the kingdom of France.16 The clear tension between these two Mongol leaders is not surprising. Up until recently, Baiju had served Batu, so it seems likely that Hulegu suspected his loyalties.

With Baiju’s assistance, the Mongols broke open the irrigation dykes protecting the farmlands surrounding Baghdad on the following day, 17 January 1258. Then they drove back the caliph’s army, which broke and fled towards the city only to find its line of escape blocked by the floods unleashed by the Mongols. The Mongols slaughtered the caliph’s soldiers and then, according to Mongol custom, sliced off and counted their ears—twelve thousand in total.17

Soon after, the first Mongol contingents arrived outside Baghdad and began to lay siegeworks. Hulegu’s forces created a great rampart and palisade encircling the city, cutting off all communications.18 They then initiated such a heavy barrage of arrows and incendiaries that—so legend reports—an arrow struck a slave girl right in front of the caliph in his palace.19 The fighting intensified, with frequent assaults on the walls. Baiju’s task was to prevent anyone from escaping across the Tigris, so he launched boats on the river, and when some of the city’s defenders tried to flee, he burned their small flotilla with projectiles hurled from catapults.20

The city’s warriors and citizenry tried to defend themselves, but lacking an adequate store of ammunition for their defensive catapults, their engineers soon resorted to hurling blocks of wood cut from uprooted palm trees.21 Even at the start of the siege, Baghdad had been poorly prepared to resist a determined siege. The city was overcrowded, swollen with refugees. Disease was rife.22 Many inhabitants died from the pestilence, and their bodies were too numerous to be buried, many being thrown into the Tigris River.23 Baghdad was also recovering from a recent round in the ongoing factional fighting between its Sunni and Shia communities.24 Attempts to negotiate with the invader failed dismally; overthrow was imminent.

Then the Mongols gained possession of a stretch of the city’s wall, compelling the caliph, al-Mustasim, to come out from Baghdad and negotiate with Hulegu. On 10 February he surrendered the city. In accordance with Hulegu’s instructions, he commanded the citizens of Baghdad to gather outside the city walls—unarmed—so that the Mongols could take a census. Some obeyed these instructions, and the Mongols killed them.25 Then on 11 February the Mongols began to systematically sack one of the world’s largest cities, a process that lasted many days during which—in the heavy rain—piles of dead gathered in the streets while Mongol horses trampled others into the mud.26 Hulegu himself claimed in a letter to King Louis IX of France that his forces killed two hundred thousand people. Unburied corpses soon contaminated the water supply, causing disease and further loss of life.27 It is unclear whether Hulegu’s estimate of the death toll has any basis in reality or whether he was simply trying to impress Louis with the destructive power of his great army. Either way, the slaughter was clearly substantial, and reports tell of the great metropolis’s gutters running with blood. The Mongols spared only the city’s Christians, its merchants, and some members of its Shia community, along with a few Sunni Muslims hidden by these protected groups in their homes.28 Hulegu’s wife Doquz Khatun was a Christian, and she insisted that Hulegu spare her coreligionists.29

On 20 February the Mongols executed the caliph and his eldest son.30 The surviving sources tell many stories about this event, but the most likely version is probably that the Mongols rolled the caliph in a carpet and then trampled him to death. This manner of execution is significant because it reflects the Mongols’ shamanistic belief that if an individual died without her or his blood—their “life force”—being spilt, then they could proceed to the afterlife as an “ancestor” and thus be capable of blessing their family after death. Spilling an individual’s blood during an execution was a fate reserved for hated foes because it denied them this privilege.31

In later years, writers from many cultures told all manner of stories about Hulegu’s murder of the caliph. The Armenian author Grigor of Akanc claimed that Hulegu imprisoned the caliph in a cell, where he received no food for three days. Hulegu then ordered him to be brought into his presence, where the caliph complained about the treatment he had received. Hulegu responded by presenting the caliph with a plate filled with gold and told him to eat. When the caliph protested that it was impossible to eat gold, Hulegu replied that because he possessed so much gold, he should have sent some of it to the Mongols in tribute and thereby spared his people the appalling consequences awaiting anyone who defied them.32

Among the many reports of the citizens’ suffering during these days, an account survives describing the experiences of a musician called Safi al-Din Urmawi. His tale helps to give some insight into the experience of Baghdad’s populace.33 According to his report, during the city’s fall, Hulegu assigned its various districts to his leading commanders, and he gave Safi al-Din’s own quarter seemingly to Baiju, the Mongols’ Near Eastern commander.34 Learning of this allocation, Safi al-Din and his wealthy circle of singers and intelligentsia anxiously awaited Baiju’s arrival. They erected makeshift defences across the entrance to their quarter, but these barriers did not deter Baiju for a moment. He banged on the gate and demanded entry, waving forward a group of soldiers armed with incendiaries who were ready to burn down the gates if the defenders failed to comply. Safi al-Din then stepped out from among his fellow citizens to negotiate with his new master. Like other peoples across Eurasia, he quickly recognised that defiance would achieve nothing and that the best route to his survival was to adopt a submissive posture. He accepted all Baiju’s demands and kissed the ground in front of him. He then suggested that Baiju’s troops should pillage the city’s other districts, leaving his own untouched, so that he could entertain Baiju in person.

So that evening Safi al-Din provided lavish entertainments for Baiju, plying him with delicacies and drink. After Baiju drank his fill, Safi al-Din amused him with ten singers whose song seems to have pleased the assembled Mongols. Baiju found one singer particularly attractive, so he got up from his seat and raped her in the middle of the gathering. Baiju then received gifts and wealth from the other guests as well as loot gathered by his troops from the other districts. This continued for several days, with Baiju—and later his wives—receiving more gifts and hospitality from Safi al-Din and his circle. Meanwhile, the Mongols systematically despoiled the city’s remaining districts. Eventually, the Mongols brought Safi al-Din before Hulegu himself, where he deftly managed to win favour with Baghdad’s new ruler, securing protection for himself and his quarter.35 In his case at least, he managed to talk his way to safety.

At a geopolitical level, with the overthrow of the Nizaris and the fall of Baghdad, Mongol rule across the Near East expanded considerably. The few remaining independent powers now looked very isolated, and Hulegu’s advance had only just begun. Syria would be next.
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Amidst the epoch-changing events taking place far to the east in Persia and Baghdad, the situation in Egypt and the Levantine coastlands was also evolving rapidly.

This was a time of crisis for Sultan Ayyub of Egypt because in 1249–1250 he confronted the full fury of Louis IX’s crusading army, just as his father, al-Kamil, had faced the Fifth Crusade in 1218–1221. Sultan Ayyub was well aware that the crusading army had spent the winter on Cyprus, and now he readied himself for their assault on the northern Egyptian coast.

Certainly, Damietta was well fortified. Sultan Ayyub filled the city with supplies and provided it with a large garrison. He also took the precaution of evacuating the city’s population and stationing a squadron of war galleys in the Nile.36 Meanwhile, a strong force led by a famous commander named Fakhr al-Din watched the beach, ready to repel any assault. In 1229 Fakhr al-Din had negotiated the treaty with Frederick II that returned Jerusalem to Christian control. At the time, Fakhr al-Din so impressed Frederick II that the emperor knighted him and permitted him to carry the imperial insignia on his banner.37 The Ayyubid plan was simple—don’t let the Franks make a landfall.

On 4 June 1249, the enormous crusader armada crossed the northern horizon, sweeping aside a cluster of Ayyubid scout ships. It was vast, consisting of dozens of great ships and galleys surrounded by a cloud of smaller support vessels.38 Then, on 5 June, a line of longboats emerged from amongst the assembled Frankish shipping, advancing with determination against the coast, the leading craft bearing aloft the Oriflamme, the famous banner that had once belonged to Emperor Charlemagne.

On the beach the Ayyubids’ morale ran high, and their Turkish troops hammered their drums and blew trumpets. When the longboats entered range, the missile duel began—Frankish crossbowmen against Turkish archers—filling the sky with a crossfire of bolts and arrows. Then, as the longboats neared, the Christian knights leaped from their vessels, fully armoured, some sinking to their chests in the water. This was the moment for the sultan’s troops to charge, and the Turkish soldiers gave a great cry and threw themselves against the invader. For a brief spell a bloody contest took place amidst the waves, but soon the Ayyubid forces broke and fled.39 At the same time, Louis’s war galleys seized the Ayyubid ships that were blockading the mouth of the Nile tributary.40

This initial defeat became a disaster for Ayyub the following day, 6 June, when Damietta’s Bedouin garrison evacuated the city without offering any resistance, leaving its fully stocked supply rooms and arsenals virtually intact for the advancing crusaders.41 It had taken the Fifth Crusade more than a year to get into Damietta, but this time the city fell on the second day. With Damietta under crusader control, further Frankish reinforcements poured in, including contingents from the Templars, the Hospitallers, and the prince of Morea.42

For Sultan Ayyub, these two unexpected defeats were truly shocking. His frontier defences lay in tatters. He ordered the soldiers of Damietta’s garrison to be seized and hung.43 The next line of defence was the fortified town of Mansurah, further south, a little way up the Nile from Damietta. This was a defensible location because the crusaders would have to cross the Tinnis branch of the Nile in order to reach the town and from there continue their march on Cairo. This was also the place where the Fifth Crusade had collapsed in 1221.

The perils of this predicament were only compounded by Sultan Ayyub’s deteriorating health. He was suffering from a long-term illness and recently had found it necessary to use a litter for long journeys. His condition continued to worsen in November 1249, by which time the crusaders had entrenched themselves in Damietta, and soon it became clear that his death was imminent. Without a leader, there was little hope that his army could fight off the crusaders. Worse still, he was estranged from his only surviving son, Turan Shah, who was far away in northern Syria. The sultan refused to summon him to Egypt to become his successor.44

Then the crisis came. Sultan Ayyub died on 22 November 1249, unattended by his son or by any other plausible heir. The Ayyubids were now essentially leaderless and facing a determined and energetic foe. At this point, a small group of senior leaders, including Sultan Ayyub’s widow Shajar al-Durr, devised a plan. She intended to keep her husband’s death secret for as long as it might take to recall Turan Shah from northern Syria by maintaining the pretence that the sultan was simply too ill to receive visitors. In the interim she and her allies would continue to issue orders in Ayyub’s name (apparently she could forge his signature).45 It was a gutsy move, and it was also the Ayyubids’ only hope for maintaining a united front against their foes.46

Shajar al-Durr herself was a former slave, and like many others she was probably a Qipchaq Turk from the Black Sea region, sold into Ayyubid service as a young girl and then given to Sultan Ayyub as a concubine. Over time she rose in Sultan Ayyub’s affections, accompanying him on many of his adventures and later becoming his wife. As wife of the reigning sultan, she occupied a prominent position, acting as patron for the construction of several building projects across Cairo and clearly maintaining enough of a stake in Ayyubid governance to be able to intervene decisively when her husband’s illness became terminal.47

With Shajar al-Durr trying to maintain control in the Ayyubid camp, the crusaders advanced south inland along the banks of the Nile, brushing away all resistance and flanked by a galley squadron cruising up the Nile. Soon the two forces confronted each other on opposing banks of the Nile tributary near Mansurah, and the Franks constructed a fortified encampment, just as they had during the Fifth Crusade. As before, a vicious crossfire broke out across the water between the Ayyubid and crusader camps, with lines of siege weapons hurling projectiles at their opponents and crossbowmen and archers conducting an intense missile duel. Faced with this challenge, the Ayyubid army sent an appeal for help back to Cairo, but this served only to stoke the populace’s fears that the Frankish army would soon reach the city.48

For a time, it seemed as though the Ayyubids might succeed in holding back the crusaders. Louis’s soldiers tried to construct an earth embankment across the tributary to gain access to the opposing bank, but their engineers proved unable to achieve this goal in the face of the Ayyubids’ sustained missile barrage. For their part, the Ayyubid forces launched a series of raids on the crusaders’ camp while their ships harassed the Franks’ supply vessels.

Then the blow fell. A Bedouin approached the crusading forces, offering to show them where they could ford the Nile tributary at an undefended point a little downstream and thereby stage an assault on their enemies’ camp. The nomadic Arab Bedouin had an uneasy relationship with the Ayyubid sultans, and they often chose to resist the sultans’ authority. Needless to say, Louis IX seized this opportunity enthusiastically.

In the early hours of 8 February 1250, Louis’s forces departed quietly from their encampment and, following their guide, advanced to the ford. There—as promised—they encountered no resistance, and the vanguard led by Louis’s brother, Robert of Artois, crossed unopposed. Louis had given Robert strict instructions to wait for him on the other bank so that he could bring the main army across the ford. They could then proceed together against the Ayyubid army outside Mansurah.

Robert, however, had other ideas. He was eager for glory and so defied his brother and chose to live out every knight’s dream: a glorious cavalry charge straight into the enemy camp. For the Ayyubids, the result was a catastrophe. Robert’s knights swept through the Ayyubid encampment, destroying and scattering much of the army. His knights swarmed among the siege engines ranged along the banks of the Nile tributary and destroyed them. This assault caught the Ayyubid commander, Fakhr al-Din, off guard, and when he tried to escape, a Templar squadron tracked him down and killed him.49

Soon the entire encampment was in tatters; victorious Frankish knights were everywhere, with the surviving Ayyubid soldiers fleeing in panic to the sanctuary of the walled town of Mansurah. In that moment at least, the war was as good as lost for the Ayyubids. Their army was in flight, having inflicted very few casualties on the crusaders. No significant barrier remained between the Franks and Cairo. Seemingly, even the Bedouin were on the Franks’ side.

Emboldened by what seemed to be so complete a victory, Robert of Artois regrouped his knights for a new charge, directing them into the milling mass of fleeing Ayyubid soldiers clogging the gate to the town of Mansurah. Securing the town itself would only enhance his victory. At this point—so legend reports—the Templar master approached Robert and demanded that he hold back and wait for Louis and the main army. However, Robert responded angrily, refused his advice, and signalled for his knights to charge.50 There, amidst the town’s alleys and narrow lanes, his cavalry lost their momentum, and the knights’ highly trained warhorses became useless. The assault developed into an urban brawl, and few of the knights who entered the town ever came out. Robert himself fell with the rest.

By nightfall on 8 February, the fortunes of war hung on a knife edge. Both sides had suffered substantial losses, but both also remained battle ready. For the population of Cairo, these were anxious days as they awaited news of developments. Meanwhile, fugitives and refugees arrived seeking shelter within Cairo’s walls.51 The next few days witnessed a bitter struggle outside Mansurah as the remaining Ayyubid forces reentered the fray under the leadership of one of their mamluk regiments, the Bahriyya.

The mamluks were slave soldiers, purchased by leading Ayyubids and then converted to Islam and trained to become formidable warriors. Both the Ayyubids and the Near East’s other Muslim Turkish dynasties had long made use of such soldiers, who typically formed an elite core within their armies. The Mongol invasions into the Black Sea region had flooded Egypt’s slave markets with thousands of war-hardened Turkic warriors who were available very cheaply, and Sultan Ayyub had used the opportunity to purchase them in huge numbers.52 Stationed in Cairo, Ayyub’s mamluks had become so numerous that he could no longer house them in the city’s citadel, so he stationed them instead in a newly constructed palace on an island called Rawda in the Nile River, where they acquired a reputation for disruptive behaviour.53 On this occasion, however, they certainly proved their mettle. In a daylong battle, lines of Ayyubid horsemen assailed the crusaders’ ranks, only to be met by a wave of crossbow bolts. The result was a stalemate. The mamluks did not dislodge the crusaders, but neither could the crusaders advance any further.

Then, on 24 February, Sultan Ayyub’s son and heir, Turan Shah, finally arrived to take command of the Ayyubid forces. Soon afterwards, the Franks’ supply lines along the Nile River collapsed under pressure from Ayyubid warships while sickness spread through the crusaders’ ranks. Eventually, in early April 1250, the crusaders began to withdraw, and their retreat soon became a rout. The army collapsed, and the victorious Ayyubid forces took thousands of captives, including King Louis.

The Seventh Crusade’s defeat was a great relief for the Ayyubids, and for Turan Shah it was a triumphant moment in which to become sultan. He had just delivered the coup de grace to one of the largest and best-equipped crusades in history, an achievement worthy of his father or even of Saladin himself. A little while after the victory, labourers filled the Damietta branch of the Nile with boulders where it met the sea, rendering it unnavigable for large ships. Never again could a crusading army attack from this direction.54

Yet despite all the celebration, the overpowering sense of relief accompanying the crusaders’ withdrawal from Egypt, the accession of a new sultan, and the capture of the enemy king, Ayyubid Egypt was only weeks away from total collapse. The problem was that the Ayyubids had come to rely too heavily on their mamluk regiments, whose commanders fully understood that their numbers and combat effectiveness gave them substantial political leverage. The defeat of Louis’s crusade was, in many ways, the mamluks’ victory as much as anyone else’s, and their numbers were growing. The mamluks were now so strong that they had the capacity to take power for themselves. So when Turan Shah began to exercise his new powers as sultan—making new appointments, dismissing long-standing courtiers, treating Shajar al-Durr (Sultan Ayyub’s widow) with disrespect, and swearing to kill several leading military commanders—the mamluks were in no mood to yield meekly to his demands.55

On 2 May 1250, a group of mamluks assassinated Turan Shah on the banks of the Nile and then abandoned his body by the waterside for two days.56 Soon afterwards the mamluks elected a military commander from among their own ranks: Aybak. Initially, they thought it necessary for Aybak to present himself as the atabeg—regent—for a legitimate Ayyubid sultan rather than proclaiming himself as sultan in his own right. They selected Shajar al-Durr, the late Sultan Ayyub’s widow, to perform this role, representing a bridge back to the Ayyubid dynasty. In this new configuration—in theory—the Ayyubids remained Egypt’s rulers, but—in practice—a complete regime change had taken place.

Shajar al-Durr’s appointment made clear political sense, but having a female sultan marked a sharp deviation from traditional Islamic practice, even if Aybak held the actual military power.57 Her elevation stirred up mixed feelings in the populace, with some voicing support and others disapproval.58

A few months later the Mamluks compelled Shajar al-Durr to abdicate, but she remained a powerful voice within the governance of Egypt.59 Aybak himself took the title of sultan and married Shajar al-Durr to cement his own position (although she forced him to divorce his existing wife so that she would be his sole wife).60 This new arrangement lasted only a few days. Aybak lacked any real right to rule, so for a time he gave up his title as sultan, choosing instead to exercise power through an Ayyubid child ruler who he set up as the nominal sultan. Nonetheless, from this point onwards, the Mamluks effectively supplanted the Ayyubids in Egypt. These events marked the beginning of the Mamluk Empire.

The rest of the Ayyubid Empire—Damascus and Aleppo—responded to these events with complete astonishment. In Egypt the Bedouin tribes revolted almost immediately.61 Meanwhile, the Mamluks wrote to the Ayyubid governors of Damascus and Palestine, regions formerly belonging to Sultan Ayyub, demanding their full capitulation. Predictably, the Ayyubids’ governors angrily rebuffed the demands.62

Seeking a new leader, the Ayyubids in Syria clustered around the most powerful remaining Ayyubid ruler, al-Nasir of Aleppo, offering to submit to his control. Al-Nasir agreed to their proposals and moved swiftly to secure these lands, taking power both in Damascus and across much of Palestine within the space of only a few weeks. In the months following the defeat of Louis’s crusade, the former Ayyubid Empire thus split into two major power blocs: the emergent Mamluk regime in Egypt and the remaining Ayyubids under al-Nasir in Damascus and Aleppo.

The outcome of these upheavals was inevitable: war—a war to survive for the Mamluks and a war to regain their lost lands for the Syrian Ayyubids. Both factions began to muster their forces almost immediately, sending them to the emerging frontier between their lands in southern Palestine. For a time there was some shadowboxing along these borders, in the territory around Gaza and Nablus, but no serious confrontation took place until the next year.

Then, early in 1251, the Mamluks advanced out of Egypt, seeking to overthrow the remainder of the Ayyubid Empire. Having crossed the Sinai, they encountered al-Nasir’s main field army. The result was one of the most indecisive encounters of this era. The Mamluk army suffered defeat, but a last-minute charge by Aybak secured a group of high-level Ayyubid prisoners. Al-Nasir himself evaded capture only by withdrawing from the battlefield. Consequently, when the fighting subsided, it slowly became clear that although the Ayyubids had won the main encounter, many of their leaders were now en route to Cairo as prisoners of war.63

The Mamluks and the Ayyubids spent the next few years watching each other closely. Both feared coups. Al-Nasir harboured doubts about the loyalties of many of his own mamluks as well as some of his leading emirs. Meanwhile in Cairo, Aybak lived permanently under threat of rebellion and unrest among Egypt’s Bedouin tribes, which were far from content with their Mamluk rulers. Still, in 1254 Aybak felt sufficiently secure to dispense with the fiction that he was ruling only in the name of an Ayyubid puppet ruler, and he reassumed the title of sultan. Nevertheless, the danger of rebellion never went away.

In 1257 the clouds finally burst, and trouble broke out once again in the newly formed Mamluk Empire. In search of allies, Aybak approached the Zangid dynasty (long-standing rivals of the Ayyubids) in Mosul and offered a treaty. They proved tractable to his overtures, so they arranged a marriage alliance by which Aybak would marry the Zangid ruler’s daughter, who would then become his chief wife.64 However, this plan alienated Aybak’s current wife, Shajar al-Durr. She had made it perfectly clear from the outset of their marriage that Aybak must have no other wives. But Aybak was not to be discouraged, so Shajar al-Durr began to plan her husband’s overthrow. She arranged the deed in person, causing her servants to assassinate him in his bath on 10 April 1257. This act initiated a new round of infighting in Cairo, but this time events did not play out in Shajar al-Durr’s favour. She was beaten to death in the citadel of Cairo and her body flung out of a window, where it lay abandoned before being placed in a mausoleum constructed a few years earlier on her orders.65 Aybak’s young son then succeeded to the sultanate, although his reign was brief. Soon, another leading Mamluk commander, Qutuz, seized power and proclaimed himself sultan. Under his leadership, the Ayyubid/Mamluk shadowboxing would go on.

During this time the ongoing duel between the Mamluks and the Ayyubids so consumed these powers’ attention that they had little left to spare for their neighbours or to respond meaningfully to the broader developments taking place across the Near East, including Hulegu’s invasion of Persia. However, the main beneficiary of this infighting was the kingdom of Jerusalem.

It is a recurrent theme across much of the thirteenth century that the Ayyubids’ persistent internal quarrels created a relatively secure environment in which the Crusader States could build up their strength, rarely threatened by invasion. The years after Louis’s crusade were no different. Louis’s campaign in Egypt had ended in failure, and he was released from prison only following the surrender of Damietta and a hefty ransom, yet the outbreak of war between the Mamluks and the Ayyubids actually placed him in a commanding position. Both sides wanted Frankish support and were prepared to pay for it. Al-Nasir, now the Ayyubid ruler of Damascus, was so keen to forge an alliance with the Crusader States that in late 1250 he offered to fully restore the former kingdom of Jerusalem in return for Louis’s cooperation. This was a tempting offer, but Louis also needed to secure the release of his crusaders taken captive during his Egyptian campaign. Consequently, in March 1252, and after much wrangling, the Mamluks and the crusaders settled a treaty by which the Mamluks would yield their prisoners in return for Louis’s political support.

However, the Mamluks never called upon Louis’s assistance, so with the Ayyubids and the Mamluks eying each other along their border, the crusaders could largely act as they pleased. Louis devoted his time to the refortification of many of the kingdom’s remaining towns and cities. He strengthened the ramparts surrounding Jaffa, Acre, and Caesarea, and he lavished money on the town of Sidon, where he built a new “sea castle” in the shallow waters of the Mediterranean, a short way off the coast.

Louis’s years in the kingdom of Jerusalem also gave him a chance to complete his spiritual responsibilities as pilgrim. The concept of crusading to the Holy Land had always been closely linked to that of pilgrimage, and when crusaders swore their crusading oaths, it was common practice for them also to take up the staff and scrip (a small bag) of a pilgrim. The very survival of the Crusader States depended on pilgrimage, and every year thousands of pious visitors arrived wishing to travel to the Holy Land’s many sacred sites. Jerusalem itself was no longer under Christian control, yet it generally remained accessible to pilgrims (although Louis didn’t go there himself).

The Crusader States provided considerable support for these pilgrims, offering guides, accommodation, and other services. The military orders supplied escorts for pilgrims wishing to travel through dangerous territory. Of course, some of these pilgrims chose to settle permanently in the East—building the kingdom’s Frankish population—whilst all pilgrims would naturally spend money, thereby contributing to the Crusader States’ coffers, with many also making gifts to religious institutions. In Louis’s case, he visited several sites, including Nazareth (the place where Jesus was raised as a child) for the feast of the Annunciation (the festival celebrating the moment when the Archangel Gabriel announced to the Virgin Mary that she would give birth to Jesus).66

Typically, Frankish pilgrims returned home bearing news of the Crusader States as well as mementos. The classic souvenir was a palm branch, the symbol of a completed pilgrimage, but other pilgrims and crusaders could be more ambitious. During the First Crusade, one returning warrior tried—unsuccessfully—to return home with a lion (the sailors wouldn’t let it board their ship).67 According to one report, in the late thirteenth century some English knights managed to bring back some long-tailed sheep from Cyprus. England’s economy relied on the wool trade, so presumably they were interested in new breeds. Unfortunately, it turned out that these sheep were infested with mange (caused by a type of parasitic mite), and ostensibly this is how sheep mange reached the British Isles.68

Pilgrims from many other faiths also visited the Holy Land. Jewish pilgrims frequently travelled there from neighbouring countries, and the number of Jewish pilgrims from Western Christendom seems to have increased during the thirteenth century. Many Jews settled in the Holy Land, and the city of Acre in particular became home to a vibrant Jewish scholarly community, an important meeting point for Jews from many different lands.69 Large numbers of Muslim pilgrims also visited both Jerusalem and other sacred sites in the broader region. Following Saladin’s conquest of Jerusalem in 1187, the Ayyubids embarked on a series of building programmes, either constructing new institutions to support these visitors or repurposing existing Frankish structures. Likewise, many Muslim authors praised Jerusalem’s merits, stressing its importance and significance to the Islamic religion. These measures encouraged Muslim pilgrims to visit the city, and as the thirteenth century progressed, the growing power of the Mamluk Empire coupled with the order it brought to its provinces created a conducive environment for pious visitors of many faiths to set out on pilgrimages to the holy city.70

Several sacred sites in the Near East received pilgrims from multiple faiths. Among these was the Cathedral of Our Lady in the Templar-governed city of Tortosa. The Virgin Mary was (and is) a figure of immense significance to both Christians and Muslims, and several visitors remarked that Muslim pilgrims also visited the cathedral.71 Believers from different faiths visited many other sacred sites across the area, including the monastery on Mount Sinai (a crucial location in the life of Moses) and Saydnaya (a Greek Christian convent north of Damascus housing an icon of the Virgin Mary famous for producing an oil that could miraculously heal the sick).72

In addition to pilgrims visiting sites in Syria and Palestine, Muslim pilgrims also passed through the area en route to the Arabian Peninsula. Many of the major Hajj routes ran through Syria, particularly those beginning in Anatolia and the Jazira. These journeys were often perilous, and there are reports of bandit raids on these pious travellers.73 Other routes ran through Iraq, but between 1242 and 1252 these became effectively impassable to pilgrims because of the Mongol invasions (although the day would come when Mongol converts to Islam would themselves take part in the Hajj).74

During his sojourn in the kingdom of Jerusalem (1250–1254), Louis IX of France did conduct some military operations, especially raiding expeditions. He launched one attack against al-Nasir of Damascus’s town of Banyas, but more significant were his two raids against neighbouring Turkmen nomads. The Turkmen represented a rising threat to all the mainland Crusader States. They were moving west in huge numbers, seeking grazing but more importantly looking for refuge from the oncoming Mongols. The Franks were no strangers to these nomadic peoples; in former decades they had sometimes fought against the Turkmen, but at other times they also granted them grazing rights in the fertile lands around the castle of Krak des Chevaliers, to the north of the Lebanese mountains, or further south near the Templars’ fortress of Safad. Nevertheless, Turkmen families were migrating into the Near East in ever-increasing numbers, and military clashes became more frequent.

During the 1250s the Turkmen became one of the most, if not the most, serious challenge facing all the Crusader States. Antioch frequently appealed for help against their ongoing attacks in what was becoming a near-existential struggle. Tripoli and Jerusalem were also under pressure. Turkmen forces rarely tackled major fortifications, but they posed a threat to the Crusader States’ agricultural lands and herds. In some cases the Franks managed to negotiate peaceful relations with Turkmen groups, but over time raids and skirmishes grew in frequency, with the situation devolving into a running conflict.75

Local upheavals—Turkmen raids, Mamluk-Ayyubid rivalries, crusading expeditions—embroiled the Near East’s remaining factions for almost a decade, and consequently they took very little action against the growing Mongol Empire. In the 1240s the Ayyubid ruler al-Nasir of Aleppo had attempted to secure his position against the Mongols by seemingly submitting to Mongol authority. His emissaries attended Guyuk’s enthronement and then later accompanied Eljigitei when he moved west to replace Baiju as the Mongols’ governor in the Near East.76 Still, this relationship seems to have lapsed, and although al-Nasir sent envoys to Hulegu in 1258, he failed to convince the Mongols of his continued loyalty.77 For their part, the Frankish states did not submit to Mongol control, presumably hoping that the Ayyubid Empire would buffer them against any future invasion.

As for Hulegu, by 1258 he clearly viewed al-Nasir as an enemy and a target.78 Al-Nasir’s predicament was worsened by the fact that Hulegu’s court now contained many long-standing enemies, including the Zangids of Mosul, the Armenians (from both Cilician Armenia and Greater Armenia), the Anatolian Seljuks, and even some rival Ayyubid rulers.79

In late 1259, Hulegu launched his frontal assault on the Ayyubid Empire. His army was enormous and self-confident, having secured a string of victories in recent years, most notably the conquest of Baghdad, one of the largest and most heavily defended cities in the world. Even if the Ayyubids, Franks, and Mamluks had pooled their entire collective strength, they would not have been able to muster an army large enough to meet him on equal terms.

The advance began in September, with the Mongol forces moving west out of Azerbaijan and bulldozing into the Jazira and northern Syria, rolling up almost all the region’s major settlements. Resistance was sporadic. The Ayyubid town of Mayyafariqin was already under siege at this point and offered a determined defence—its ruler signalling his defiance by crucifying the Mongols’ envoy—but many towns yielded themselves without a fight. Several local rulers appealed for help to al-Nasir, but they received no assistance.80 Hulegu’s great army then crossed the Euphrates and moved against Aleppo. That city was (and is) the key to the entire region of northern Syria; if Aleppo was taken, Ayyubid resistance would disintegrate in the North.

As Hulegu advanced against the great city, he also despatched emissaries to the prince of Antioch, demanding his submission. Formerly, the Antiochene Franks had consistently resisted the Mongols’ demands, but now Prince Bohemond VI recognised that he could hold out no longer. King Hetum I of Cilician Armenia evidently played a decisive role in this decision. He was Bohemond’s father-in-law, and—as a Mongol client ruler—he participated in the Mongol campaign against the Ayyubids.

King Hetum’s intervention was vital in securing Antioch’s submission, but the Cilician Armenian position was also sensitive at this time. By 1259, Hetum had been in favour with Baiju (the Mongol’s Near Eastern commander) for many years, yet this prior relationship provided no automatic guarantee that he would receive Hulegu’s goodwill.81 The two Mongol rulers distrusted each other. Hulegu knew that Baiju had worked closely with Batu—his rival—and several years later Hulegu ordered Baiju’s execution.82 Consequently, Hetum needed to distance himself from Baiju and prove his loyalty to Hulegu. Winning Hulegu’s favour would protect his country’s interests, and if successful, he could perhaps enhance his people’s already privileged status within the Mongol imperium. Consequently, he joined Hulegu in 1258, and soon afterwards the Armenian Catholicos (the head of the Armenian church) blessed the Mongol army, expressing the hope that Hulegu would liberate all the region’s Christians.83 It may also have helped that Armenian soldiers seem to have worked well—at a tactical level—with Mongol troops. The Armenian author Grigor of Akanc tells us that Mongol commanders respected their bravery and used Armenian heavy cavalry as shock troops to disrupt enemy formations, which the Mongols could then destroy in detail with their own mounted archers.84

King Hetum’s best chance of winning favour with Hulegu was probably through Doquz Khatun, Hulegu’s wife. As noted earlier, she was a devout Christian and also a highly capable administrator. The Great Khan Mongke apparently instructed Hulegu—prior to his departure for the East—to “consult Doquz Khatun in all matters.”85 Eastern Christians viewed her as a benevolent patron, and her encampment included many Christian priests.86 They also believed that she would champion their interests and provide a firm pro-Christian focus for her husband’s policies during the invasion, even to the point of bringing about his conversion. Indeed, when one Ayyubid prince took refuge from al-Nasir, he apparently converted to Christianity to please Doquz Khatun.87 One of Hulegu’s leading commanders, Kitbuqa, who was now spearheading the invasion of Syria, was also a Christian (later legends report that both he and Doquz Khatun were descended from the Three Magi, who visited the infant Jesus).88

Hetum succeeded in securing Hulegu’s favour. He wasn’t influential enough to steer Mongol policy, but he could still request favours. For this reason, when the Ayyubid town of Mayyafariqin fell, the Armenians acquired a valuable holy relic, the right hand of the apostle Bartholomew, from amongst the plunder.89 Hetum also won additional protections and privileges both for Cilician Armenia and for Christians more generally.90 One of the greatest favours that Hulegu bestowed on King Hetum was almost certainly his permission for Hetum to go to Antioch to persuade Prince Bohemond to submit, thereby sparing the Antiochenes the horrors of a Mongol siege. This was a major concession because it seems likely that the prince of Antioch’s continued refusal to submit was causing Mongol patience to wear thin.

The outcome of these negotiations was Bohemond VI’s full submission to Mongol authority.91 The Mongols then sent a liaison to Antioch to conduct a census of the city’s inhabitants and to levy taxation on a per capita basis.92 Bohemond’s decision to submit was pragmatic; politically, there was no other option. The city of Antioch could not resist Hulegu’s army, and its ramparts needed repairs.93 Still, his Frankish neighbours in the kingdom of Jerusalem responded to his submission with outrage, viewing it as an act of treachery, and the papal legate promptly excommunicated Bohemond.

Then the Mongols laid siege to Aleppo. The city was huge and very heavily defended. Over the past century many assailants had marched against its ramparts, but no one had ever taken the city by storming the walls. The princes of Antioch tried in the 1110s and 1120s, but despite more than a decade of campaigning, they never got inside. Saladin tried in the 1170s and 1180s, and although the city did eventually submit to his authority, he never staged a serious assault on the walls. In 1260, however, the Mongols took Aleppo in a single week, with its mighty citadel surrendering a short while later.94

The result was a bloodbath. The Syrian Orthodox bishop, Bar Hebraeus, was in the city at the time, and he claimed that it was even worse than the Mongols’ capture of Baghdad. There was huge loss of life amongst the city’s many different ethnic and religious communities, with the survivors then sold into slavery.95

Amidst the turmoil, Bar Hebraeus went out to Hulegu to plead in person for the city’s Christian community. The Mongols ignored his appeal and threw him in prison. The army then attacked the Greek church, a place of refuge for the city’s Christians, demonstrating thereby that the earlier decision to spare Baghdad’s Christians was by no means a uniform policy.96 The Mongols killed the men and imprisoned their families. It was only when Armenian leaders within the Mongol army interceded on their behalf that Mongols freed the remaining Christians, once again demonstrating the advantages of being a respected member of the Mongol Empire.97

The Mongol siege of Aleppo caused the region to convulse with fear. No barrier remained to prevent the Mongols from marching south towards Damascus, the kingdom of Jerusalem, and Egypt. Hulegu presumably realised this and used it to his advantage, sending his subordinate Kitbuqa south with a small army to confront al-Nasir at Damascus. Al-Nasir responded by gathering his forces outside Damascus, and for a brief moment it looked as though he might put up a fight. But soon al-Nasir abandoned all hope of defending his territories and fled south towards Egypt. He then changed direction and moved east towards the stronghold of Kerak, where he was captured by Mongol forces. Ayyubid resistance ceased, and Kitbuqa’s army marched south towards Damascus unopposed, sending out teams to demolish local fortresses (a common practice designed to prevent future rebellions).98

For the Mongols’ allies, these victories represented a major opportunity. Despite the ignominy of submitting to Mongol authority, the Antiochenes and the Armenians quickly recognised that this war could advance their own positions, and they both requested control over some of the newly conquered territory.99 Hetum received lands on Cilician Armenia’s western and northern borders.100 Bohemond VI also received new territories. In addition, he asked Kitbuqa for control over the Ayyubids’ former town of Baalbek, in the Biqa valley to the northwest of Damascus.101 This town was a long way from Antioch’s frontiers and reveals Bohemond’s desire to expand his principality both to the south and east, albeit under Mongol hegemony (but it doesn’t seem likely that he ever received control).102 Bohemond also persuaded the Mongols to sell in Antioch’s markets the plunder and captives taken during the siege of Aleppo.103

Meanwhile, Ayyubid resistance collapsed across Syria and Palestine in the face of Kitbuqa’s incursion. The Ayyubid towns of Hama and Homs submitted, while refugees fled from Ayyubid territory to seek sanctuary in the heavily fortified cities of the Crusader States. Damascus fell without a fight, yielding itself to the Mongols’ envoys on 4 February 1260. The Mongols then entered the city and tore down the citadel’s walls.104 Soon afterwards, the Mongols captured al-Nasir himself and sent him to Hulegu, where for a short while he was treated fairly leniently.105 Across the region, fear of the Mongols led local rulers to throw down their weapons and capitulate to the seemingly unalterable fact of Mongol supremacy. For its part, the kingdom of Jerusalem sent a delegation to the Mongols, bringing gifts and asking Kitbuqa not to attack the kingdom. Nevertheless, when the Mongols ordered the Franks to demolish their castles and city walls, they refused to comply.106

Amidst this backdrop of defeat and capitulation, only the Mamluks mustered sufficient resolve to defy the Mongol invasion. In the spring of 1260, the Mongols sent their customary ultimatum to Cairo: essentially, submit to Mongol authority or suffer invasion. The Mamluk sultan Qutuz responded belligerently, executing the Mongol envoys.107 This act sent a very clear message. The Mongols considered their emissaries to be sacrosanct, so—following this act—the overthrow of the Mamluk Empire immediately became a matter of principle.

Shortly afterwards, in July 1260, Sultan Qutuz assembled his forces in Egypt. Seeking to raise the largest army possible, he combined his own troops with as many refugee forces as were available. He then led his army out of Egypt to face Kitbuqa. On the journey, several of his emirs argued strongly against the campaign. The idea of staging a frontal attack on a Mongol army was terrifying, to some little better than suicide.

When Qutuz’s troops reached Acre, the Mamluks requested Frankish assistance for their war against the Mongols. This appeal presented the kingdom of Jerusalem with a dilemma. Its leaders needed to decide whether to back the Mamluks or the Mongols.

On one hand, of course, they could follow the example set by Bohemond VI—submit to the Mongols, become part of the Mongol Empire, and try to pursue their interests as a Mongol client state. This is certainly what the Mongols wanted them to do, and in 1257 (and possibly even earlier) the kingdom received demands of this kind.108 Submission to the Mongols would have outraged the Catholic clergy, but it did open a potential route to survival.

Submission to the Mongols still remained possible in 1260. The kingdom was not at open war with the Mongols, and the Franks sent gifts to the Mongol commanders as they advanced from the north.109 Nevertheless, some skirmishing took place between Frankish and Mongol troops during the Mongol advance into Syria. Lord Julian of Sidon (kingdom of Jerusalem) unwisely provoked Mongol retaliation by staging a raid into newly captured Mongol territory. The Mongols responded decisively. They attacked Sidon, destroying the town and slaughtering its inhabitants (although many managed to take shelter in either the inland fortress or the town’s Sea Castle, built by Louis IX).110 Consequently, the kingdom was in a hazardous position, but the option of submitting to the Mongols remained open.

On the other hand, the thought of uniting with the Mamluks against the Mongols was equally dangerous. As soon as news arrived of Hulegu’s invasion of Syria, the Templars and Hospitallers started to strengthen their castles, working night and day to deepen their moats and ready their war machines.111 Despite these preparations, the kingdom of Jerusalem couldn’t hope to hold out alone against the Mongols. In a letter to the English Templars, the Templar master confided that the kingdom possessed only a handful of cities and strongholds capable of holding out against the Mongol army, which had managed to overwhelm Aleppo’s defences in only a few days.112 The tales told by Muslim refugees seeking shelter in the Crusader States only confirmed this impression.113 The Frankish leaders knew full well that Hulegu’s forces bore no connection to either Prester John or the Magi, and the reports they received describing Hulegu’s favourable treatment of his Christian subjects did not blunt their sense of threat. They knew their peril.114

Hovering over all these discussions was the blunt question of which side would win the forthcoming encounter. By the summer of 1260, the answer was not as clear as it might seem. Kitbuqa’s force was not the great army that Hulegu had led against Aleppo. It was merely a flying column sent to roll up southern Syria; in size it was not dissimilar to the Mamluks’ own army. Moreover, by this stage, Hulegu himself was withdrawing to the East with the bulk of his forces. There were several pressing issues demanding Hulegu’s attention. He needed to settle matters in Azerbaijan and also to respond to reports of infighting among the imperial family following the death of the Great Khan Mongke in August 1259.

This was the situation as the kingdom of Jerusalem’s leaders gathered to debate their response to the Mamluks’ request for assistance. Among the various arguments advanced by those present, Anno von Sangerhausen, master of the Teutonic Knights, raised the concern that if the kingdom sided with the Mamluks and the Mamluks won, their new allies might turn against them. Presumably, Anno also reported the Mongols’ incredible destructive power. He was the former Livonian (Latvian) regional master of the Teutonic Order, and as such he was well aware of the devastation caused by the Mongols in Poland and Hungary in 1241 (and the Mongols had invaded Poland for a second time only the previous year, 1259).115

Ultimately—as was so often the case for a kingdom that frequently found itself negotiating between two more powerful rivals—the kingdom of Jerusalem’s leaders tried to hedge their bets. When the Mamluk army arrived outside Acre’s walls, they decided not to provide military support but instead to provide provisions.116 Presumably, the Franks hoped that in the event of a Mamluk defeat, they could plausibly deny any connection between themselves and Sultan Qutuz, and in the event of a Mamluk victory, they could claim to have backed the winning side. Meanwhile, the Franks responded to the Mongols’ demands by sending an envoy—an Englishman called David of Ashby—to Hulegu, and later they offered hospitality to Kitbuqa in the spring of 1260, when he passed near the Templar stronghold of Safad.117 Clearly, the kingdom of Jerusalem hoped to keep lines of communication open to both parties.

Kitbuqa spent the summer of 1260 at Baalbek in the lush Biqa valley, and it was there that he learned of Qutuz’s approaching army. He quickly mustered his forces and moved south, sending an advance guard ahead to Gaza to watch for enemy movements. The armies were squaring up for a major battle, the Mamluks with a force of around twelve thousand troops and the Mongols under Kitbuqa with a force of between ten and twelve thousand.118 The first blood went to Qutuz. His vanguard caught and defeated the Mongol advance guard before Kitbuqa could arrive. However, this was little more than an opening move. The main Mongol force awaited him at a place called Ayn Jalut.

The battle began shortly after sunrise the next day, 3 September 1260. In the morning light the lands around Ayn Jalut suddenly filled with the hammering of the Mamluks’ great war drums. The Mongols responded by deploying their forces to meet their opponent. Both sides confronted each other with their armies divided—as was customary—into three contingents: a left wing, a central force, and a right wing.

The fighting opened with a bold Mongol assault on the advancing Mamluks. The attack went well, and the Mamluk left wing, being thrown into confusion, crumpled in the face of the Mongol onslaught. Responding to the danger, Sultan Qutuz rallied his troops and then staged a counterattack that drove the Mongols back hard. The Mamluk counteroffensive picked up more momentum when an Ayyubid contingent—that formed part of the Mongol army—switched sides at this critical moment.

The Mongols then attempted to muster themselves for a renewed attack, aiming to regain the initiative, but they suffered a new Mamluk charge that killed the Mongol Kitbuqa and caused his troops to scatter. The Mongol army then broke, and many fled. Some of the surviving Mongol forces attempted to entrench themselves on a nearby hill, but they could not hold out for long.119 The Mamluks were victorious.
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Syria on the eve of Ayn Jalut, 1260.





In the wake of the battle, the Mamluks almost immediately rolled back the Mongols’ previous advances west of the Euphrates. They took Damascus on 8 September, and then in December a force raised by local leaders defeated a large Mongol force of six thousand cavalry near Homs, achieving victory with only fourteen hundred troops.120 The Mongol advance was dead in its tracks.

In the aftermath of this astonishing reversal of fortune, the Near East’s various factions confronted a new and unexpected reality. The Mamluks were victorious, and the Mongols were in retreat. More importantly, the Mongols had actually lost territory. True, the lands seized by the Mamluks had been in the Mongols’ possession for only a few months, but even so, the Mongols had long been viewed as world conquerors. They did not cede territory.

Presumably, the Mongols found it very painful to learn of their defeat at Ayn Jalut, but they could console themselves to some degree. Kitbuqa’s troops represented merely one contingent within a much larger force, and Hulegu’s vast army remained unfought. They also knew that their horses were unaccustomed to the heat of Syria and struggled badly in warm weather—a ready excuse.121 Moreover, they could point to any number of occasions in the past when they suffered defeat only to rebound assertively almost immediately afterwards. These included the Mongols’ defeats at Isfahan at the hands of the Khwarazmians (1228), in Thrace by the Latin Empire of Constantinople (1242), and even briefly outside Baghdad by the Abbasid caliph’s army (1257).

Still, the symbolic significance of these events could not be ignored. Not only had the Mamluks defeated Kitbuqa’s army, but they had actually marched out beyond their own borders and voluntarily offered battle… and then won. This hardly ever happened. In the 1240s, Simon of Saint Quentin observed that the Mongols didn’t like fighting the brave.122 This was a little unfair, given the sheer range of the Mongols’ victories across Eurasia and the scale of their empire. Still, for all that it was true that historically the Mongols’ enemies tended to wait within their own borders to receive a Mongol attack, and only then permitted themselves to give battle. This is what happened with the Khwarazmian Empire, the Georgians, the Anatolian Seljuks, the Ayyubids, and the caliphate. No one south of the Caucasus had ever proactively sought battle with a Mongol army. The Mamluks broke this pattern, advancing out beyond their own borders and then winning. These were all worrying thoughts.

Viewed from the Mongol perspective, the cold reality was that Mongol rule across the Near East rested on a small Mongol military elite controlling a very new and very large empire. Their army was huge, but their position was deceptively fragile. The acquiescence of their new subjects, the loyalty of their client rulers, and the passivity of their still-unconquered neighbours all depended heavily on a single factor: fear. The momentum of the Mongol conquests and the terror they provoked needed to be maintained; otherwise, their subjects, tributaries, and adversaries might wake up to the fact that the Mongol war machine was not actually invincible. If the Mamluks’ defiance should persist, it might prove the world-conquering Mongol Empire to be little more than a house of cards.

Although the Mongols could easily absorb their casualties at Ayn Jalut, it was now imperative that they repair their dented reputation—quickly. They needed to crush the Mamluks. According to one report, Hulegu responded to news of Ayn Jalut by declaring that he would “tear up” the Mamluk Empire “by the roots.”123 He also summoned his prisoner, the Ayyubid ruler al-Nasir, and killed him personally, accusing him of complicity in the Mongols’ defeat.124

Of course, viewed from the Mamluk perspective, the reverse was true. Qutuz’s achievement at Ayn Jalut fully vindicated his front-footed strategy. The Mamluk Empire’s substantial advances disproved his many doubters, and perhaps more importantly his victory in battle underscored the Mamluks’ status as the rightful rulers and defenders of Egypt. Previously, their authority had been wafer thin; to some they had been little better than usurpers living in constant fear of rebellion and grasping for whatever shreds of legitimacy they could find. Now, in the wake of Ayn Jalut, they could lay claim to have defended Syria—and therefore one of Islam’s last bastions—against a terrible unbelieving foe.125 The Mongols had also done the Mamluks the service of destroying their Ayyubid adversaries. Now the few remaining scions of that once-mighty dynasty—driven by fear of the Mongols—proved willing to swear allegiance to their former mamluk slaves. Likewise, the great Ayyubid cities of Aleppo and Damascus both voluntarily opened their gates to the Mamluks in the wake of Ayn Jalut, an unthinkable act only a few months before. In short, the Mamluk Empire’s successful defiance became a magnet for those wishing to resist the Mongols.

From now on, whenever the Mongols might send out a proclamation to the Mamluk Empire, ordering their submission and otherwise threatening overthrow, the Mamluks could wave their victory at Ayn Jalut in their faces. As a later Mamluk sultan observed pointedly when replying to just such a demand, “What happened to Kitbuqa Noyan and how was he annihilated?”126 In the war of words between these two pugilists, the Mamluks’ victory over the Mongols at Ayn Jalut gave them the upper hand.

Of course, however pleasing the Mamluks may have found such thoughts, they came at a price. The Mamluks knew that their overt and successful defiance effectively upgraded them in the Mongols’ eyes from their previous status as an “unsubmitted distant power” to the more exalted station of “primary opponent.” They understood that the Mongols wanted retribution—the question was not if but when.

Legend reports that Kitbuqa’s dying words were “When the news of my death reaches Hulegu Khan, the ocean of his wrath will boil over, and from Azerbaijan to the gates of Egypt [the ground] will quake with the hooves of Mongol horses.”127 
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INTERMEDIARIES

By 1261, Hulegu had firmly asserted his authority across much of the Near East. True, his forces under Kitbuqa had suffered a reverse the previous year at Ayn Jalut, and they lost Damascus and Aleppo soon afterwards, but these were minor setbacks in comparison with the enormous span of territory conquered in Iraq and Persia.

Hulegu now possessed sufficient resources to establish his own empire, independent of both the great khan and the Jochid dynasty. He had the troops, and he had the land. Asserting his independence would inevitably alienate him from many of his Mongol peers, but by 1261, the leading Mongol families were locked in a dispute over who would be the successor to the Great Khan Mongke.1

Hulegu’s ambitions were a source of concern for Batu’s family (the Jochid dynasty), the Near East’s nominal overlords. All through his campaign, Hulegu had found his authority contested by the Jochids’ representatives, who demanded that he respect their authority and rights over the region. Batu himself had died in 1255 or 1256, but by 1258, his brother Berke was in control of the Jochid ulus, and he proved eager to reassert his family’s rights in the Near East.

So when Baghdad fell in 1258, Berke sent envoys demanding his rightful share of the plunder. From his perspective, this was an entirely reasonable request, given that the region fell within his ulus. However, Hulegu’s response was very clear—he executed Berke’s messengers, thereby offering a public repudiation of the Jochids’ rights.2 In 1260 Hulegu further underlined his independence from Berke by minting coins in his own name and adopting the title IlKhan, meaning “sovereign.”3 He also executed several leading Jochid family members within his army, along with their troops and any other officials suspected of sympathising with Berke’s cause.4 Hulegu evidently wished to claim the Near East for himself, forming a new Mongol empire. In time, his realm became known as the Ilkhanate, and it effectively disenfranchised Berke and the Jochid dynasty, whose authority no longer extended anywhere south of the Caucasus Mountains.

Predictably, Berke was incensed. Hulegu’s actions constituted a gross insult and diminished his power. Still, he remained the effective ruler of Mongol territory in western Eurasia, north of the Caucasus, an empire now commonly referred to as the Khanate of the Golden Horde, so he controlled plenty of troops and resources to reassert his claim.5

From about 1261 onwards, Berke and his successors (the khans of the Golden Horde) focused much of their attention on destroying Hulegu and his fledgling empire, the Ilkhanate, their goal being to reassert their family’s authority over the Near East and to erase the insult of Hulegu’s usurpation. This development essentially caused the long-standing fracture lines spreading across the Mongol Empire to erupt into civil war. The rivalry between Hulegu’s Ilkhanate and Berke’s Golden Horde would have a profound impact on the Mongol Empire’s future history because these powerful leaders proved willing to compromise their overriding mission to expand the Mongol Empire so that they could pour their resources into a bitter internal conflict.

With Berke threatening invasion from the North, Hulegu was in no position to stage a new offensive against the Mamluks and avenge his defeat at Ayn Jalut.6 Likewise, Berke postponed—ultimately indefinitely—his plans for a second overwhelming offensive against eastern Europe. He had staged an initial offensive against Poland in 1259, but now the main campaign would never take place. Instead, both Mongol rulers shelved their plans of conquest so that their assembled troops could be hurled against each other. At a stroke, the two most successful and expansionist branches of the Mongol Empire on its western borders abruptly curtailed their wars of conquest.7

Matters were little better elsewhere. Following the death of the Great Khan Mongke in August 1259, his brothers Qubilai and Arigh Boke both claimed the status of great khan for themselves, thereby initiating another civil war further east that lasted until 1264. Berke of the Golden Horde supported Arigh Boke, but other members of the imperial family aligned themselves according to their interests and loyalties. Hulegu seems initially to have backed Arigh Boke but then switched his support to Qubilai in 1262, apparently in return for Qubilai’s confirmation of his newly established Ilkhanate.8

In 1264 Qubilai managed to seize power for himself, but by this stage the empire’s fragmentation was well advanced; Berke and the Golden Horde never acknowledged Qubilai in his newly claimed status as great khan.9 From this point onwards, the various ulus held by the leading families across the empire formed the basis for the breakup of the Mongol Empire. These lands now acted essentially as independent territories, connected to one another by loyalties, grievances, and occasionally the broader mission of the Mongol people, but in other respects self-governing. The Ilkhans maintained a nominal subservience to the great khan for many years, but they dropped this symbolic loyalty entirely after the death of Qubilai Khan in 1294.10

The breakup of the Mongol Empire fundamentally altered Eurasian geopolitics, resulting in a cluster of smaller states: the Great Khans (ruling China and Mongolia), the Ilkhanate (Persia and the Near East), the Golden Horde (Western Eurasia), the Chaghadayids (Central Asia), the Blue Horde (Siberia), as well as other smaller or short-lived ulus.11

These developments took some of the pressure off the surviving powers ranged around the Mongol Empire’s borders. It also provided a strong incentive for both the Golden Horde and the Ilkhanate to seek out new allies who could support them against their Mongol rivals. Previously, Mongol diplomacy consisted of little more than sending ambassadors to neighbouring powers and giving them a choice between submission or invasion. At times the Mongols were a little more nuanced in their approach, but in previous decades their overwhelming military supremacy meant, for the most part, that they felt little need to seek friends or allies. Now the situation was different. With the empire’s fragmentation and the outbreak of major civil wars, the leading Mongol dynasties needed to find ways to merge their declared goal of global conquest with the more pragmatic need to strike stable alliances with external powers whose support could give them the upper hand against their Mongol rivals. In this new environment, the niceties of diplomacy were as important as the movement of armies, and it was precisely in this area that the Byzantine Empire of Nicaea excelled.
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Confronted by Hulegu’s advance into Persia and his siege of Baghdad, the Byzantine Empire of Nicaea faced the same dilemma confronting so many Near Eastern societies. It could submit to the Mongols, or it could resist. This was a difficult question for Emperor Theodore II Laskaris.

His was a small state located in the western margins of Asia Minor. To the north lay the much-reduced Latin Empire of Constantinople, now consisting of little more than Constantinople itself. To the east lay the Anatolian Seljuks, now under Mongol hegemony. There was absolutely no doubt that Nicaea lacked the military strength to fend off a major Mongol invasion, but it was also still a long way from the Mongols’ line of march. The Mongols scarcely ever came close to the Byzantine border, and in many ways Seljuk territory (even submitted to the Mongols) represented a buffer state between the two.12 Even so, the safety of Theodore’s small empire could not be taken for granted, and he understood that the conquest of Nicaea was one of Hulegu’s military objectives. Fortunately, the Byzantines excelled at diplomacy and could draw upon centuries of experience in extricating themselves from awkward situations.

The Empire of Nicaea was a product of the Fourth Crusade (1198–1204). During the twelfth century, the Byzantine Empire spanned from the Adriatic coast in the West all the way to the Seljuk border in Anatolia. But the crusader conquest of Constantinople in 1204 had smashed the empire into fragments as marching columns of knights carved up the empire’s land. The Empire of Nicaea was the strongest surviving portion of the former empire, one of the few regions that had managed to maintain its independence in the face of Frankish conquest. The other Byzantine “successor” states were the despotate of Epirus to the west and the small state of Trebizond on Anatolia’s Black Sea coast.

The Empire of Nicaea’s history began in 1204, when Theodore II Laskaris’s grandfather (Theodore I) fled from Constantinople during the crusaders’ siege, taking his wife and daughters to seek sanctuary in Asia Minor.13 Theodore then crisscrossed Byzantine Anatolia, galvanising resistance against the Franks and fighting off other Byzantine claimants seeking to take power for themselves. In 1205 he received the title of emperor, and by 1210 he was wealthy enough to outbid the Franks in Constantinople for the best troops available on the international mercenary market—a point that irritated Pope Innocent III.14

In this early period of uncertainty, running from 1204 to the 1220s, a major question mark hung over the Byzantine Nicaeans’ other powerful neighbours, the Anatolian Seljuks. They were well positioned to take advantage of the Byzantines’ very evident weakness. In the early thirteenth century, the Seljuks’ economic and military power grew rapidly, yet they contented themselves with making only limited gains from their weakened neighbour, seizing the Black Sea port of Sinop and the Mediterranean port of Antalya. Moreover, by the thirteenth century, the Greeks and the Seljuk Turks had become closely connected to each other through innumerable marriage alliances over the decades. The Seljuks had adopted some aspects of Greek culture, and their territories were largely populated by Byzantine Christians. As well, for more than a century the Seljuks had included distinctively Byzantine and/or Christian motifs on some of their coinage.15 For their part, the Byzantines frequently recruited Turkish mercenaries, and over the years many of their renegades and pretenders had fled to the Seljuk court (and vice versa). The close kinship between these states may go some way to explaining why the Turks made only limited attempts to profit from the Byzantines’ distress in the aftermath of the Fourth Crusade.16

The Empire of Nicaea’s other major relationship—which again required careful handling—was with Western Christendom. Prior to the Fourth Crusade, Byzantium had enjoyed a broadly positive relationship with the West. Frankish and Byzantine elite families frequently intermarried, and Byzantine armies included many western soldiers. The mere fact that the Fourth Crusade’s conquest of Constantinople took place at all was in large part the result of a Byzantine prince fleeing to Western Christendom in the expectation of finding allies who would put him on the throne (which he did). Strong bonds connected Byzantine culture to the cultures of its western neighbours; to take one example, the writers of romance tales in the Byzantine court in Nicaea saw value in writing epic tales of love and adventure that could include a western knight as the main hero.17 Rather more prosaically, a large proportion of Byzantine trade—both imports and exports—travelled across the Mediterranean in the hulls of Italian merchant vessels, and Frankish pilgrims frequently travelled through Greek territory.

Church relations were more complicated. The relationship between the Orthodox and Catholic churches had been uneasy since the eleventh century—some hostile commentators called it a schism—but despite occasional accusations and abuse hurled by protagonists on both sides, there were always plenty of clerics willing to maintain and build relations.18

Still, the balance of power between Western Christendom and Byzantium was evolving fast during the twelfth century. Even before 1204, Western Christendom had been increasingly able to project its power abroad. In the North the Hungarian king was growing in prestige and influence, expanding his domains eastwards; Italian merchants controlled much of the Mediterranean trade; and lots of Frankish warriors set out for the East, eying the opportunities to make a career for themselves—either in Byzantine service or at the Byzantines’ expense.

This was before 1204. The sack of Constantinople took an axe to cross-cultural relations, and when Pope Innocent III received a detailed report of the city’s overthrow, he recognised just how badly it would affect the long-standing initiative to reunite the churches. He expressed himself clearly on this point: “For how indeed is the Greek church, which has been afflicted to some degree by persecution, to be returned to ecclesiastical unity and devotion to the Apostolic See [the papacy]? They look upon the Latins as nothing but an example of perdition and works of darkness, so that now they rightly abhor them more than dogs.”19

In the wake of Constantinople’s fall, the Empire of Nicaea needed to renegotiate its relations with Western Christendom, and in that effort it faced a dilemma. On one hand, there was presumably a strong impulse to reject all future relations and to take refuge in a defensive restatement of Byzantine identity: to underline their identity and victimhood by reaching for the long-standing pillars of their culture and to vent hatred towards the brutal Frankish crusaders who sacked Constantinople and now threatened their very existence.

Then there was the contrary pressure. The rulers of Nicaea recognised that they now needed to survive in an environment where Byzantium was weak and the Franks were strong. They lacked the resources to maintain a permanent state of warfare against the Franks. At some point they would need to negotiate and accommodate themselves to the political realities of a post-1204 world. Nicaea was not an island. The Nicaeans needed Frankish mercenaries for their army, Frankish merchants and markets to support the economy,20 and peace with their Frankish neighbours.

Reconciling these opposing pressures was not easy, but compromises needed to be made. Despite their leading role in the Fourth Crusade, the Venetians received duty-free rights within the Empire of Nicaea in 1219 (trade with the Venetians was too lucrative to ignore).21 In the same year, Theodore married Maria, sister of the future Latin emperor of Constantinople, Robert of Courtenay, and in 1221 he arranged to marry his daughter Eudokia to Emperor Robert himself.22 These were shrewd moves, and although Eudokia’s marriage to Robert never actually took place, Theodore clearly recognised the need to acknowledge the political realities of his situation.23

A particularly vexing issue was the question of how the Byzantine Church should position itself on the question of closing the schism between the Orthodox and Catholic churches. Again, there were arguments on both sides. On one hand, uniting with the Catholic Church would be perceived as the consummate act of treachery by some, a conspicuous betrayal of Byzantine identity and Orthodox theology—an act of grovelling submission to the Frankish invader. After 1204, the papacy tended to employ far stronger rhetoric in its descriptions of Byzantine Christians, labelling them consistently as schismatics, especially when seeking to raise crusaders to bolster the Latin presence in the region. This served only to widen the gulf separating the churches.24 On the other hand, reconciliation—or at the least the suggestion that a reconciliation might be possible—would help to normalise and stabilise relations between Catholic and Orthodox Christians, ending decades of disputes and discouraging the papacy from raising crusaders to hurl against the Nicaean border.25

Naturally, questions of this kind depended in large part on the fortunes of war, and as the thirteenth century progressed, Nicaea steadily gained the upper hand over its immediate neighbours. During the early 1240s, Mongol invasions inflicted heavy losses on both the Bulgars and the Latin Empire, and the Mongol victory at Kose Dagh in 1243 diminished any future threat from the Anatolian Seljuks. Amidst this background of defeat, Nicaea alone remain unscathed. In the wake of Kose Dagh, the Nicaeans readied their frontier fortresses against a possible Mongol attack, but the years went by, and no attack materialised.26 In some cases their defeated neighbours looked to Nicaea for assistance and refuge; following Kose Dagh, large numbers of Turks fled west seeking sanctuary in Byzantine territory, and commercial ties between the Seljuks and Nicaeans improved as well.27

Despite their rising fortunes, the Byzantines of Nicaea still confronted the same question troubling every other Near Eastern society. They needed to decide how to respond to the Mongols’ demands for submission. On this point, the Nicaean Greeks had been able to play a precarious hand for many years and still remain independent of Mongol control. Yet over time their continued independence became increasingly conspicuous, especially after 1246, by which time both Cilician Armenia and the Byzantine ruler of Trebizond had chosen to submit to the Mongols. Moreover, the Latin Empire of Constantinople would establish relations with the Mongols a few years later, in about 1251.28 Still worse, tales circulated that when a Mongol envoy reached Pope Innocent IV at Lyons in 1248, they discussed the possibility of a joint attack on Nicaea.29 For a time, a Mongol invasion of the Byzantine Empire looked very possible, and the Nicaeans began to prepare for a major conflict.30

Matters deteriorated further in 1249, when rule over Seljuk Anatolia (by this point a Mongol tributary) became divided among three rival brothers. The two most powerful of these siblings were Kay Kawus II and Kilij Arslan IV (then children), each backed by a faction from the Seljuk court. In this contest the Byzantines placed their support carefully, backing the contender most aligned with their own interests and least likely to spearhead any campaign against Nicaea. This was Kay Kawus II, whose vizier seems to have arranged a treaty with the Nicaeans in 1248. Kay Kawus II was closely tied to the Byzantines, being the son of a Christian mother and in time the husband of a Nicaean wife.31 By supporting Kay Kawus II, there was a chance for the Byzantines to stir up anti-Mongol sentiment in Anatolia, thereby making it difficult for the Mongols to apply pressure on Byzantine Nicaea.

These policies helped to safeguard Nicaea, and as the years went by, no Mongol attack took place. The Nicaeans used this space to take further territory from all their neighbours, Bulgar, Frankish, and Epirote (the rival Byzantine territory). As the 1250s progressed, the Mongols sent several envoys to demand Nicaea’s submission, but the Byzantines prevaricated on each occasion.32

Matters got much worse in 1256, when the ongoing turmoil in Seljuk Anatolia placed Nicaea in jeopardy. In the intervening years the Seljuk sultanate had remained divided between Kay Kawus II—Byzantine backed—and Kilij Arslan IV—favoured by the local Mongol commander Baiju. Their rivalries reached a climax in 1254, when the faction backing Kay Kawus II overthrew its opponents, asserting him as sole ruler of Seljuk Anatolia. This angered Baiju, but he took no immediate action to alter the status quo. Two years later, in 1256, matters deteriorated still further following Hulegu’s invasion into Persia. Hulegu demanded that Baiju yield his people’s customary grazing grounds in Azerbaijan to create space for the vast herds attached to his own advancing army. Baiju had little choice but to move his people west into the grasslands of central Anatolia.33 This created a problem for Kay Kawus II, who resisted Baiju’s relocation into Seljuk Anatolia—an act that provoked immediate war. Baiju decisively defeated the Seljuks in battle at Aksaray and then followed up his victory with a brutal campaign across Anatolia.34 Kay Kawus II fled before the Mongol advance, taking refuge in Nicaea, where he received a warm welcome.35

This was a moment of crisis for the Byzantines of Nicaea. By giving political asylum to Kay Kawus II, they effectively signalled their opposition to Baiju and therefore to the Mongol Empire. For their part, the Mongols now had absolutely no doubt that the Byzantines were their enemies: the Byzantines were providing sanctuary to one of their leading opponents. Moreover, with Baiju’s troops clustered in Anatolia, they were well placed to begin the long-awaited invasion of the Empire of Nicaea.

For a while all seemed lost, but then the Byzantines received an unexpected reprieve. Hulegu ordered Baiju to join him for the impending siege of Baghdad. Baiju acceded to this command, dutifully withdrawing his troops from Anatolia and thereby alleviating the danger to Nicaea. Kay Kawus II also managed to contact Hulegu and complain about the treatment he had received from Baiju and request his restoration to power. Both he and Kilij Arslan IV then went to visit Hulegu and were present for the siege of Baghdad.36 The Great Khan Mongke also took an interest in the matter and expressed a preference for repartitioning Seljuk Anatolia once again between these brothers. Consequently, Hulegu confirmed that both Kay Kawus II and Kilij Arslan IV should return to power.37

A curious story arising from this affair concerns the means by which Kay Kawus won Hulegu’s favour when he arrived at the Mongol court. Apparently, Hulegu was initially very angry with Kay Kawus for his resistance to Baiju, so Kay Kawus, fearing punishment, devised a novel way to regain Mongol favour. He arranged for the creation of a beautiful pair of boots that were remarkable primarily because each boot featured a picture of himself. He then gave the boots to Hulegu, requesting that the Ilkhan should first put them on and then ceremoniously lift his foot from the ground—thereby symbolically raising Kay Kawus’s face from the ground, from disgrace to favour. This ploy pleased Hulegu, but it is striking that Kay Kawus may also have used this gesture to covertly mock Hulegu. In Byzantine court ceremonies it was customary for servants to wear pictures of their masters on their clothing (not the other way round), but Hulegu didn’t know this when he donned Kay Kawus’s portrait boots. So when Kay Kawus told Hulegu that these boots demonstrated his own subordination, he may actually have been covertly making the reverse point. If so, this was an unnecessarily bold move. It also shows once again the close-knit relationship between Seljuk and Byzantine cultures.38 In the months that followed, Kay Kawus would regain power and then reassert his authority over Seljuk Anatolia against his brother Kilij Arslan, backed by Turkmen from the uj and troops supplied by the Byzantine Nicaeans.39

This was all good news when viewed from the Byzantines’ perspective. Baiju’s withdrawal lifted the threat of invasion, and Kay Kawus’s restoration to power enhanced their relationship with Seljuk Anatolia. However, the matter of their submission to Hulegu remained. This was a pressing concern, not least because of the sheer size of the Mongol forces now advancing through the Near East. Hulegu himself forced the issue in 1257, when he despatched a new embassy to the Byzantines.

Emperor Theodore II responded to this deputation’s arrival with a shrewd piece of statecraft. When Hulegu’s representatives reached the border, rather than taking them straight to his court, Theodore ordered that they be brought to him by a long and meandering route in order to give a false impression of the size of the Empire of Nicaea. He also arranged for well-armed squadrons of soldiers to be stationed along the road to give the impression that his empire could deploy huge numbers of troops. After this promising beginning, Emperor Theodore received the Mongol envoys in person and used the opportunity to make peace with Hulegu.40 Through careful diplomacy, the Nicaean Empire managed to create a path to its own survival: the Byzantine Nicaeans were now Mongol allies and would work hard to keep it that way. In 1260 they cemented these ties by arranging a formal treaty with Hulegu.

In their new status as a Mongol client state, the Byzantines of Nicaea could negotiate an advantageous position for themselves within the Mongol system. They achieved an early coup almost immediately. In 1260 they persuaded Hulegu to make some changes to the principality of Antioch (one of the Frankish crusader states) now that it was also a client state. They wanted the city’s Greek patriarch, the leading churchman in Antioch, to be reinstated to power. The Mongols agreed to this request, enabling the Byzantines to achieve a very satisfactory outcome to this long-standing dispute.41 The Franks presumably found this imposition very frustrating, but there was nothing they could do about it: they had to abide by their Mongol masters’ instructions.42 The Byzantines also added their voice to the many internal factions seeking to influence their Mongol masters’ religious beliefs. Seemingly in the hope of steering the ruling Ilkhans towards Christianity, the Nicaeans sent Hulegu a highly ornate chapel tent decorated with images of the saints.43

By 1260, the Empire of Nicaea was well positioned in its international relations. It was also under new governance. Emperor Theodore II Laskaris, who died in 1258, had always intended that his son John IV should take his place. Nevertheless, this did not come to pass, because of the ambitions of a leading nobleman named Michael Palaeologus.

Michael himself (born ca. 1224–1225) came from an eminent aristocratic family. In the 1240s he received a senior position in Macedonia from the reigning emperor, although he seems to have been viewed with some suspicion as a potential source of trouble. Still, this didn’t prevent him from achieving high office as the empire’s grand constable (commander of Frankish mercenaries in Nicaean service) in about 1254. Soon after his appointment, he fled, fearing arrest, across the Seljuk border and into the uj, seeking to take refuge with his friend and ally the Seljuk sultan Kay Kawus II. He later fought for Kay Kawus in 1256 in his war against Baiju. Soon after that he returned to Anatolia, again to support his friend and ally Kay Kawus.44

Michael’s chance to take power in Nicaea occurred following the death of Theodore II in August 1258. Shortly before his death, Theodore II arranged for his son John IV to be proclaimed as emperor, but at that time John was only eight and therefore incapable of ruling.45 A child emperor was obviously not what the embattled Nicaean Empire needed; Michael, by contrast, was a proven warrior and diplomat. Consequently, he managed to get himself appointed initially as John IV’s regent. Then on 1 January 1259, Michael received the title of co-emperor on the strict understanding—and on pain of excommunication—that he would remain subordinate to the child emperor John IV. From this point, Michael began to advance his own favourites and to ignore John IV’s rights and wishes. For some within the Nicaean populace, Michael’s rising power was deeply disturbing, and the patriarch of Constantinople (Nicaea’s leading churchman) resigned in protest.46 Power in the Empire of Nicaea had passed smoothly from father to son for three generations (since 1204), but now Michael was doing all that he could to sideline John IV.

Emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus enhanced his rising power still further by scoring a series of military victories early in his reign. The Latin Empire of Constantinople, ruled by Emperor Baldwin II, was ripe for conquest. By 1257, Baldwin’s financial problems had become so acute that it was necessary to send his own son to Venice to act as security for his loans. Admittedly, Frankish interests were not wholly in decline. The Venetians expanded their activities in the region during this period, attracted by the swelling trade between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. There was money to be made there, and in recent years Venetian fleets had conquered some of the ports on the Black Sea coast. Still, viewed from Michael VIII’s perspective, this burgeoning trade route only added another incentive to retake Constantinople as soon as possible.

Fearing Nicaea’s growing power, a coalition emerged among several major western Mediterranean powers, including the rulers of the Byzantines of Epirus, the Frankish principality of Morea, and the Sicilians, all of whom shared the goal of driving back their common Nicaean enemy. They feared that Michael VIII might soon attempt to reconquer Constantinople, so they pooled their armies and marched out to meet him. The resulting battle took place in 1259 at Pelagonia in central Greece, and Nicaean forces led by Michael VIII’s brother won a crushing victory over their opponents, advancing Nicaean fortunes still further and strengthening Michael’s authority against his opponents in the Nicaean court.47

Nicaea was going from strength to strength, and in July 1261 it finally achieved its long-term goal: the reconquest of Constantinople. This major achievement did not take place following some mighty siege or epic battle. Rather, by the end of 1260, Michael’s forces controlled all the land outside the city’s walls, and on the night of 24 July 1261 a company of his soldiers staged a night assault. They scaled the outer ramparts and then seized one of the city’s smaller gates, allowing the Byzantine army to break in.48 Once Michael’s forces were inside the walls, the Franks offered virtually no resistance.

During the Nicaean assault, most of the Latin Empire’s warriors were absent, conducting a naval raid against the nearby island of Daphanousia, a commercially important island off the Black Sea coast.49 Once they learned of Constantinople’s fall, the Frankish fleet returned in wrath, determined to retake the city. Emperor Michael prepared for their arrival by setting fire to the city, allowing the smoke to drive the Franks’ families out into the streets. These fugitives then flooded down to the seashore—many barefooted and scarcely clothed—shouting and waving to the returning ships. As Michael had intended, the Frankish fleet could not mount a counteroffensive but prioritised the collection and safeguarding of their families. Once their families were on board, they withdrew.50 This was the end of the Latin Empire of Constantinople, and the now-deposed Emperor Baldwin II would spend the rest of his days touring Western Christendom, trying unsuccessfully to rally new forces to regain his lost empire.

For Michael VIII this was the long-awaited victory—interpreted as a mark of divine favour both for the Byzantine Empire as a whole and for himself in particular. Constantinople’s recapture represented a major step in the restoration of the Byzantine Empire, a triumph that enabled Michael to present himself as a “new Constantine,” thereby connecting himself to the much-celebrated Emperor Constantine, who had founded the city in 330 ad. In later years he reminded his people continually of this connection, describing himself in this way on his coinage and on his seal (used for confirming official documents).51 Internally, his status as emperor was ironclad, so much so that he felt able to order the blinding of his co-emperor John IV on Christmas Day 1261—an act that effectively stripped John of any remaining power, allowing Michael VIII to rule supreme. John IV would spend the rest of his life in prison, where he died around 1305.52

In the wake of Constantinople’s reconquest, a new geopolitical status quo began to emerge. Although retaking Constantinople marked the realisation of a long-term goal, diplomatically it placed Michael in a difficult position. He was well aware that the survival of his small empire depended on his relationship with the Ilkhan Hulegu, but with the reconquest of Constantinople, Berke, the leader of the Golden Horde in western Eurasia, also came to take a close interest in Byzantine politics. The Golden Horde’s finances depended acutely on its ability to export goods from the Black Sea, through the Bosporus—and therefore directly under Constantinople’s walls—and into the Mediterranean. The Mamluks in Egypt were also sensitive to this traffic because they depended on the regular arrival of enslaved people from Golden Horde territory, both to fill their mamluk regiments and to provide them with labourers and domestic servants. So where previously the Empire of Nicaea had been merely marginal to Golden Horde and Mamluk politics, now—following its conquest of Constantinople—it became immeasurably more significant. This in turn made the Byzantines’ alignment with the Ilkhans all the more conspicuous. To make matters more complex, Berke was the overlord of Bulgar territory and therefore the Byzantine Empire’s immediate neighbour to the north. Thus, after 1261, the Byzantine Empire found itself precariously positioned between two rival powers, the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde. Both were vastly more powerful than the Byzantines, and both could be very prickly on matters of loyalty and allegiance.
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The complexities of this predicament left their mark on Byzantine diplomacy. Around this time, Michael’s old friend and ally, the Seljuk sultan Kay Kawus, rebelled once again against Mongol authority in Anatolia. He was apparently struggling to maintain tribute payments to the Ilkhans.53 Turkmen rebellions against Mongol rule intersected with his resistance, causing further unrest and leading Hulegu to respond decisively, subduing all resistance with stunning force. Despite making repeated efforts to retrench his position, Kay Kawus fled to Nicaea territory in 1262 accompanied by his family and Turkmen allies, just as he had done in 1257.54 On this occasion, however, he received a rather different reception. Michael VIII treated him courteously enough, but now the Byzantines needed to be mindful of their alliance with Hulegu, so they essentially placed Kay Kawus under house arrest.55 The old Seljuk-Byzantine alliance was over, and the Byzantines were now firmly backing their new Ilkhan masters.56 Michael later cemented his relationship with the Mongol Ilkhans by arranging a marriage agreement joining Maria, Michael VIII’s daughter, to Hulegu’s son and successor, Abagha.57

Michael rightly attached considerable importance to his relationship with Hulegu and the Ilkhans, yet matters became more complicated when he found himself caught in a conflict of interests between the Golden Horde and the Ilkhanate. This crisis occurred in the summer of 1263. At this time, a group of envoys from the Mamluk Empire arrived in Constantinople en route to the Golden Horde. The Mamluks wanted to build their ties with Berke, both to strengthen their commerce and to unite their efforts against their common enemy: Hulegu. The problem was that there was also a diplomatic deputation from the Ilkhans present in Constantinople at the same time. Complicating matters even further was Berke’s (Golden Horde) ambition to release Kay Kawus from Byzantine custody so that he could use him to stir up trouble in Ilkhan Anatolia—an action that would obviously enrage Hulegu.

Michael was in a quandary. If he permitted the Mamluk envoys to complete their journey or if he released Kay Kawus, then he would anger the Ilkhans. If he forbade the Mamluks to travel on to the Golden Horde or if he failed to release Kay Kawus, then he would anger both the Mamluks and the Golden Horde. In the event, he favoured the Ilkhans and blocked the envoys, sending them back to Egypt. This decision angered the Golden Horde, which later invaded Nicaean territory via Bulgaria.58 This was a worrying development, but it had the silver lining that Golden Horde soldiers managed to release Kay Kawus, thereby relieving Michael of the contentious decision of what to do with him.59 The broader crisis then concluded with the intervention of the Mamluk sultan, who was anxious to ensure that nothing should interrupt either the transport of enslaved people from the Black Sea to Egypt or the Mamluks’ burgeoning relations with the Golden Horde.60 The Mamluks persuaded the Golden Horde to withdraw their forces from Nicaean territory and Michael to permit their envoys to complete their journey to visit Berke.61 The Mamluk envoys then reached Berke’s court and were received in splendour in a white felt tent large enough for five hundred people and bedecked with Chinese silks, precious stones, and pearls.62 Hulegu does not seem to have raised any objection. The upshot was that although Michael VIII managed to escape largely unscathed from this brief crisis, it also underlined the Byzantine Empire’s precarious position, trapped between the competing demands of these two rival Mongol superpowers.
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Depending on one’s perspective, in the mid-1260s the Empire of Nicaea looked both very strong and very vulnerable. On one hand, its territories were expanding, Constantinople was back in Greek hands, and Michael VIII was an active and competent—if unscrupulous—emperor.63 On the other hand, the empire’s position was also very fragile, surviving from day to day on the strength of maintaining relations with two warring Mongol rulers. Moreover, although Michael’s great victory at Pelagonia had temporarily strengthened his hand against his western enemies, they remained determined to renew their attack. Pope Urban IV especially wanted to raise a campaign against Byzantium, and his response to the fall of Constantinople in 1261 was immediate: a mere three weeks later he launched a new crusade.64

To make matters worse, Michael swiftly ran into financial problems, which he attempted to address by devaluing the currency, an act that caused long-term financial damage to the empire’s economy. In addition, his usurpation of power in 1258, coupled with his blinding of John IV Laskaris, provoked immense anger in Asia Minor, particularly among those who felt a deep loyalty to the Laskarid dynasty, which for decades had safeguarded them against so many foes.65 Matters got worse when an uprising occurred near Nicaea around this time, prompting Michael to respond aggressively by hiking taxes across Asia Minor. These retributive measures effectively punished his Anatolian subjects, but they also weakened the crucial communities that defended the frontier against Turkmen from the uj, at a time when Turkmen raids began to proliferate along this frontier zone.66 Trouble was brewing, and Michael VIII did not lack for enemies.

These developments underscored the significance of the growing conflict between the Golden Horde and the Ilkhans. Both Mongol factions wanted to secure new alliances, and both wanted to gain the upper hand. This situation created an awkward predicament for the Byzantine Empire, which remained caught in the middle, but for many other powers it represented a potential opportunity. Increasingly, the Mongols were looking for both military allies and trading partners, a very different posture from the relentless wars of territorial expansion that characterised their former policies. This was an environment in which the Near East’s remaining powers could re-entrench their position. Chapter 9 explores how the Mamluks responded to the outbreak of civil war among their Mongol neighbours.
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STABILISATION

By the mid-1260s, the Ilkhanate was consolidating its position. Hulegu himself died of a heart attack in 1265, but his son Abagha took power immediately afterwards. No one attempted to contest the succession, and soon afterwards the Great Khan Qubilai confirmed Abagha’s authority. Abagha would enjoy a long reign, ruling up to 1282.

From its early years, the Ilkhanate was surrounded by enemies. To the north, on the other side of the Caucasus Mountains, lay the Mongols of the Golden Horde. These were the Ilkhans’ main rivals, and they remained eager to press their claims to much of the Near East. To the east, the Ilkhans faced other Mongol adversaries, and to the west lay the Mamluk sultanate. Along all these frontiers there were occasional moments of peace, but the threat of war was ever present.

The Ilkhanate itself was a jigsaw puzzle. Its lands consisted of a patchwork of client states, subjugated cities, and tribal groups. Mongol nobles (noyans) ruled some areas, whereas designated governors or tamma (garrison) units oversaw others. There were also plenty of other communities, such as the Kurds and many Turkmen nomads, that played no formal part in the governance of the Ilkhanate but who waited for the chance to rise up against their Mongol overlords or to cooperate with external powers.

Despite these challenges, the Ilkhanate built up its position, and as the years went by, its borders started to harden. Its vast territories began to recover from the devastation caused by Hulegu’s initial advance into the region between 1256 and 1260, and the administrative structures that maintained control and gathered taxes took shape. In and amongst this activity, and empowered by their enormous wealth, the Ilkhans could mould their empire according to their wishes and preferences.

One particularly striking aspect of the Ilkhans’ policies was their sustained interest in the pursuit of science and learning. This is evident from early in their conquests, and the Mongols frequently spared senior intellectuals who could be of service. This was true for the scholar Ibn al-Fuwati. The Mongols captured him during the siege of Baghdad in 1258. Although they killed many in his family, they spared him and encouraged him to pursue his academic interests in Mongol service.1 To this end, he went to Maragha, Hulegu’s capital city (now in northwest Iran), where in about 1259 the Ilkhan ordered the construction of a scientific observatory.2 There he met other scholars from a range of now-conquered civilisations. These included Muhyi al-Din, an astronomer from Ayyubid Damascus who had been spared by Hulegu’s forces.3 Others came from further afield, including the astronomer Fao Mun Ji from China. Hulegu constructed the Maragha observatory in lavish style on a hilltop just outside the town and equipped it with a library along with instruments to measure—among other things—the elevation and motion of the sun and the planets. Its walls were adorned with diagrams showing the movement of the planetary bodies and the signs of the Zodiac.4

The head of the Maragha observatory was Nasir al-Din Tusi, an extraordinarily prolific author and scholar, and it was he who purchased Ibn al-Fuwati from captivity to join his team. Nasir al-Din himself had formerly worked under the patronage of the Nizaris (Assassins) in their Persian stronghold of Alamut, but the Mongols spared him when they seized the fortress.5 Apparently the Great Khan Mongke—a devotee of mathematics and astronomy—wanted Tusi for his own observatory, but Hulegu valued him too highly and decided to keep him in Persia.6

At Maragha this astonishingly diverse group of intellectuals conducted research on many subjects, especially in mathematics and astronomy, whilst theorising on philosophy and ethics. Tusi wrote on a huge number of topics, including arithmetic, geometry, and the process of constructing an astrolabe. He also made substantial advances in trigonometry.7

As was common with astronomers of this time, their interests also included astrology, and certainly the Mongols’ interest in Tusi’s work was linked closely to his ability to predict the future via horoscopes. The Mongols were not alone in this fascination, the pursuit of astrology being common to many Near East societies in that era.8 The Mongols also wanted the team at Maragha to pursue the study of alchemy. Without doubt, the prospect of a limitless supply of gold was very appealing, but the Persian author Rashid al-Din later poured scorn on their efforts, describing their research as “miracles of cheating and fraud.”9

Even so, as the 1260s progressed, the Mongols needed to discover new ways to advance their interests because their enemies were growing in confidence. This chapter explores the rise of the Mamluk Empire and its wars with the Mongols and Crusader States during the 1260s.
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With the Ilkhanate consolidating its position in Persia, Iraq, and the Caucasus, the Mamluk Empire in Egypt needed to fortify its position. Sooner or later the Mongols would return to avenge their defeat at Ayn Jalut (1260), and the Mamluks needed to ready themselves for that day. Fortunately for them, they had a leader capable of answering this challenge: Baybars.

Baybars’s story—as described in the surviving sources—begins in the early 1240s in the chaos of the Black Sea region following the Mongol invasion. Batu’s Mongol forces had just swept through western Eurasia, subduing many local powers before moving on to assault the kingdoms of Poland and Hungary. Fearing the Mongols’ return, a tribe of Qipchaq Turks called the Barli took refuge in northern Bulgaria.

At first, the plan went well. The local ruler—possibly the Bulgar Khan—granted them a sanctuary, and for a time it seemed that the Barli had found a new home. This did not last. After a few years, relations soured until their new protector attacked the tribe, killing some and enslaving the rest. The survivors were then transported across the Black Sea to the city of Sivas in Seljuk Anatolia. There the tribe was split up and its members sent for sale in Syria.10

Among their number was a tall young man called Baybars, who was distinguished by having a white speck in one of his blue eyes. Initially, the slave traders tried to sell Baybars as a mamluk warrior to various different purchasers, including the Ayyubid ruler of Hama in Syria, but they encountered difficulties securing a buyer on account of the white speck in Baybars’s eye—many believing it was a sign of evil. Eventually, his slave traders sold him to an emir in the service of Sultan Ayyub of Egypt.11

Baybars rose rapidly in Ayyubid service, and in 1246 he joined the sultan’s own mamluk regiment, the Bahriyya, where he acquired a reputation for himself as an ambitious, effective, and ruthless warrior. Later, Baybars won renown fighting against Louis IX’s crusade outside Mansurah. He became a prominent Mamluk leader and was among those who conspired to kill Sultan Turan Shah later that year. Some Mamluk authors later claimed that Baybars himself pursued and murdered Turan Shah on the banks of the Nile.12

After the Mamluks’ rise to power, Baybars served the new regime in Egypt, but his fortunes changed in 1254. The Mamluk ruler Aybak learned to fear the Bahriyya regiment, so he assassinated its leader. After this act, the regiment fled from Egypt, fearing further suppression, and Baybars sought service with al-Nasir, the Ayyubid ruler of Damascus and Aleppo.

During the 1250s, Baybars remained in Syria serving various Ayyubid masters, all the while nurturing the ambition to strike a blow against his Mamluk opponents in Egypt. In 1258 he invaded Egypt twice, with support from the Ayyubid ruler of Kerak, but he failed on both occasions.

Then, in 1259, Hulegu’s great Mongol invasion army swept across the Euphrates, carrying all before it. Baybars wanted to fight, and he offered to lead an expeditionary force north, seeking to cut Hulegu’s supply lines across the Euphrates.13 The Ayyubid ruler al-Nasir refused—possibly as fearful that Baybars might succeed in this mission and then eject him from power as he was that the campaign might fail. This decision enraged Baybars, who may then have joined a group of conspirators plotting al-Nasir’s assassination.14 Then, when their scheme failed, Baybars fled from Syria with a large military following to his Mamluk enemies in Egypt.

Returning to Egypt was the act of a desperate man. The Mamluk sultan Qutuz had every reason to view him as an enemy, and there was a good chance that he would imprison Baybars (or worse). Nevertheless, Baybars managed to learn of a plot to seize Egypt—planned by a group of Kurdish refugees—and when he passed this information on to Qutuz, the sultan rewarded him with a senior position in his administration. Qutuz’s willingness to embrace so dangerous an ally might have attracted comment at other times, but of course—facing imminent Mongol invasion—he needed every warrior at his disposal. Baybars was also among the few firebrands who wanted to march out and fight the Mongols, and he had a strong entourage of elite warriors; by contrast, many of Qutuz’s other commanders were far less enthusiastic.

For a time, Qutuz’s and Baybars’s agendas marched in step, so the sultan appointed Baybars as the leader of his army’s vanguard. Initially, Baybars rewarded Qutuz’s trust, leading a reconnaissance force to Gaza, where he won a skirmish against a Mongol contingent—a small but much-needed victory for the nervous Mamluk troops. Apparently, he also fought well during the Mamluk victory over the Mongols at Ayn Jalut on 3 September. Soon after, whilst pursuing the withdrawing Mongols, Baybars inflicted a further defeat on them when they tried to regroup.

Qutuz must have felt fully justified in his decision to rely so heavily upon this dangerous former opponent, and certainly Baybars proved his worth during the Ayn Jalut campaign. However, the two men remained deeply suspicious of each other, and this undercurrent of tension partially explains why Qutuz refused Baybars’s request to be made governor of Aleppo. Even so, he still relied upon him as one of the Mamluk army’s foremost commanders. Then Baybars murdered him.

The act happened in late October 1260, during Sultan Qutuz’s return journey to Egypt. Qutuz was an enthusiastic hunter, and when he caught sight of a hare, he set out in pursuit. This impetuous move naturally separated him from his bodyguard, affording an opportunity for Baybars and his conspirators to strike. After the deed was done, Baybars returned to the army camp and announced the sultan’s murder. He offered himself as sultan in his place and invoked the “law of the Turks” to support his claim—a reference to the nomadic custom that the ruler’s murderer could become ruler himself.15 After a brief moment of hesitation, the assembled commanders and emirs concurred with his request. This act raised al-Malik al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars to the status of sultan and marked the culmination of his career: refugee—slave—slave warrior—rebel—commander—regicide—sultan.16 He then marched into Cairo to complete his accession. The city’s population had already assembled to celebrate Qutuz’s victory at Ayn Jalut, but instead they found themselves in the presence of a new sultan. There was a sudden shocked silence while the populace absorbed this new reality. Baybars and the Bahriyya mamluks did not have a good reputation in Egypt, so this was not welcome news.

Baybars tried to ingratiate himself with the people by lowering taxes, but this did not obscure the fact that his brutal accession inaugurated a troubled time in the Mamluk Empire.17 Syria was already in complete chaos. The former Ayyubid capitals of Aleppo and Damascus were the lynchpins of power in Syria, and both had suffered considerable disruption in recent months, first from the Mongol conquest and then from the Mongol withdrawal and the Mamluk takeover following Ayn Jalut. To make matters worse, the governor of Damascus, who had been appointed by Qutuz, promptly declared his opposition to Baybars, and in the lands around these cities the loyalties of former Ayyubid leaders and princelings were difficult to determine.

Then there were the Franks. On the Levantine seaboard, both the kingdom of Jerusalem and the principality of Antioch took advantage of the disruption engulfing Syria. The kingdom raised a large army and marched past Lake Tiberias to combat a group of Turkmen nomads gathered near the Templars’ border fortress of Safad.18 It is a measure of the severity of the threat posed by these largely independent Turkmen groups that the Franks prioritised them as their main target, rather than besieging a major town or city.19 The ensuing encounter only underlined the Turkmens’ strength, as they decisively defeated the large Frankish army despite the presence of substantial contingents of elite Templar and Hospitaller knights. The Turkmen threat to the kingdom would persist.

Further north, Prince Bohemond VI of Antioch likewise endeavoured to profit from these unsettled times and made a series of aggressive strikes along the coast, retaking the major coastal towns of Latakia and Jabala. These important settlements controlled the fertile lands strung out along the Syrian coast. Latakia was also an important commercial port. Antiochene troops even raided as far inland as Homs, supported by the military orders. Bohemond’s actions demonstrated that despite years of Turkmen depredations, the principality still possessed considerable clout, and he wanted to get his hands on as much territory as possible before the area’s other powers reasserted themselves. Supported by both Cilician Armenia (also a Mongol client) and his Mongol masters, Bohemond presumably felt reasonably secure.

Of course, viewed from Baybars’s perspective, the greatest external threat to his authority came from the Mongols. There could be no doubt that the Mongols remained determined to flatten the Mamluk Empire, avenge Ayn Jalut, and reassert themselves as a world-dominating force. Moreover, their defeat at Ayn Jalut had not cost them many soldiers. Kitbuqa’s army was merely a contingent of Hulegu’s massive force. The Ilkhans’ military remained both intact and vastly superior in size to anything the Mamluks could muster. Clearly, the Mongols would return at some point to take their vengeance—the question was when.

The danger of Mongol retaliation became clear in December 1260, when a new Mongol force crossed the Euphrates and reoccupied Aleppo, raiding widely across the region.20 For a brief moment the future of northern Syria hung in the balance, but then a force raised by local Ayyubid governors—now clients of the Mamluk Empire—managed to defeat this army near Homs. The limited Mongol counterstrike achieved virtually nothing, but it did underline the Mongols’ commitment to reclaiming these lands.
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With perils on every side, Baybars seized the initiative and asserted himself vigorously on several fronts. By the end of 1261, he controlled the three centre points of the former Ayyubid Empire: Aleppo, Damascus, and Cairo. It had taken Saladin roughly fifteen years to acquire simultaneous control over all these cities during the twelfth century; Baybars achieved this feat in months. In 1261 he also began raiding the principality of Antioch, a Mongol tributary. He staged a second attack against the principality the following year, briefly besieging the city itself, the Mamluks pulling back only after receiving news of inbound Mongol-Armenian reinforcements.

Baybars then advanced with another army into Palestine, raiding the kingdom of Jerusalem and then securing a peace agreement with the Franks in Acre, effectively neutralising the threat from this quarter. He also asserted his authority over the remaining fragments of Ayyubid territory in 1263 by seizing control of the castle of Kerak in the Transjordan region. In addition, he flattered Syria’s Bedouin tribes with gifts and concessions whilst suppressing those that continued to offer support to the kingdom of Jerusalem.21 The relentless quality of Baybars’s campaigning and diplomacy in these early years proved decisive. By 1263, both Syria and Egypt lay firmly under his control.

On the other side of the frontier, Hulegu remained determined to strike a blow against the Mamluks, but for many years the Ilkhans would be hampered by other concerns. In the immediate aftermath of Ayn Jalut, Hulegu offered little response, being too preoccupied with the affairs surrounding the succession to the Great Khan Mongke.22 The defeat at Ayn Jalut also emboldened the Mongols’ other enemies, and rebels began to appear across their territories. Kurdish groups became more ambitious, and in 1262 they tried to seize the town of Irbil (near Mosul). Their attempt failed, but the prospect of Kurdish rebellion and raids remained a constant danger. Further rebellions broke out within Turkmen territories, known as beyliks, in Seljuk Anatolia in 1261 and in Shiraz (southern Persia) in 1264.

There were also problems in the great city of Mosul (in modern-day northern Iraq). Up until 1261, the Zangids of Mosul had worked hard to maintain Hulegu’s approval in order to safeguard their city from Mongol reprisals, but this policy did not last. The Zangid ruler, Badr al-Din Lulu, died in 1261, and his son and heir believed that he could now resist Mongol authority. To this end he courted aid from Sultan Baybars in Egypt, who sent him a strong group of reinforcements. The Mongols learned of this collaboration soon afterwards and moved immediately to besiege Mosul. They surrounded the city with a wooden rampart and initiated a heavy barrage, pouring missiles into the city. Despite repeated assaults, the siege dragged on. Mosul was a major city with a huge population. Its defences posed a serious military obstacle.

Then the Mamluks sent a relief army to lift the siege. As this force closed upon Mosul, the Mamluk commander sent a carrier pigeon to its beleaguered defenders, announcing his imminent arrival. Unfortunately for the Mamluks, the pigeon landed midjourney on a Mongol catapult. The Mongols captured the pigeon and used its message to pin down and defeat the Mamluk force before it could arrive. Mosul now found itself fighting alone, and in the early summer of 1262, following a six-month siege, the city surrendered. The Mongols put the city to the sword. Not only did they execute the ruler, despite their assurance that he would be spared, but they also executed his three-year-old son, cutting his body in half and displaying his bloody remains as a warning to future rebels.23

The wars and rebellions of the early 1260s are indicative of the major problem confronting the Mongols: their forces were stretched too thin. They achieved astonishing advances in the years 1256–1259, but now they had to consolidate these gains, and that was difficult. There were too few Mongol garrisons, and in many regions Mongol authority depended on little more than a fear of reprisals. In the Jazira, some towns were simply abandoned. Worse still, the Mongols’ defeat at Ayn Jalut demonstrated that it was possible to resist Mongol authority. They were not invincible, and this realisation may have encouraged some local factions to reassert themselves.

As if these problems were not bad enough, the growing rift between Berke, leader of the Golden Horde, and Hulegu, leader of the Ilkhanate, broke out into open war. In 1262 Berke despatched a major army south into Ilkhan territory, seeking to restake his claim to the Near East. Hulegu won the resulting encounter, beating Berke’s forces twice in pitched battles. He then staged his own advance north through the Caucasus Mountains and into Golden Horde territory. There he seized Berke’s main encampment and the important city of Darband.24 Nevertheless, Berke’s forces managed to regroup and defeat the Ilkhans’ forces in January 1263 in a battle fought in part on the frozen Terek River. Unfortunately for the Ilkhans, the river ice broke up suddenly, and much of their army plunged into the icy waters, forcing the remainder to retreat.25 These expensive and indecisive clashes proved disastrous for the Mongols’ expansionist ambitions. From now on they would devote a considerable proportion of their resources to their ongoing rivalries, maintaining large armies to watch their respective frontiers, thereby tying up contingents that could otherwise have been sent against the Mamluks. In 1265 Berke even ordered the construction of a barrier wall along his border with the Ilkhans.26

Sultan Baybars soon learned of this intra-Mongol rivalry and naturally went to great lengths to encourage it. It was very much in his interests to keep his Ilkhan opponents trapped in a destructive civil war with the Golden Horde. To this end he allied with Berke, using their mutual enmity towards Hulegu to build the alliance. He also wrote letters to Berke stressing their shared adherence to Islam (Berke had converted to Islam a few years before), again using this as an area of common ground to build their relationship.27 In addition, Baybars wanted to encourage the export of enslaved peoples from Golden Horde territory to Egypt. From this point onwards, a firm alliance developed between the Golden Horde and Mamluk Egypt, both recognising that they shared a common foe in Hulegu and the Ilkhans.

With Hulegu now entangled by his conflict with the Golden Horde, Baybars could consolidate his control over what was at this point a very makeshift empire. Historically, the Mamluks had always enjoyed a reputation as formidable warriors, yet military strength alone could not guarantee their empire’s survival. A long-standing problem—one that predated Baybars’s rise to power—was that of legitimacy.28 Why should the empire’s many different communities and settlements consider the Mamluks to be their rightful rulers? The danger of an Ayyubid rebellion hovered in the air throughout the 1250s, and Egypt’s large Bedouin community remained a restless presence in the Nile Delta and Upper Egypt. Blunt military force aside, the Mamluks could appeal to very few arguments when asserting their right to rule.

Displaying his customary energy, Baybars and his emirs worked hard to address this problem. In 1258 at the siege of Baghdad, several of the Abbasid caliph’s family members had fled from the city to take sanctuary in Egypt. Their arrival raised the prospect of establishing a new caliphate in Egypt, continuing the Abbasid line. Consequently, in 1261 a new caliph assumed office in Cairo, taking the name al-Mustansir. Not only did his accession serve as a rallying cry for all Sunni Muslims; it also positioned Baybars and his empire as the righteous defenders of Islam against the Mongol foe, with Baybars adopting for himself the title “partner of the commander of the faithful.”29 He then communicated this title to the populace and the wider world by including it on his coinage.

Caliph Al-Mustansir died soon afterwards whilst leading an expedition to stir up rebellion against the Mongols in Iraq, but the caliphate, now based in Mamluk Cairo, continued through his successors. The only slight danger with basing the caliphate in Egypt was the risk that a caliph might seek to acquire real power on his own account, displacing the Mamluk sultan. Still, Baybars and his successors made sure that the caliph remained a respected but powerless figure—a vital symbol and figurehead, but with no real resources.

Baybars also endeavoured to present himself as the victorious leader of jihad, unlike his Ayyubid predecessors, who during the thirteenth century proved rather lacklustre in their pursuit of holy war. Stressing his credentials as a holy warrior provided a means to legitimise his rule with the Muslim populace whilst also winning favour with intellectual and religious elites. Historically, it was the Franks of the Crusader States who had represented the classic target for jihad campaigning, but by 1261, the threat posed by the kingdom of Jerusalem could scarcely be captioned as more than “low to moderate” when compared to the “extreme” threat posed by the Mongol Ilkhans. Even so, Baybars recognised the importance of building his empire’s status as a leader of jihad in its campaigns against Antioch and Jerusalem.

Baybars also took steps to strengthen his armed forces, especially the empire’s mamluk regiments, which he built up by purchasing enslaved peoples and then training them to become elite warriors. Alongside their military activities, mamluks also received a thorough education in Sunni Muslim beliefs and culture. This helped to ensure their future loyalty to both the Mamluk Empire and the Islamic religion. Even so, this rigorous training did not wholly eradicate the mamluks’ original culture. Many mamluk warriors came originally from the Black Sea region, from Turkic societies very similar to the Mongols. Their native spirituality was typically shamanistic, and although most of their early beliefs were long gone by the time they completed their training, some aspects of their former lives persisted. They tended to retain their Turkish names, and once freed from slavery, mamluks seem to have preferred to marry women from Turkic backgrounds.30 Also, despite the Islamic prohibition on alcohol, many maintained a penchant for kumiz, an alcoholic drink created with fermented mare’s milk.31 According to some rumours, Sultan Baybars died after drinking poisoned kumiz.32 According to another report, a later Mamluk ruler, Sultan Qalawun, practiced scapulimancy (divining the future from a burnt sheep’s shoulder blades), a distinctively steppe shamanistic practice. However, this seems to have been unusual.33

In most respects the Mamluks remained devout Sunni Muslims. Like their Ayyubid predecessors, they showed a marked interest in Sufism, patronising leading Sufis and their institutions. Sufism was extremely popular across the empire at this time, with many leading Sufis and their communities based in Cairo. The Mamluks themselves forged strong relationships with influential Sufis, seeking their blessing. Of course, by indicating their support publicly, Sufis lent legitimacy to the Mamluks in the eyes of the broader Sunni populace.34

Not all Mamluk soldiers came to Egypt from the Black Sea region. The Mamluk Empire purchased others from other areas, and sometimes these warriors also endeavoured to preserve some elements of their former culture.35 For example, a Byzantine account tells the story of a young man called Michael who was captured in western Anatolia and then sold in Egypt. There he received training as a devout Mamluk soldier, but despite this schooling he still wished to return to his native homeland and faith. Eventually, he tried to flee Egypt with the help of local Christians, disguising himself as a monk, but the Mamluk authorities caught and imprisoned him. They later executed him as an apostate when he refused to return to Islam.36

In battle, Mamluk warriors fought in the classic steppe manner, as mounted archers. Their arms, armour, and mounts were often of the highest quality—reflecting the purchasing power and infrastructure of Mamluk Egypt. Even so, their battlefield role and tactics remained distinctively those of their nomadic forebears. Thus, when Mongol and Mamluk forces encountered one another on the battlefield, they discovered that they actually fought in a similar manner.37 Also, like their Mongol counterparts, Mamluk commanders imposed strict discipline on their troops; to take one example, when Sultan Baybars learned that an emir had ridden his horse through a farmer’s crops, he forced the culprit to dismount and yield both his horse and saddle in compensation.38

Like steppe forces, Mamluk armies generally consisted solely of mounted troops. Their preferred mounts were typically mixed breeds, combining Arabian horses (swift, intelligent, and with plenty of energy) and working breeds such as the Barb (a strongly built horse from North Africa).39 These horses were larger than the Mongols’ tough but fairly small steppe ponies but smaller than the large warhorses preferred by the Franks. The Franks did make use of local horses, but they also imported others by sea from western Europe. Mongol and Muslim elites prized Frankish horses, and rulers from Western Christendom sometimes used them as diplomatic gifts.40 For their part, the Mamluks relied on the Bedouin tribes to source their horses, importing them from the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, and the Maghreb. They then grazed and stabled their horses on the lush meadows of the Nile Delta.41

Arguably the most important factor entrenching Baybars’s control over his empire was also the most obvious—success. Baybars repeatedly demonstrated the capacity to fight his enemies to a standstill, and this was no mean feat. During the 1260s, as the years passed without any major new offensive from the Ilkhanate, regional powers became sufficiently convinced of the Mamluk Empire’s survivability that they sought to establish and build diplomatic relations. The Italian mercantile cities arrived at Baybars’s court seeking trading concessions in Egypt’s major commercial ports. Even Charles of Anjou, ruler of Sicily and parts of southern Italy, established relations. The Byzantines sent delegations, and of course so did the Golden Horde. Not only did these relationships bolster trade—and therefore Mamluk revenues—but their ambassadors provided an additional layer of international recognition for the Mamluk regime. The Mamluks’ expanding network of allies also helped to shape the broader balance of power. There were now two major power blocs in Near Eastern geopolitics. One was the Mongol Ilkhans, and the other was the Mamluks and the Golden Horde. The region’s other powers aligned themselves with one side or the other, the principality of Antioch, Cilician Armenia, and Anatolian Seljuks supporting the Ilkhans and the Syrian Bedouin and several Mediterranean powers supporting the Mamluks and the Golden Horde. The Byzantines managed to maintain relations with both (with a tilt towards the Ilkhans).

The most important frontier dividing these two power blocs was the Euphrates River. This became apparent from the very beginning of this conflict, and some of Baybars’s earliest building projects involved the substantial reconstruction of the frontline riverine fortresses of al-Bira (1262) and Rahba (1264). Both strongholds would suffer Mongol attacks in the coming decades, and al-Bira (known as the “lock of Syria”) would endure siege after siege.42 Neither of these castles was especially large. Both were smaller than the huge fortresses constructed by the military orders, such as Krak des Chevaliers and Safad, but they didn’t need to be especially formidable. The Franks built their castles in the knowledge that if they should be besieged, they would need to survive on their own, without relief forces. The Crusader States generally lacked the troops to challenge the Mamluks (and before them the Ayyubids) in open battle, so their castles needed to stand alone. The Mamluks were in a different position. They needed their castles to hold out just long enough for the arrival of reinforcements, and they had complex communications systems with which to summon aid.43 Frontier garrisons could send urgent messages back to the Mamluks’ major centres in Damascus and Cairo by several channels, including carrier pigeon, the postal horse system (called the barid—consisting of a chain of postal stations equipped with messengers), and a line of signal fires.44

The Mongol forces sent against the Mamluks’ Euphrates frontier had a proven ability to besiege major fortresses. In their early years the Mongols relied heavily on the expertise of Chinese siege engineers, and these specialists had provided assistance to Hulegu in his conquest of the Assassins’ castles and Baghdad. Amongst their formidable arsenal, the Mongols possessed large numbers of impressive siege crossbows brought from Central Asia and mounted on waggons. These massive weapons combined the power of three separate bow staves to propel a single arrow of roughly a metre in length.45 Chinese siege experts were also famous for their incendiaries, which could be hurled into a besieged castle or town to burn all the buildings that lay within the walls.

The Mongols also deployed catapults (called pao), but these were generally inferior in power to those used in the Near East.46 The wars fought between the Ayyubids (and their predecessors) and the Franks in the twelfth century had led to the development of counterweight trebuchets.47 These were more powerful than the Mongols’ catapults, which depended on teams of workers heaving on ropes to fling up their throwing arms (known as traction trebuchets). The Mongols soon came to recognise the utility of counterweight trebuchets, so they recruited local experts to build and operate these weapons. Apparently, Hulegu deployed counterweight trebuchets run by Muslim engineers at the siege of Baghdad.48 Later, his son and successor Abagha sent Muslim siege engineers to China to construct these weapons, which then contributed to the Mongol overthrow of the Song Empire’s major cities, such as Xiangyang and Fancheng.49 Despite their many siege weapons, the Mongols’ greatest advantage was the sheer size of their armies and their ability to engulf entire enemy cities. At the siege of Nishapur in 1221, for example, the Mongols deployed an enormous force of three thousand siege crossbows as well as three hundred stone throwers.50

Given the Mongols’ considerable striking power, throughout the 1260s the Mamluks remained acutely sensitive to any Mongol attack across the Euphrates. Yet no major incursion took place. In late 1264 the Mongols launched an attack on al-Bira, but they withdrew on learning of inbound Mamluk reinforcements. In 1269–1270 they made another incursion into the region around Aleppo, but again they retreated when Baybars sent his army north to meet them. For their part, the Mamluks sent a few raiding parties into Ilkhan territory but made no serious attempt to push beyond the Euphrates. So, for years, the Ilkhans and Mamluks—whose mutual hatred had in no way abated—conducted very little actual fighting.51 The Mongols’ allies—Cilician Armenia and Antioch—launched a few further small-scale raids in the early 1260s, and it is interesting to note that during some of these incursions Frankish and Armenian warriors deliberately wore Mongol clothing and, most distinctively, Mongol hats. Their decision to dress themselves in Mongol fashion was apparently based on the desire to cause fear among their foes, but it also signalled their ongoing alignment with the Mongol Empire. The hats themselves seem likely to have been tall, with the brim folded back, and a tassel on top.52

In its conflict with the Ilkhans, the Mamluk Empire possessed the great advantage of being confronted by few other external enemies. There was no danger of a major attack on Egypt either from sub-Saharan Africa or from the North African coast. In Syria the Mamluks confronted only the Franks and the Armenians, neither of whom could meet them on an equal footing. By contrast, the Ilkhans faced the ongoing threat of rebellion in Asia Minor, Iraq, and Persia, coupled with the danger of a Golden Horde invasion from the North as well as occasional attacks from other Mongol dynasties in the East. The Mamluks themselves made little effort to expand their dominions into Ilkhan territory, thereby encouraging the Ilkhans to give priority to their other, more-aggressive rivals, and this left them very little time to assault the Mamluks’ defences on the Euphrates.

The Mongols were more energetic in their diplomacy, sending multiple demands for submission to the Mamluks, seemingly in the hope that the threat of invasion would steer them to acknowledge Mongol authority. The Ilkhans maintained their goal of world domination and therefore the conviction that all neighbouring powers should submit to their rule, and they made this very clear in their correspondence.53 The Mamluks, in return, typically sent back strongly worded rejoinders designed both to rebut the Mongols’ demands and to make a public display of doing so, thereby reminding their own people of their staunch resolve to ward off the Mongol aggressor.54

The Mamluk-Ilkhan rivalry persisted for years as a kind of  cold war, and although the Mamluk army remained ready to ward off a Mongol invasion, it was rarely required for this purpose.55 Consequently, for long periods the Mamluks could employ their army elsewhere, and the next most logical target was the Crusader States. It made perfect sense to attack the kingdom of Jerusalem, the county of Tripoli, and/or the principality of Antioch because they were all located in Syria, so should the Mongols attack, the Mamluks could easily divert their forces towards the Euphrates frontier. More importantly, by the mid-1260s the Franks were in no position to compete with the Mamluk army. The kingdom of Jerusalem and the principality of Antioch-Tripoli could perhaps muster an army of around five to six thousand troops apiece, but such diminutive forces could scarcely risk battle with the Mamluks, whose armies could number as many as twenty thousand soldiers.56 As one newly released Frankish prisoner observed after observing a Mamluk military review, “I have seen the armies of the Franks and the armies of the Tartars [Mongols] but I have never seen an army as great as this.”57 The Mamluks could raise armies on this scale in part because of the vast sweep of lands and cities under their control, but also because of the huge numbers of warriors fleeing west seeking refuge from the Mongols.

Operating from such an overwhelmingly advantageous position, the Mamluk forces could hone their military skills by tearing down Frankish castles with relative impunity. They knew that the Franks lacked the troops to relieve these castles, that they could move their armies swiftly to the Euphrates frontier in the event of a Mongol invasion, and that if the Mamluk armies should be called away, then the Franks lacked the strength to take advantage of their absence.

The Mamluks’ basic strategy was to raid the Crusader States’ farmlands on an almost annual basis, making it difficult for the Franks to bring their own crops to harvest. The surviving sources even report some desperate Frankish lords contacting Baybars seeking his permission to grow crops in their own fields.58 Locked up in their fortresses and lacking the numbers to drive their attackers away, the Franks could only watch as their estates burned. Not only did this diminish the Franks’ morale, but it forced them to rely heavily on food imported from Western Christendom, which was inadequate in quantity and very expensive. Their only military response was to conduct rather limited raids into Mamluk territory, hoping presumably both to gather food and to drive away the Turkmen who continued to press on their borderlands. The broad weakness of their military position was so clear that Baybars once wrote to the Franks: “What campaign have you ever won?”59

Engaged in this desperate and unequal contest, the crusaders’ mighty castles began to tumble. The Franks had built them at great expense, but they rarely survived a siege of more than a few weeks. The standard Mamluk tactic was to initiate a siege with an enormous missile barrage. Supported by catapults, thousands of archers would fill the sky with arrows, seeking to sweep the battlements clear of defenders. Of course, the Franks were fully prepared for just such an assault. Their castles contained galleries of arrow slits at which relays of crossbowmen could shoot down on their attackers. Many castles possessed a double row of “concentric” ramparts so that two lines of defenders could cover every approach to their stronghold, while defensive stone throwers and heavy crossbows could target enemy siege engines.

The Mamluks did not need this missile duel to be decisive. Protected and elevated on purpose-built ramparts, Frankish crossbowmen tended to inflict enormous casualties on the besieging archers. This was not a problem for Mamluk leaders, for they had little difficulty raising new troops from among the tens of thousands of refugee warriors fleeing from the Mongols. One commentator claimed that in Baybars’s reign alone, forty thousand Turkmen families sought protection in Syria.60 The purpose of the Mamluks’ missile barrage was to exhaust the defenders’ ammunition and energies, preparatory to an overwhelming frontal assault by elite troops. In some cases it also provided cover for the Mamluks’ miners as they set to work undermining the castle walls. The Franks had planned their castles to resist such tactics by thickening the walls and broadening their foundations. Still, this only slowed the mining efforts. Eventually, when the Mamluk miners undermined and brought down the castle’s fore wall and their archers thinned the defenders’ ranks, the Frankish garrison normally chose to surrender under terms rather than continue an unwinnable siege.

Amongst the Franks’ most formidable strongholds was the castle of Safad to the north of Lake Tiberias, which fell to Baybars’s forces in 1266. In many cases the Mamluks simply destroyed these castles after their capture, but in a few cases they repurposed them to function as forward-operating bases, threatening the very frontier they once defended. In Safad’s case, the castle also became a symbol of Frankish defeat and humiliation. According to later reports, when Baybars took the castle, he purposefully destroyed a statue of St. George in the castle’s chapel—a clear statement on his part that he had nothing to fear from militant Christianity.61 He also commissioned an engraved stone tablet to be mounted on the castle describing his wish to silence Christian bells and replace them with the Islamic call to prayer.62 Several years later he reemphasised his triumph, building two mosques, one within the castle and one just outside. The latter, the Red Mosque, provided further testimony to his victory. It was built like a fortification and embellished with a celebratory inscription stressing Sultan Baybars’s credentials as the leader of jihad. A similar inscription can be found at Ramla on another formerly Frankish settlement, while at the town of Jaffa (taken in 1268), Baybars instructed that wood and marble should be taken from the town’s buildings to construct the dome and a mihrab (prayer niche) in his new Mosque of al-Zahir in Cairo. Such actions and inscriptions served as public proclamations of the legitimacy of the Mamluks’ rule as valorous and devout Islamic warriors.63

By 1268, the Mamluks had overthrown much of the kingdom of Jerusalem, particularly its inland fortresses and southern ports, including the coastal towns of Arsuf, Haifa, Jaffa, and Caesarea. These losses substantially reduced what remained of the kingdom, but Baybars’s most decisive campaigns took place in the North against the principality of Antioch and the Armenian kingdom of Cilician Armenia. Both these states had expanded vigorously during Hulegu’s invasion of Syria, and they continued to stage attacks against the Mamluks in later years, bolstered by Mongol troops. King Hetum I clearly wanted to regain the momentum achieved by the Mongol coalition prior to its defeat at Ayn Jalut. Still, as the years passed, he became wary of Mamluk retaliation, and in 1264–1265 he appealed to Baybars for peace—overtures that the Mamluks rejected.64

The counterstrike came in 1266, when Baybars’s forces crossed the Amanus Mountains and pressed on into Cilician Armenia, burning towns, destroying churches, and causing immense damage to the Armenian kingdom. Baybars also managed to defeat King Hetum in battle and capture his son and heir, Leon.65 This campaign effectively neutered Armenia, at least in the short term. With Hetum’s son in Mamluk captivity and his father desperate to get him back, the Armenians reined in their military efforts against the Mamluks, thereby exposing their closest ally, the principality of Antioch.

The blow fell in the spring of 1268. Baybars led his army north to the town of Hama (near the Antiochene border) and then divided his forces into three formations. He had already pillaged the county of Tripoli (the other territory governed by Prince Bohemond VI of Antioch), so no help would arrive from that direction.66 Baybars’s three formations then pincered the Frankish principality at three separate points before converging on the city of Antioch itself, batting aside a force that endeavoured to drive them away. This strategy isolated the city from all help, but its defenders fought fiercely against the first Mamluk assaults. However, it wasn’t long before the Mamluks managed to cross the ramparts near the city’s citadel. The defence collapsed, and Baybars’s soldiers fanned out to slaughter or enslave the great city’s inhabitants. Some of the city’s population managed to take refuge in the citadel, but it offered them only temporary respite. Soon they too surrendered, and the Mamluks led them away into captivity. In the aftermath, Baybars wrote to Bohemond VI (then in the county of Tripoli), revelling in his victory, describing how his soldiers had smashed Christian crosses, trampled on Frankish knights, sold Frankish women into slavery, and dug up the graves of Antioch’s revered dead.67

With the loss of its major city, most of the principality’s remaining fortresses either fell or were evacuated. Antioch’s port city of Latakia survived for many years, but even so, this assault had effectively destroyed the principality of Antioch. To secure his victory, Baybars settled large numbers of Turkmen nomads on the plains near Antioch. This had been a long-standing goal of the Turkmen, who could now claim these lands as their own.68
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By the end of the year 1271, the Mamluks could celebrate a decade of almost unbroken successes against the Crusader States. The remaining Franks in the kingdom of Jerusalem and Tripoli now clung precariously to the Levantine coastline. Still, their decline did not take place in any epic head-to-head war. Viewed strategically, the Mamluks’ dismembering of the Crusader States was little more than a by-product of the broader Ilkhanid-Mamluk confrontation—a worthwhile pursuit to which Baybars could devote his forces while they awaited the coming Mongol storm. Any danger of Frankish retaliation was likewise offset by the sustained pressure exerted by the Turkmen on the Crusader States’ borders, acting as a buffer against any Frankish attempts to regain the initiative.

Despite the steep decline of the Crusader States during the 1260s, Western Christendom’s position was not collapsing in all areas. The Italian powers of Genoa, Pisa, and Venice continued to enhance their commercial position year by year, a development enabled in large part by the Mongols’ newfound enthusiasm for seeking allies. The economic evolutions of this period are the focus of Chapter 10.










10

TRADE ROUTES AND THE BALANCE OF POWER

The wars and convulsions of the 1260s brought seismic political change to the Near East, but they also rewired the many commercial networks crisscrossing the region. In the short term at least, the disruption brought by the Mongol invasions, as well as the other wars of this period, naturally created an adverse environment for trade, yet in the longer term the Mongol rulers themselves energetically supported commerce across their colossal empire. With so much of Eurasia part of the vast Mongol Empire, many regions previously inaccessible to merchants now lay within reach. The Mongols themselves remained keen both to attract traders and to spend their vast hoards of wealth. Nevertheless, the Mongol Empire did not simply become one large free-trade zone. The advent of internal wars between the various Mongol factions, as well as localised rebellions and border wars, meant that merchants still needed to be wary when planning their journeys.1

During the 1270s, the Ilkhanate consolidated its economic position, with the city of Tabriz serving as its main hub and becoming the Ilkhanate’s capital city.2 It was already a well-established centre before the Mongols’ arrival, sitting at a crossroads for traders coming from the Far East, the Caucasus, the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean, and the Black Sea. When Mongol forces under Chormaghun seized the city from Jalal al-Din’s Khwarazmians in 1231, the inhabitants used their artisanal expertise to secure Chormaghun’s goodwill by sending him textiles and other goods from their markets and workshops. These included silks from Baghdad as well as Chinese silks, the latter being either silks imported from China or more likely silks manufactured in Tabriz in the Chinese style.3 After receiving these gifts, Chormaghun set the artisans of Tabriz the challenge of creating a grand tent for him. They duly got to work, using embroidered satin and lining the interior with sable and beaver fur. Chormaghun declared himself pleased with the result, so he imposed a substantial annual tribute on the city and departed.4 The people of Tabriz were safe.
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In later years, Tabriz became the beating heart of Ilkhanate commerce. Travellers passing through its gates commented on its magnificence, noting the goods and wonders brought there from across Eurasia. The city itself was alive with visitors and merchants who flocked to the grand bazaar, within which there were areas set aside for every craft and trade.5 Neighbouring states recognised the city’s importance and sought to establish a presence within its walls; the Venetians set up their first outpost there in 1263.6 Somewhat later the traveller Odoric of Pordenone observed that almost “the whole world” came to Tabriz to trade and that the city alone generated more income for its rulers than the entire kingdom of France.7 Enriched by its commerce, the population increased rapidly, and when the Mongols replaced its 3-kilometre circuit of walls, they felt it necessary to build 12.5 kilometres of new ramparts to encompass the settled area.8

Tabriz became a major commercial crossroads, but Abagha, ruler of the Ilkhanate, continued to govern from his great waggon city, which remained the centre of power. This enormous mobile encampment travelled from summer to winter pastures, taking in cities such as Tabriz as part of the Mongols’ seasonal migrations.9 The Ilkhans’ retention of their nomadic way of life speaks of their desire to continue the customs of their forefathers, yet by the 1260s and 1270s, the Mongols’ waggon cities little resembled the encampments of traditional Mongol society. As several commentators noted, where once the Mongol people wore skins and furs, now they dazzled guests with their golden silks. Their encampments still supported many flocks and herds, but they also attracted embassies and ambassadors from far afield who brought gifts and offered submission. Although the Mongols continued to live in tents, these were now highly ornate affairs—sometimes, so it is said, capable of holding thousands of people—constructed using golden nails and with interiors decked out in gold.10 The Ilkhans also constructed palaces at some of their more-favoured encampment sites.11

The Mongols had a particular love of gold, a colour representing masculinity, heavenly and eternal power, and imperial authority.12 Members of the court also arrayed themselves in the costliest silks, studded with jewels, and organised their attire according to a strict dress code, which often meant wearing different-coloured robes on different days.13 The Mongols’ interest in such luxuries manifested itself in a commercial treaty between the Golden Horde and the Venetians in the early 1330s. In their agreement the Mongols levied a tax on all imports except “precious stones, pearls, gold, silver and gold thread”—these were the things they wanted.14 The Mongols had a particular passion for pearls, which they used both as jewellery and to adorn clothing and household items. Both men and women wore pearl necklaces and earrings. They were imported from the Persian Gulf, southern India, and Southeast Asia, and their wearers believed that pearls enhanced their virility and deepened their sexual appetite.15

Mongol cuisine went through similar evolutions. Long-standing favourites such as kumiz remained ubiquitously popular, but Mongol elites also drew upon dishes and flavours from the regions under their control. Turkish recipes were especially popular—a reflection of the cultural affinities between the Mongols and Turks.16

The Ilkhans were now imperial nomads, and visitors spoke in awe of their fabled wealth. In the North the Golden Horde’s encampments shone with equal magnificence, and when a Mamluk envoy visited Berke in the 1260s, he reported travelling for twenty days through clusters of tents and herds of sheep simply to reach the Khan, then based on the banks of the Volga River.17

Because the Mongols possessed extraordinary wealth and had a penchant for spending it in large quantities, Eurasia’s commercial networks realigned themselves to become centred on the Mongols’ great encampments. Likewise, commodity prices shifted to reflect the Mongols’ preferences and purchasing power. Possession of enormous wealth enabled the Mongols to fully indulge their tastes, and for many merchants, both within the empire and beyond its borders, there was now a very strong incentive to seek out and trade with the Mongols’ courts.
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In 1271 a pair of Venetian brothers named Niccolo and Maffeo Polo set out from Acre, taking a ship up the Levantine coast to the port of Ayas in Cilician Armenia. Their destination was the fabled court of the great khan.

Many years before, Niccolo and Maffeo had travelled to Golden Horde territory with jewels they thought might please the Mongol ruler Berke. Compared to the great merchants whose caravans traversed the Silk Roads, their enterprise was decidedly small scale, but nonetheless Berke received them well and paid them handsomely. Then, when fighting broke out between the Ilkhans and the Golden Horde, the brothers ventured further east, visiting the Great Khan Qubilai in Mongolia, who gave them a warm reception and sent them back as his ambassadors to the papal court. Specifically, the great khan wished the pope to send to him one hundred theologians who could explain the Christian faith, as well as some oil from the lamp that hung in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.18 The Polos were diligent agents: they acquired the oil as requested and then made preparations to return to Mongolia accompanied by two Dominican friars. Now Niccolo and Maffeo were on their return journey, accompanied by Niccolo’s teenage son, Marco Polo.

Unfortunately for the Polos, they arrived at the port of Ayas in Cilician Armenia in 1271 to discover that the region was under attack. The Mamluk sultan’s forces had, once again, crossed out of Syria and into the Cilician plain, where they were despoiling the country. For a time, it seemed that the Polos’ mission was over even before it had begun. Nevertheless, they pressed on, passing out of Cilicia and into Seljuk Anatolia, where they admired the beautiful carpets made in the sultanate and also the famous buckram (a form of cotton) produced in the city of Erzincan. They later encountered Georgians in the Caucasus who were renowned for weaving cloth of gold, and then they travelled south to the lands around Mosul, famous for their muslin cloth.19 Eventually, having passed through Persia and much of Central Asia, the Polos reached Qubilai Khan in Inner Mongolia. The Khan heard their story and rewarded their efforts. They remained in the Mongol Empire for many years, and Marco Polo achieved high office. They set out for Christendom in 1292, arriving back in Italy in 1295, having travelled from China through India, the Persian Gulf, and the Near East.

The Polo family’s travels were extraordinary, visiting places that were little more than legends in Western Christendom. Marco Polo returned to Italy with tales of great civilisations, vibrant cultures, the rise and fall of religions, and, perhaps most of all, commerce. Although the Polos were clearly among the most daring members of the Italian mercantile community, their journeys reflect Western Christendom’s rapidly growing commercial interests across Eurasia. By the 1270s, Italian merchant vessels routinely plied the waters of the Aegean, the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean. In time they became active across Ilkhan territory—Marco Polo even mentioned Genoese merchants opening shipping lanes on the Caspian Sea.

It hadn’t always been this way. The famous Muslim author and philosopher Ibn Khaldun observed that in the tenth century it was Muslim fleets operating out of North Africa and Egypt that dominated the Mediterranean’s sea-lanes. At that time, Islamic powers also governed islands such as Sicily and the Balearics, controlling maritime trade and raiding Christendom’s southern coast.20 Soon after, in the eleventh century, the situation began to change with the rise of the major Italian commercial cities, particularly Amalfi, Pisa, Venice, and Genoa. Buoyed by a growing European population and an expanding economy, these cities began to contest Muslim dominance across both the western and eastern Mediterranean. The retreat of Byzantine naval power likewise created new opportunities for the Italians in the Aegean, and their merchants established trading houses in Constantinople itself. When the Crusades began in 1095, these Italian merchants were ready and willing to lend their aid. Genoese, Pisan, and (later) Venetian fleets offered close support to the armies of the First Crusade, splicing their deeply rooted commitment to holy war with a desire to profit from the Levantine coast’s thriving commerce.

With markets opening up to their merchants across the eastern Mediterranean, the Italian cities drove other competing war fleets from the major sea-lanes. By the mid-twelfth century, Egyptian warships had become a rare sight, just as Italian merchants became more visible in the Nile Delta’s major port of Alexandria. As their power rose, rulers from across the Mediterranean heaped concessions on the Italians, seeking to expand their commerce and thereby boosting both parties’ revenues. Speaking of Genoa’s changing fortunes, the city’s archbishop, Jacopo da Varagine, observed that “where once Genoa was called a town or fortress, now it can only be called a realm or even an empire. Where once the city was captured and destroyed by the Africans, now it would be the easiest thing for Genoa to capture and destroy all of Africa.”21

Over time, the Italian cities began to show a keen interest in profiting from the long-distance Eurasian trade routes connecting countries and regions as diverse as China, India, and Southeast Asia. The famous Silk Roads from China are well-known, but other parts of Eurasia and Africa offered many other coveted commodities, including spices and pearls from India, emeralds from Egypt, gold and ivory from sub-Saharan Africa—the list goes on. In exchange, the Italian merchants could offer cloth: camelin from the Crusader States, woollen cloth from Florence, Stamford cloth from England. Italian cheese found many receptive buyers, and iron was much in demand. Apparently, there was also a market for Italian and Greek wine.22 Weapons and armour were popular with Muslim markets, to such an extent that the papacy tried repeatedly to prohibit their export (with only intermittent success), fearing their use against Christians.

By the early thirteenth century, there were, broadly speaking, three major Eurasian trade routes that ran through the Near East. The first began in India and Southeast Asia, with merchants from many countries bringing goods by ship across the Indian Ocean to Egypt for transport by baggage animal and by canal across the Nile Delta to Alexandria and Damietta, and from there into the Mediterranean. The second and third routes were bound together. Multiple roads originating in China and the Central Asian steppe passed through Persia, joining with others bringing goods from ports on the Indian Ocean coast, then they headed west towards the Mediterranean. One major artery extended from Persia towards the Seljuk sultanate, travelling through Anatolia’s major inland cities and then terminating at the port of Antalya on the southern Anatolian coast. Another passed through the Jazira and Syria, via the cities of Aleppo and Damascus, and from there to the major ports of the Crusader States: Acre, Tyre, Beirut, Tripoli, and Latakia.

Before the Mongols’ arrival in the early decades of the thirteenth century, the commercial conditions had remained clement for this burgeoning trade. Various factors accelerated the commercial tempo in the Near East, including the long periods of peace between the Ayyubids and Crusaders, the rising power and stabilisation of Seljuk Anatolia, the increased presence of Italian merchants across the region, and the considerable infrastructure developed by societies across the entire area that was designed to stimulate trade (caravansaries, better roads, larger harbours, better shipbuilding facilities, etc.).23 Of course the Italians were just one group of merchants among traders from many different civilisations, so the markets and bazaars across the region hosted a whole array of encounters between men and women from throughout Eurasia and Africa.

The extraordinary wealth passing along these conduits from so many distant locations goes some way to explaining the substantial purchasing power of Near Eastern rulers. Goods and styles from across Eurasia could appear in a wide range of settings. The Knights Hospitaller ate from Chinese bowls in their main headquarters in Acre.24 Mamluk soldiers wore “Tartar coats” and “Frankish helmets.”25 Merchants imported gold from sub-Saharan Africa, and spices such as pepper and cumin arrived in ships via the Indian Ocean to Egypt and the Persian Gulf. Spices were so popular in Western Christendom that one study has calculated that 75 percent of recipes in European cookbooks from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries included spices among their ingredients.26

Local products augmented this long-distance trade. Tyre was famous for its glassware. The Antiochene port of St Symeon became known for ceramics, and many people regarded Antiochene eels as a delicacy. Damascus was central to the local trade in gold metalwork, embroidered textiles, and armaments, especially powerful recurved warbows formed from layers of horn and glue.27 Cilician Armenia’s wooded mountains were an important source of timber for an otherwise timber-scarce region, and its iron mines addressed another major shortfall in the region’s resources. The sheer scale of the Near East’s mercantile network in the early to mid-thirteenth century was impressive.

Then the Mongols came. The Mongol Khans took a close interest in trade, playing a vital role in building commercial links across their territories and encouraging merchants from many societies to expand their networks.28 In their military operations, particularly at sieges, the Mongols frequently singled out artisans from captured populations and resettled them in distant locations to serve the interests and needs of the Mongol Empire.29 Following their invasions of eastern Europe, for example, the Mongols transported a group of German miners thousands of miles across Central Asia to work in the Tien Shan Mountains (in modern-day Kyrgyzstan).30

However enthusiastic the Mongols were about trade, their destructive advance into the Near East resulted in substantial disruption to commerce, at least in the short term. For example, the leather trade suffered badly from the Mongols’ wars of conquest. The traveller Ibn al-Mujawir reports that before the Mongols’ arrival, leather, which was tanned in Yemen, Ethiopia, Mecca, and the Hejaz using acacia leaves, was transported north to Mosul to be sold to traders from northern Persia. The Mongols utterly destroyed this traffic.31 In the longer term, as the Mongols consolidated their rule, these trade routes reasserted themselves, albeit in a rather different configuration. The route from Persia across the Euphrates to Damascus and Aleppo and, from there, to the Crusader States was much more difficult than it had been in the past. The Euphrates was now a frontier of war between the Ilkhanate and the Mamluks, and Aleppo suffered appallingly from the Mongol sack in 1260.32 This conflict caused merchants to swing north and travel through Seljuk Anatolia to avoid the conflict zone, reaching the Mediterranean at ports such as Antalya (in the Seljuk sultanate) or Ayas (in Cilician Armenia).

This northward shift naturally drew trade away from both Mamluk territory in Syria and the ports of the Crusader States such as Acre. This may have caused some slight decrease in trade revenues collected by local Frankish and Muslim rulers, yet there was still plenty of local commerce to keep them buoyant as well as the coastal trade from places such as Alexandria and Ayas.33

The advent of the Mongols also fostered trade far to the north in the Black Sea. Merchants could purchase grain, plunder, and enslaved people in the ports of the Crimea as well as in northern Anatolian coastal cities such as Byzantine Trebizond. Trebizond was vital to the Black Sea trade, and notably, when the Seljuks besieged the city in 1205–1206, the commercial impact of their blockade was so severe that it affected the entire region, a consideration that helped keep this small state safe for the next few centuries.34 During the later thirteenth century, the major Black Sea ports grew rapidly, and the Genoese and later the Venetians substantially developed their outposts in the Crimea—ruled by the Golden Horde—at such places as Caffa and Tana. These became major thoroughfares, and many years later, when the famous Muslim traveller Ibn Battuta visited Caffa, he noted its fine bazaars and counted two hundred ships in its harbour, both warships and trading vessels.35

With the Mongols disposing of huge quantities of cash, Eurasian markets realigned themselves to cater to their preferences. The Mongols’ demand for textiles was especially high, and they acquired rich fabrics in such vast quantities that they were often used as currency in their own right.36 There were many other commodities that became extremely popular, reflecting Mongol tastes. To take one example, the Eurasian trade in owl feathers suddenly spiked. The missionary Riccoldo of Montecroce explained this phenomenon with the following legend: before the conquests of Chinggis Khan, the Mongol people could not access neighbouring societies because of the wilderness that surrounded them. Their only route to the outside world lay through a single ruined fortress, but whenever any of their people tried to approach this fortress, a sudden terrifying cry went up from within its walls, frightening them away. One day, a Mongol warrior was out hunting a hare when his dogs chased their quarry into the ruins. The warrior was so intent on the chase that he paid no attention to the cry that so frightened other visitors, but instead rode straight into the fortress. Then, realising where he was, he looked up and saw an owl. At that moment he understood the origin of the sound—it was an owl’s call. He duly reported this news to his Mongol peers, who promptly marched straight through the fortress and, from there, embarked upon their many conquests.

For this reason, the Mongols venerated the owl, believing it to be a spiritual messenger, and their leaders wore owl feathers in their hats. Commercially speaking, this created a sellers’ market for owl feathers, and Riccoldo reported that western merchants travelled to Mongol territory specifically to sell owl feathers. Indeed, so much competition developed to hunt down owls and sell their plumage that in many regions the owl population went into steep decline. As Riccoldo pointed out, “The Tartars [Mongols] return bad for good to their friend the owl, for while they honour it, they kill it and skin it.”37

With such profits to be made, commerce remained a major cause of conflict. Notions of world conquest may have galvanised the Mongols, and inter-dynastic rivalries may have fuelled the Ayyubids’ quarrels, but the control of trade routes remained a vital consideration for all parties in their military decision-making. Part of the reason that the papacy was so keen to conquer Egypt with crusading armies was because the popes understood that Egyptian wealth and the Nile Delta’s crops would provide a resource base for the subsequent conquest of Jerusalem. Likewise, the Mamluks in their wars with the Cilician Armenians were careful to ensure that the trade routes from Cilicia into Syria and Egypt remained open—the Mamluk economy required Cilician timber and iron. For their part, the Venetians profited enormously from the fall of Constantinople in 1204: many formerly Byzantine islands—and a large chunk of the Aegean’s economy—passed into their hands.

It is often hypothesised by scholars and other commentators that trade can be a peacemaking influence in international relations, encouraging embattled factions to settle their differences in the name of mutual profit. In the thirteenth-century Near East, this occurred at times, and certainly traders often travelled freely between warring societies. In that sense, merchants could act as intermediaries, passing between cultures, and the Polos—working in Mongol service—provide a clear example of this phenomenon. Yet the pursuit of profit also destroyed as many relationships as it created. The Italian merchants themselves demonstrated how conflictual commerce could be, fighting interminable trade wars (Marco Polo cowrote his account of his Eurasian adventures in a Genoese prison cell). Throughout this period the Italian cities were often at war with one another, fighting for control of markets and sea-lanes.

Among their many conflicts was a particularly vicious war fought in the Crusader States between 1256 and 1258. Minor disputes were fairly common in ports such as Acre, but this conflict, known as the War of St Sabas, escalated into a much broader confrontation.

The fighting began when a Genoese merchant brought a recently purchased vessel into the port of Acre. This enraged the city’s Venetian representatives because they identified the ship as one of their own, recently seized by corsairs who then sold it to the Genoese. A vicious argument broke out, escalating quickly in violence and igniting long-standing grievances and ambitions for control of Acre’s harbour. A contested property owned by the monastery of St Sabas became a particular point of contention between the Italian cities—hence the name “War of St Sabas.”38

These quarrels soon spiralled into urban fighting, with the Genoese and Pisans pitted against the Venetians. Both sides maintained plenty of troops within the city and operated out of fortified compounds. The Genoese headquarters was an enormous tower, 200 feet high, that cost 200,000 bezants to construct.39 Initially, the fighting went well for the Genoese. In Acre they gained the upper hand, and in the city of Tyre—their main commercial base in the Crusader States—they persuaded the local lord to expel the Venetians.

The city of St Mark responded to these reverses in August 1257 by despatching a new fleet from the Venetian lagoon to Acre, including a strong force of war galleys and carrying the news that the Venetians had just made a treaty with Genoa’s former allies, the Pisans. After some failed peace talks, the fleet’s arrival inaugurated a new round of fighting. The Venetians forced their way into the port of Acre, cutting through a new chain installed by the Genoese across the harbour entrance. The use of such chains was customary in this period for major ports, their role being to deter naval attack.40

Following the fleet’s arrival, the tides of war shifted in the Venetians’ favour, and with Pisan assistance they managed to gain the upper hand in Acre, driving the Genoese fleet back to Tyre. On land, the Genoese in Acre soon became besieged in their quarter, and a missile barrage broke out across the city, with as many as fifty catapults hurling stones at one another.41 News of these defeats reached the city of Genoa soon afterwards, causing widespread outrage, so much so that the city’s noblewomen demanded that their dowries should be spent equipping a new fleet—better that they should never marry than let the Venetians gain the upper hand.42

Unfortunately for the Genoese, their new fleet also met with disaster, which in turn forced their remaining defenders in Acre to flee to the neighbouring city of Tyre. Humiliated, the Genoese began looking for new allies to broaden the conflict with the Venetians across the Mediterranean, despite the papacy’s efforts to make peace. The Genoese reached out to Emperor Michael VIII, ruler of Byzantine Nicaea, offering him ships and troops if he would harry the Venetians in the Aegean. The resulting agreement, the Treaty of Nymphaeum (1261), formalised relations between Byzantine Nicaea and Genoa and was explicitly anti-Venetian.43 To Genoa’s lasting delight, Michael then seized Constantinople, thereby destroying the Latin Empire of Constantinople and driving out the city’s Venetian merchants. The Genoese were very pleased to take their place, securing substantial concessions and a trading base on Byzantine soil.

The fighting escalated, spreading across the Aegean.44 The papacy found this conflict—and Genoa’s alliance with the Byzantines in particular—to be deeply exasperating because it jeopardised any renewal of crusading operations, either to retake Jerusalem or to rebuild the Latin Empire of Constantinople.45 It wasn’t long before the pope excommunicated the Genoese, and rumours spread that the Byzantines and the Genoese were planning an invasion of Frankish Cyprus.46

Then, a few years later, the Venetians launched a raid on the port of Tyre—the last Genoese major base in the kingdom—making a fierce incursion into the city’s harbour and causing a great deal of damage. By this point, the fighting between these mercantile powers engulfed much of the eastern Mediterranean, and there was even a skirmish in the port of Tunis, a North African Muslim state.47 Eventually, the struggle between Venice and Genoa came to a close in August 1270 at the Peace of Cremona, but it wouldn’t take long for the conflict to reignite.

Of course, a key consideration in this war was the plain commercial fact that these Italian powers depended heavily on their trading quarters in Levantine ports such as Acre and Tyre. For much of the thirteenth century, roughly one-quarter of all Genoese trade ran through the Levantine region, so these commercial rivals would continue their duel, even if it meant reducing parts of Acre to rubble, thereby accelerating the Crusader States’ already steep decline.48 But trading revenue and power were clearly not these cities’ only motives. Their rivalry became closely intertwined with notions of civic pride, the principle being that it was preferable that no one should enjoy the Levantine trade if the alternative was that their Genoese/Pisan/Venetian enemies should control it.

In the many trade wars fought across the Mediterranean, Aegean, and Black seas during this era, the primary weapon of choice was the war galley. These were long, narrow-beamed ships built for lightness and speed. One “bireme” (meaning there was a single bank of oars with each oar manned by two rowers, rather than two banks of oars with a single rower per oar as in classical biremes) from this period for which we have evidence was 39.3 metres long and 3.67 metres wide, with 2 masts and 108 oars, in all weighing about 80 tonnes. In combat, such vessels could achieve speeds of up to 7–10 knots, but naturally their oarsmen could not sustain this kind of pace for long, and in most voyages, galley captains used their sails when possible to avoid tiring the rowers.49

In battle, these ships deployed an assortment of weapons, especially crossbowmen tasked with shooting any opposing crews that might come into range. The Aragonese in particular were famous for their skill with this weapon, and some ships equipped themselves with large, frame-mounted crossbows. There were nastier armaments too. Some crews released large quantities of powdered lime upwind of an enemy ship; the lime dust then blew into enemy sailors’ eyes, blinding them.

Naval commanders fought battles in a number of ways. When on the defensive, some preferred to lash their ships together to form a huge platform from which to engage their enemies. Others, fighting on the offensive, deployed their ships in a great crescent-shaped formation, seeking to surround and overwhelm their opponents. During the late thirteenth century, the Genoese started deploying triremes, which had a single bank of oars with three rowers per oar.50 These were powerful ships, capable of supporting a larger contingent of marines and providing a steadier platform for crossbowmen. Triremes remained the mainstay of the Italian cities’ fleets for centuries, although much later, in the 1520s, the Venetians experimented with a quinquereme (five rowers per oar).51

Galleys also had their weaknesses. Designed for speed rather than resilience, they suffered badly in adverse weather. Few ships in this period could attempt any long-distance journeys during the storm season between October and March, with captains awaiting the spring before setting out. However, galley captains needed to remain vigilant even in the best of conditions, as their light ships’ hulls rose only a short way above the water; even moderately rough weather could cause them trouble. Galleys also had to carry a great deal of drinking water for their thirsty rowers—each oarsman required a minimum of one litre of water per hour whilst rowing, so galleys could not remain at sea for more than a few days without rewatering.52

If galleys were the Mediterranean’s war dogs, then naves were its workhorses. These great sailing ships could be up to 35.2 metres in length and 9.5 metres in width, with multiple decks and the capability of carrying huge numbers of people.53 Some of these vessels could transport up to 1,500 passengers and crew. The Templar master James of Molay claimed that one of these ships could transport four times more cargo than a galley.54 High-sided and with their bulwarks many metres above the waterline, these ships were difficult for low-sided galleys to attack, but they were also slow and cumbersome. Still, these bulk carriers kept the ailing Crusader States alive for decades, transporting resources and warriors, and it was these ships that conveyed much of the cargo between the Near East and the markets of southern Europe.

The most common types of ship in this era were coastal craft—small sailing vessels ghosting up and down the shoreline, riding the convectional winds that blew towards land with the heat of the day, and moving up the major rivers. These ships could carry light cargoes and passengers far faster than waggons or baggage animals travelling by road.

During the late thirteenth century, many developments took place in maritime technology. Previously, crews had guided their ships using steering oars mounted on the side of a vessel, but these proved inadequate to direct the much larger ships of this century, causing a rudder to be fitted to a ship’s stern. Improvements also took place in navigation equipment, with magnetic compasses coming into common use during this century, a technology imported from China.55 Maritime charts accurate enough to be useful for navigation began to appear at this time, with one of the earliest references to their use at sea appearing in an account of Louis IX’s great armada, which set out to conquer Tunis in 1270.56

An ongoing topic of debate among modern commentators looking back at the medieval period is the question of which “side” possessed the technological edge in the ongoing struggle for the Near East, with contenders including the Muslim world, Christendom, and Byzantium. Debates of this kind are often very popular, but they are not especially helpful. In the twenty-first century, cutting-edge technologies are jealously guarded secrets belonging to governments or corporations, and it is tempting to assume that this was the case in earlier periods as well.

However, things were different in the thirteenth century. Technological developments rarely took place in government laboratories or universities, but rather in the workshops of artisans such as shipwrights, navigators, masons, metalworkers, and builders who either adopted incoming ideas or incrementally improved upon the skills and wisdom of previous generations. In some cases these specialists might spend their entire lives plying their trade in places like the Venetian shipyards: “the Arsenal.” In most cases, however, a ruler rarely possessed the money or the need to retain an artisan’s services for more than a single project or for a few years, so the latter customarily moved from state to state, crossing cultural boundaries and plying their trade wherever it was required.57 This very mobile workforce was much in evidence across the Near East in the medieval period: the Crusader States hired Armenian siege engineers; the Egyptians constructed ships according to a design created by a Sicilian shipwright; both the Mamluk sultan and the Ilkhans employed Frankish shipwrights;58 silk weavers from Mosul took refuge from the Mongols in the Crusader States (and, by extension, silk weavers from the Crusader States seemingly set up workshops in Paris);59 the Ayyubids occasionally hired Frankish knights to train their warriors;60 and an architect from Ayyubid Damascus designed the Anatolian Seljuks’ great mosque in Konya.61

Architectural approaches pioneered in western Europe appear in Muslim buildings, just as distinctively Muslim or Armenian features appear in Frankish buildings. So when the later Mamluk sultan Qalawun (reigning in 1279–1290) ordered the construction of a funerary complex for himself in Cairo in the 1280s, his architects used some materials stripped out from conquered crusader fortresses whilst employing some decorative features that either mimicked or replicated Frankish techniques.62 Jewish fishermen based in Alexandria travelled up the Levantine coast collecting shellfish from ports such as Acre in the Crusader States.63 Non-Christian doctors (presumably Jews and Muslims) worked for the Knights Hospitaller in their hospitals alongside their Christian counterparts, whilst the artwork produced by many cultures reflects influences from their neighbours.64 In short, the workforce was mobile and hireable, meaning that technologies and personnel flowed easily and quickly across religious and ethnic boundaries. This often had the effect of flattening the technological balance of power between societies because in many cases they all had access to the same artisans.

There were really only three ways in which a Near Eastern city or society could claim a real technological advantage: first, if it was so much richer than all its neighbours that it could afford to recruit all of the region’s best artisans (although even then the overall advantage would only be slight); second, if the production of a specific commodity required a rare raw material available only locally (such as the purple dye produced in the city of Tyre from its sea snails); third, if it possessed such strong artisanal traditions in the production of a specific item or product that it became a “centre of excellence,” typically producing a better-quality product than that of its competitors (although even then artisans might still move between different regions and thereby share their expertise). The Italian cities represented one such cluster of excellence, particularly in marine architecture. Inland, the Mamluks and Turkmen groups maintained considerable expertise in the breeding and raising of horses. Reflecting on these various strengths, Sultan Baybars once compared the Franks to the Mamluks: “Your steeds are ships, our ships are steeds.”65 The Turkmen were also famous for their carpets and bows. Nevertheless, the key point is that this was a very fluid world with ideas, people, and technologies crossing political, religious, and cultural borders with very little obstruction.

Despite these advances, sea travel remained perilous. Even within the sailing season, there was always the danger of storms and adverse currents. A sudden onshore gale could sweep ships into the shallows or onto the rocks, and piracy remained a danger. Chronicles from this period contain many accounts of maritime disasters, some real, some legendary. The waters off the port of Antalya in Anatolia were especially infamous for their sudden storms.

One classically inclined Frankish writer drew his readers’ attention to the dangers posed by packs of sirens who preyed on unwary vessels. These monsters (apparently bird-like from the navel up) sang a melodious song so entrancing that it sent sailors to sleep. Then they would storm aboard the ship armed with knives and axes to kill the crew and their passengers. This writer’s advice was for sailors to stuff their ears so that they could not hear the sirens’ song and then to shoot them down with crossbows.66

Amidst all these perils and uncertainties, the Near East’s trading networks were evolving rapidly. The region’s markets may have offered an astonishing array of wares from across the continent, but the political situation remained fragile. Commerce was booming, at least along some routes, and although this brought incredible wealth to some, it also provoked rivalries and trade wars. Moreover, much now depended on both the outcome of the escalating Mamluk-Ilkhanid war and the Ilkhanate’s rivalries with the Golden Horde. Chapter 11 charts the fortunes of war as they developed in the 1270s and 1280s.
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CHALLENGERS

During the 1270s and 1280s, the Mongol empires became increasingly embattled. To the east, in China, Qubilai Khan’s forces continued to make advances, completing their overthrow of the Song Empire in 1279 and then pushing further south into Myanmar, Vietnam, and even Indonesia. Even so, in time, the momentum of their advance began to stall. Waging war in Vietnam’s jungles proved very difficult for Mongol cavalry unaccustomed to the heat and the terrain, particularly because their enemy employed hit-and-run attacks and refused to meet the Mongols in battle. Moreover, the Mongols’ two attempts to invade Japan in 1274 and 1281 both ended in failure, on the latter occasion because a typhoon described as a “divine wind”—kamikaze—destroyed the Mongol fleet.1

The situation in the Ilkhanate was little better, with major opponents to the north (the Golden Horde), the west (the Mamluks), and the east (other Mongol dynasties). The Ilkhans’ many external challenges mirrored their growing internal problems. As with so many societies, a delicate balance of power existed between the ruler and his leading nobles (noyans). When Hulegu’s grand army invaded Persia in 1256, it included senior representatives from many Mongol dynasties, and it then went on to try to absorb existing Mongol forces already stationed in the Near East.

Hulegu was the army’s appointed leader, but his fellow generals may have perceived him as little more than the “first among equals.”2 In addition, the Ilkhan needed to manage many other powerful groups, including client rulers such as the Anatolian Seljuks or the Cilician Armenians, as well as Bedouin and Kurdish tribes. A strong-willed leader like Hulegu could, broadly speaking, hold all these factions in check, but like powerful aristocracies the world over, these groups frequently endeavoured to expand their own power bases, often at the expense of the ruler’s authority.

After Hulegu’s death, in 1265, the Ilkhans’ leading nobles played an increasingly prominent role in the empire’s governance and became highly influential following the appointment of Abagha, his son, as successor. Over time, Abagha’s ongoing need to ask for military support from his nobles against a range of enemies strengthened the noyans’ hand, and the Ilkhans’ regional governors became increasingly autonomous.3

Likewise, the empire’s bureaucracy and administration (diwan) came under heavy pressure from noyans wanting to curb its power so as to make space for their own expanding authority.4 Tensions between noyans and the diwan were perhaps inevitable, given that in so many regions the Mongols set up two parallel administrations: a military governor (often a noyan) and an administrative governor (representing the diwan).5 A key point of friction was the collection of tax revenue and by extension the question of how the empire should divide this income between these two groups. During Abagha’s reign, noyans made many attacks on the diwan’s authority, and on one occasion the naib (deputy of the diwan) of Baghdad, Ala al-Din Juwayni, faced accusations of embezzlement, charges that led ultimately to his downfall and the sack of Baghdad (again).6

When Abagha died, in 1282, the Ilkhans’ leading noyans became even more prominent. They appointed a successor, Ahmad Teguder, who had previously played little part in Ilkhan politics. He was Abagha’s brother, and his claims were preferred over those of Abagha’s son Arghun. Even so, Ahmad Teguder’s rule proved short-lived; indeed, he seems to have shown only sporadic interest in the affairs of state, with his mother taking on much of its day-to-day management. Also, unlike most of his peers, Ahmad was a Muslim, and many Mongol nobles were not willing to accept the dramatic shift away from the traditions and beliefs of their forefathers that Ahmad represented. More importantly, Ahmad failed to adequately compensate the leading noyans who championed his elevation, siding with the diwan against some leading families.7

For many leading noyans this situation was intolerable, so they began searching for rival candidates, settling ultimately on the other claimant, Arghun, whom they forcibly put into power in 1284. Then they assassinated Ahmad. This coup signalled a major shift in relations between the noyans and the Ilkhan: they knew now that they held the power to act as kingbreakers as well as kingmakers.8

Arghun’s reign (1284–1291) also became embattled, and he found his powers immediately usurped by the clique of noyans surrounding him. Despite his appointment in 1284, it was not until 1289 that he broke the noyans’ authority and imposed his own vision of absolute power over the Ilkhanate, substantially strengthening the diwan under the management of his minister Sa‘d al-Dawla and driving back the influence of the leading noyans. His aggressive restatement of power merely provoked resistance, with noble rebellions breaking out swiftly in the eastern provinces. When Arghun fell ill in late 1290 (caused by drinking potions containing mercury intended to extend his life), the noyans immediately pushed back hard against the Ilkhan’s authority. His death, in 1291, inaugurated a period of uncertainty and violent purges as various noble factions, operating out of strong regional power bases, vied with one another over the succession, each seeking to appoint its preferred candidate.9 By this stage, the ship of state was rocking wildly amidst strong political currents that threatened to tear it apart.

The Ilkhanate’s convoluted internal politics only exacerbated its spiralling economic problems. By the late thirteenth century, the empire was no longer expanding, so the Ilkhans could no longer draw upon vast reserves of plundered wealth. Worse still, their income from taxation could not keep pace with expenditure, and a serious pestilence killed off huge numbers of horses, an event with serious consequences for the local economy.10 Confronting these challenges, Arghun’s successor, Geikhatu, decided to introduce paper money to replace the customary metal coinage. The introduction of this Chinese form of currency would then enable the Ilkhans to exert greater control over their empire’s precious metals. Unfortunately for the Ilkhans, the result was an economic catastrophe as traders simply ceased all commerce, refusing to accept both this new system and the basic concept of paper money. Geikhatu swiftly abolished the new currency, but he still needed to find new sources of revenue.11

Meanwhile, Geikhatu continued to face resistance from leading noyans, some of whom began to gather under the banner of Islam when raising forces to resist his rule.12 These mounting internal challenges only compounded the Ilkhans’ broader military predicament because, time and again, they needed to raise new armies to protect or expand their borders.
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In sharp contrast to the Ilkhanate, the Mamluk Empire in the 1270s looked exceptionally strong, and its enemies were either inactive or at bay. The remaining Crusader States were all but finished, retaining little more than a handful of cities along the coast, all hedged about by Turkmen nomads who prevented them from regaining their lost territories.

There was always the danger that the papacy might despatch a major crusade to the region, but this too was becoming increasingly unlikely. In 1270 Louis IX of France attempted to stage a new campaign in the eastern Mediterranean, but he expended his energies against the North African city of Tunis, drawn there by economic and strategic interests mixed with promises that the local ruler was willing to convert to Christianity.13 In the mid-1270s, Pope Gregory X likewise sought to raise a new crusade to retake the Holy Land, but his death in 1276 effectively ended these plans.14

Rather more worrying for the Mamluks was the ongoing prospect of a Mongol-Frankish coalition, and certainly the Ilkhans and the papacy spent decades looking for ways to cooperate. Still, despite many embassies and negotiations, the Mongols and Franks never managed to coordinate their efforts effectively. The lines of communication between these powers were too weak, and both Christendom and the Ilkhanate frequently became diverted by other concerns. As the Ilkhanate author Qutb al-Din Shirazi once commented regarding Hulegu’s reign, “The few times that Hulegu sent an army to Syria, they [the Franks] would do nothing.”15

Similarly, Mongol forces rarely assaulted Mamluk territory. In 1272 the Ilkhans made a serious assault on the Euphrates border, but the Mamluks quickly thwarted this attack. The Mamluks’ fortifications and communications structures along this frontier were now well established, and the Mongols proved consistently incapable of penetrating their defences. More importantly, the Mongols’ internal disputes frequently inhibited them from focusing their efforts against the Mamluks, a condition that in 1274 led Sultan Baybars to raid deeply into their territory.

Now was the time for the Mamluks to consider expanding their empire, and increasingly Sultan Baybars’s policies looked north towards Armenia and the Anatolian Seljuks, both under Mongol jurisdiction. The Mamluks’ frontier with Anatolia was a particular problem because Mongol forces could always hook down from the North, circumventing the Mamluks’ defences along the Euphrates. Anatolian Seljuk troops also supported the Mongols in their offensives.16

So in 1273 the Mamluks initiated a new northward offensive with an attack on Armenian positions in southern Anatolia. Two years later, Baybars’s forces invaded Cilician Armenia, causing widespread devastation to the small kingdom. His particular target was the port city of Ayas, a crucial waypoint in the intercontinental commercial arteries passing through Anatolia en route to the Mediterranean. The Mamluks wanted a stake in the Anatolian trade routes, and this attack gave them a chance to disrupt the commerce—even if they could not control it.17 The Armenian king did not try to block the Mamluks’ advance—they were now far too powerful for him to challenge on his own.

Immediately afterwards, King Leon III of Armenia appealed to his Mongol overlords for help, but the months passed and no reinforcements arrived from the Ilkhanate. The Mongols’ ambivalent attitude towards their Armenian subordinates’ need for military defence increasingly became a source of concern, and notably in 1266, when the Mamluks sacked Cilicia, Mongol reinforcements arrived but then looted the Armenian territories they were supposed to protect.18

It was also during Sultan Baybars’s Armenian venture in 1275 that twenty thousand Turkmen warriors sought refuge within the Mamluk Empire, having been displaced by the Mongols from their lands in Anatolia.19 Their request for protection was symptomatic of wider changes taking place in the now much-weakened Anatolian Seljuk sultanate. By this stage, Anatolia was simmering with rebellion among the Turkmen—a major problem for the Ilkhans and a major opportunity for the Mamluks.

By 1276, it was more than thirty years since the Mongols had acquired hegemony over Anatolia. During that period the Seljuk sultan’s authority had declined sharply. The ongoing infighting within the Seljuk dynasty, particularly in the 1250s between Kay Kawus II and Kilij Arslan IV, eroded the Seljuks’ power, and the annual need to make tribute payments to their Mongol masters weakened their finances. Over time the Mongols themselves stepped up their authority over the Seljuks, and Baiju’s invasion of Anatolia in 1256 caused substantial damage. Increasingly, power had shifted away from the Seljuk sultan and into the hands of his minister Mu’in al-Din Sulayman, the parwana.20 The parwana’s theoretical role was to act as intermediary between the Seljuks and the Mongols, but in practice his position enabled him to exercise considerable power in his own right. The parwana’s authority grew still further in about 1265, when he brought about the murder of the reigning Seljuk sultan, Kilij Arslan IV, setting up the late sultan’s infant son as a puppet ruler, with him pulling the strings. The parwana came to be Seljuk Anatolia’s effective ruler, governing on behalf of the Mongol overlords.21

In some respects, the decline in Seljuk power played into the Ilkhans’ hands, giving them a far stronger grip on Anatolia’s wealthy cities and pastureland. This was broadly true in eastern Anatolia, yet it was not the case in western Anatolia, in the uj (the area governed by the Turkmen). Since its very inception in the eleventh century, the Anatolian Seljuk sultanate had ruled over a large group of Turkmen nomads who played a leading role in the region’s conquest. During the twelfth century, the Anatolian Seljuks had built up their power across the area and generally proved able to maintain a fair degree of control over the Turkmen. Now the situation was changing. The sustained migration of Turkmen groups into the Near East and Anatolia—fleeing from the Mongol invasions—increased their numbers just as Seljuk authority declined.22 Over time, their influence spread steadily across Anatolia, concentrating especially along the Seljuk-Nicaean border. Turkmen nomads also moved along the Black Sea coast, posing a threat to the small Byzantine state around the city of Trebizond.23 Moreover, other Turkmen groups, including some that angered Sultan Baybars in 1261, had moved north out of Syria into Anatolia, thereby contributing to the destabilisation of Seljuk (Mongol) Anatolia.24 The main consequence of these processes was the substantial expansion of areas controlled by Turkmen nomads, which in time grew to encompass vast territories, including many major towns and cities.25

By the 1270s, the greatest threat to Mongol authority in Anatolia was a Turkmen rebellion in the uj, and several had already taken place. Shortly before their great defeat at Kose Dagh in 1243, the Seljuks had faced an uprising near the city of Melitene. This involved several groups led by a mysterious spiritual rebel called Baba Ilyas, who apparently claimed to be the apostle of God. His resistance persisted for several years, only to be put down with the greatest of difficulty by Frankish mercenaries.26 After Kose Dagh, the Turkmen—now far more numerous and powerful—proved even harder to control. In 1261, Turkmen groups led by a warrior named Mehmed Bey rose up decisively in the borderlands between Byzantium and the sultanate, only to be put down with crushing force by a Mongol army in 1262. The Mongols destroyed Mehmed’s confederation, centred on Denizli, and killed Mehmed himself, but this did not end the Turkmen threat.27 Soon afterwards a new dynasty emerged around the town of Mentese, gathering troops and supporters.28 In addition, many other Turkmen groups rose to prominence at this time, including the Karaman Turks, who had established themselves on the Armenian border in the 1230s.29 Of course, the disruption that this caused only exacerbated the problems confronting the Mongol Ilkhans, particularly in the years following both their defeat at Ayn Jalut in 1260 and then the outbreak of war against the Golden Horde shortly afterwards.

The Mongols’ tough response to the Turkmen rebellion in 1262 settled matters for some time, and although the histories of this period report Turkmen raids against the Armenians in Cilicia and the Nicaean Greeks, the Turkmen staged no major challenge to their Mongol overlords in Anatolia for many years. Then, in 1276, the Turkmen of Karaman incited a new rebellion, marshalling huge numbers so that soon the Mongol governors of Anatolia found themselves rocked by a full-scale Turkmen uprising across much of southern and western Anatolia. By the spring of 1277, these groups had forged a confederation under the nominal leadership of a warrior named Cimri, who declared himself to be the son of the exiled Seljuk sultan Kay Kawus II.30 This represented a direct challenge to Ilkhan authority.

Sultan Baybars remained well informed about these developments; from his perspective, the chaos engulfing Mongol Anatolia was too good an opportunity to miss. He had been negotiating quietly with the Seljuk parwana for some time, with the parwana seeking to persuade him to stage a military intervention into the region.31 The parwana’s motive for opening this correspondence with Baybars was the presence of a large Mongol army led by Ejei—the Ilkhan Abagha’s younger brother—in Anatolia and his fears that Ejei might try and supplant him.32 Still, even when the Ilkhan Abagha replaced Ejei, the parwana continued to agitate for a Mamluk takeover.

Events began to gather momentum in 1276–1277, and rumours spread about an impending Mamluk invasion of Anatolia. Sympathetic Seljuk emirs started to gather their forces, waiting for their chance to join the rebels. The Byzantines in Trebizond also kept a line of communication open with the Mamluks—chaos within Seljuk Anatolia could play to their advantage and potentially enable them to reclaim their port of Sinop.33 By contrast, the Cilician Armenians (the Ilkhans’ allies) contacted Abagha, warning him of these impending threats, but he took no decisive action.34

With the tide running briskly in his favour, on 25 February 1277, Baybars led his army north out of Cairo and towards Anatolia. This was the long-awaited campaign: a frontal assault on Ilkhanid authority in Anatolia. He reached Aleppo on 6 April and then advanced into the borderlands.35 The army’s main target was the major city of Elbistan in Central Anatolia, and the Mamluk forces first crossed the mountains and then descended upon the city. En route, Baybars collected thousands of Turkmen allies who rallied to his cause, swelling his army. On 15 April the Mamluks won a skirmish against a Mongol contingent, and the following day they swept down to confront the main Mongol army, encamped outside Elbistan.

The armies clashed in the freezing cold of the early morning on 16 April 1277. The Mongols initially gained the upper hand, but by midday, the Mamluks’ greater numbers proved decisive, and the Mongols—many of whom dismounted and fought to the last soldier—suffered very heavy casualties.36 Immediately afterwards, Baybars marched northwest to the city of Kayseri, where he ceremonially sat on the Seljuk sultan’s throne and ordered the khutbah (the Friday sermon) proclaimed in his name, the crucial symbol of rulership.37 For a moment at least, the possibility of a full-scale Mamluk takeover in Anatolia hovered in the air, but ultimately Baybars decided not to capitalise on his victory: he was running low on food, so he gave the order to withdraw.38 He wrote to the parwana, inviting him to join him, but the parwana decided to stay put.

As the Mamluk army recrossed the mountains, heading south towards Syria, Baybars received reports describing the Turkmen coalition’s ongoing advance against Mongol authority and its capture of the major city of Konya. The Mamluk invasion had shattered Anatolia’s fragile equilibrium—a major victory for the Mamluks. On 25 April, only nine days after its great victory, the victorious Mamluk army returned to friendly territory. Baybars did not have long to savour his triumphs, however, because on 30 June 1277 he died in Damascus. With his death, Mongol Anatolia was safe from the Mamluks, at least for the present.

Mongol reinforcements under the Ilkhan Abagha’s brother Qongqurtay arrived in Anatolia soon after, seeking retribution. They put down the Turkmen rebellions with stunning force: rumours circulated that the death toll from Mongol reprisals may have reached five hundred thousand killed or captured.39 Cimri, the rebels’ nominal leader, remained at large until 1278–1279, but Mongol forces eventually seized and flayed him, packing his skin with straw and displaying it as a deterrent to others.40 The parwana—whose treachery was now no longer in doubt—visited the Ilkhan Abagha, where he tried to re-ingratiate himself. For a brief moment it seemed as if he might be successful, but the wives of the Mongol leaders killed at the battle of Elbistan protested loudly—publicly ripping up their clothes—thereby changing Abagha’s mind.41 Abagha then invited the parwana to a great banquet, plying him with kumiz. As the banquet went on, the parwana briefly left the party to urinate, and at this moment Abagha signalled to his guards to execute him. Apparently, the parwana died cursing the Mongols for their ingratitude for his many years of service. The Mongols cut his body to pieces, and one report even claims that several senior Mongol commanders ate parts of his brutalised corpse.42

The Mamluk invasion and the Turkmen rebellions of the late 1270s worried the Mongols deeply, and they took steps to re-entrench their authority over Anatolia. Immediately after this war, Abagha sent his vizier (the head of the diwan), Shams al-Din Juwayni, to reimpose control. Juwayni then set about rewiring the region’s taxation and fiscal infrastructure, increasing the flow of cash into the Ilkhans’ coffers and making up for any shortfall by transferring lands from Seljuk to Mongol ownership. He also compelled Anatolia’s Turkmen nomads to formally submit to Mongol authority.43 The Ilkhans’ reliance on Anatolia’s considerable commercial wealth ensured that they paid the closest attention to any threat to their authority in this area. Under the revised system all officials would now be Mongol, rather than Seljuk, appointments. Juwayni also improved the region’s infrastructure, commissioning new bridges and road-building projects to ensure that news and reinforcements could pass swiftly between the Mongols’ heartlands and Anatolia.44 As for the Seljuk dynasty itself, these governmental reforms reduced its authority to a mere husk. A telling signal of its decline can be found even before the rebellions and invasions when, in 1271, Shams al-Din Juwayni had ordered the construction of the Cifte Minareli Madrasa in the eastern Anatolian city of Sivas. Notably, in the dedicatory inscription above the main entrance, he didn’t even bother to add the name of the Seljuk ruler, a major breach of convention.45

In this way, the Mongols redoubled their presence in Anatolia—thereby sidelining the Seljuk dynasty—but the Turkmen from the uj remained a persistent threat.46 The Mongols exercised only limited control in this area—their armies rarely penetrating far to the west. Over the next few years the Turkmens’ periodic rebellions would morph into a permanent undercurrent of resistance, and Juwayni was acutely aware of this threat. His was the unhappy task of balancing the need to appease his Mongol masters and their unquenchable need for cash with the challenge of holding the Turkmen (and the wider populace) in check.

Meanwhile in Egypt, following Baybars’s death, the Mamluks started to quarrel amongst themselves over the succession. The Mamluk Empire was still only a few decades old and possessed no established tradition or model for appointing new rulers. Initially one of Baybars’s sons became sultan, but he proved too contentious. Then the leading emirs selected another much younger son to become sultan, with the powerful emir Qalawun appointed as his atabeg (regent).47

Shortly afterwards, Qalawun declared himself to be the sole ruler and sultan. By this time, it was late 1279, and matters were moving fast. Sultan Qalawun was not universally accepted as ruler, and the Mamluks’ governor in Damascus objected strongly enough to rise in rebellion. Qalawun succeeded in quashing this revolt, but its ringleaders fled north, encouraging Abagha to take advantage of the Mamluks’ internal quarrels.48

News of Mamluk infighting arrived at a good time for the Ilkhans. The Ilkhanate had faced several major challenges over the past couple of years, but now matters were reasonably settled. They had suffered a major invasion on their distant eastern borders a short while before, but that danger passed, while Anatolia remained subdued following its thorough bludgeoning. Consequently, Abagha could now implement the long-awaited assault on the Mamluk Empire. It had taken the Mongols twenty years following the defeat at Ayn Jalut to seek retribution, but now they were finally ready. Abagha amassed forces from across Persia and Anatolia whilst calling for auxiliaries from his client states, such as the Armenians and Georgians.



[image: image]
The Levantine region at the time of the Battle of Homs.





The first Mongol wave hit the Mamluks’ northern border in September 1280, moving south towards Aleppo, which the Mamluks evacuated in advance of their enemies’ arrival. The Mongols hoped to join forces with rebel factions—hostile to Sultan Qalawun—and possibly even to receive assistance from the kingdom of Jerusalem. The Franks wanted to help, and the Knights Hospitallers advanced out from their coastal fortress of Margat to raid Mamluk territory, later winning a skirmish against a force of Turkmen.49

Sultan Qalawun responded to these mounting dangers by marshalling the Mamluk armies and advancing on northern Syria. However, the Mongols chose not to meet him in battle; this was merely their first wave of attacks, so they withdrew before Qalawun’s arrival.

The Mongol retreat gave Qalawun a brief period to recover his position, and he took the opportunity to revenge himself on the Hospitallers by besieging their great fortress town of Margat. But this act only compounded Qalawun’s problems. The besieging Mamluk army tried to sweep Margat’s defenders from the ramparts, but their barrage of arrows couldn’t reach the defenders on their high walls, and the latter inflicted heavy casualties among the Mamluk attackers. Then, when the Mamluk commander withdrew a little way from the castle, the Hospitallers’ cavalry charged out through the fortress’s gates and stampeded the Mamluk army.50 The Mamluks were not accustomed to losing battles against Frankish forces, and certainly this reverse could not have come at a worse time.

Sultan Qalawun recognised the fragilities of his position, but he remained determined to fight, and on 24 March 1281 he mustered his forces in preparation for the next Mongol assault. However, the Mongols did not arrive for many months, so Qalawun used this time to settle a ten-year treaty with the county of Tripoli and the kingdom of Jerusalem, thereby ensuring their neutrality.51 Then, in the early summer, Qalawun settled scores with other Arab and rebel leaders, trying to shore up his defences.

News arrived in August 1281 that the Mongol army was gathering in Anatolia under the leadership of Abagha’s brother, Monke Temur. Soon afterwards, Mamluk scouts captured a Mongol officer who supplied more detailed information. The outlook was grim. According to the captured Mongol commander, the Ilkhan army was huge, eighty thousand strong, vastly in excess of anything the Mamluks could muster.52

The Mongols’ advance began in earnest in October, their great army sweeping south into Syria and causing widespread devastation. By the end of the month, they reached Homs, bringing them within striking range of the Mamluk army marshalling near Damascus. The Mamluks’ forces were scarcely half the size of the Mongols’ army, and even this force stretched the Mamluks’ resources, requiring them to gather almost every soldier at their disposal.53 An overwhelming Mongol victory now seemed imminent, and in Damascus the citizens congregated in the Great Mosque, seeking God’s support.54 It was now or never—Qalawun wouldn’t get a second battle.

This was war on a truly continental scale. Over the previous two centuries, the armies contesting the region only occasionally exceeded ten thousand troops. The biggest battles fought between the Crusader States and their neighbours rarely involved more than this number of soldiers on either side, with the largest encounters involving forces of around thirty thousand. Only the First Crusade (1095–1099) had attained these kinds of numbers. The report claiming that the Mongol army numbered eighty thousand was probably an exaggeration, but the Mongol battlefront was still reportedly twenty-four kilometres wide.55

The battle took place on 29 October 1281 near Homs. As usual, both armies divided their forces into a central contingent flanked on either side by a left and right wing. The encounter opened with the Mongols attacking sequentially on both flanks. First, the Mongols’ left wing assailed the Mamluks’ right wing, but the attack made little headway. Then the Mongols’ right wing—containing troops from Armenia and Georgia as well as Mongol and Seljuk squadrons—charged and broke through the Mamluk left wing, putting their opponents to flight. The Mongols pursued the survivors, causing heavy casualties and entering the Mamluks’ encampment.

Following the collapse of their left wing, the Mamluks then counterattacked using their right wing, supported by reinforcements from the centre. This bold stroke broke the Mongol left wing and forced the Mongol centre to fall back. According to one report, during the fighting the Mongol commander Mongke Temur suffered an injury (he may have fallen from his horse), causing his army to hesitate. The Mamluks then launched a full assault on the Mongol centre, which began to retreat.56

Soon afterwards, the remaining Mongol formations fell back, scattered, then sprinted for the borderlands by any route possible. Some tried to cross the Euphrates, only to be killed by troops from the Mamluks’ frontier garrisons. Pursuing Mamluk forces cut the Armenian contingent to pieces as it tried to recross the mountains back into Cilicia, and the king himself only narrowly escaped.57

The battle of Homs was a great victory for the Mamluks, won against daunting odds. It was not like their earlier successes at Ayn Jalut (1260) and Elbistan (1277), where they encountered only a fraction of the Mongols’ overall strength; this time they tackled the Ilkhans head-on and at full strength… and won. The Ilkhan Abagha was furious. He demanded a full enquiry into the defeat and stated that in the next year he would go in person to avenge this humiliation. However, he never got the chance because he died on 1 April 1282, apparently whilst in an alcoholic stupor.58
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For King Leon III of Cilician Armenia, the battle of Homs was an unmitigated disaster. During the campaign he led his Armenian contingent in person, his troops serving in the Mongols’ right-wing contingent, which initially was very successful. After the battle his army suffered enormous casualties (possibly as many as two thousand troops) as it fled north to friendly territory. Mamluk soldiers pursued the Armenians for the full distance, right up to the border fortress of Baghras, at the gates of Leon’s kingdom.59 Other Mamluk raiders, buoyed by their recent victory, swept north, probing far enough to intercept merchant caravans travelling along the trade route between Cilicia and Anatolia—the backbone of Cilician commerce.60

Perhaps the most worrying issue for King Leon was that after 1282 the Ilkhans, under Sultan Ahmad and later Arghun, became increasingly entangled by their own internal concerns and could no longer provide protection for his small kingdom. Already the Mamluks had assailed the Armenians on many occasions and caused widespread devastation—especially in 1266 and 1275—but neither venture had provoked the Mongols to send much assistance. Now it was plain to see that the Mongols either would not—or, worse still, could not—safeguard Armenian interests. This lesson was apparent in 1283, when the Mamluks’ commander in Aleppo crossed into Cilicia and sacked the major port city of Ayas, a crucial and lucrative waypoint on the trans-Eurasian trade routes.61 Again, the Mongols offered no response.62 Turkmen conducting raids into Armenia out of the uj only compounded Cilicia’s vulnerability.

The broader political picture was equally unappealing. The Mamluks were now in the ascendant. Their armies under Qalawun were enormous, boasting an elite core of six to twelve thousand troops in the sultan’s personal contingent, supplemented by further formations of mamluk troops, regular cavalry, and companies of Bedouin, Turkmen, and other allies.63 The Mamluks also possessed the economic might to maintain and equip this fighting force. Qalawun spent much of the 1280s building commercial treaties with territories as far afield as the Italian cities in Western Christendom, the Golden Horde in the Black Sea, and Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean. In 1288 he offered safe conduct to merchants from places as diverse as India, China, Anatolia, and Yemen.64 Egypt’s commercial prospects weren’t going anywhere but up.

More importantly, following their defeat in 1281 the Mongol Ilkhans backed away from conflict with the Mamluks. Sultan Ahmad (1282–1284), who succeeded Abagha, showed little interest in staging a new campaign, and his successor, Arghun (1284–1291), did not have the opportunity to take the offensive. The Ilkhans remained the only regional power strong enough to compete with the Mamluks, but for many years they made no new attempt to contest control over the Near East, consumed as they were by their own infighting and—in Anatolia—by their endless attempts to suppress the rebellious Turkmen.

Armenia’s Frankish allies lacked the resources to offer much support, and very few crusaders arrived from Western Christendom. When Qalawun besieged and conquered the Hospitallers’ major fortress of Margat on the Syrian coast in May 1285, the stronghold’s fall elicited no response from either the local Christian powers or from western Europe. The military orders did all they could to retain their narrow strip of land on the Levantine coast, but even they recognised the weakness of their position. Significantly, they started to shift their movable assets, such as relics of the saints, back to France.65 The Turkmen continued to raid the Crusader States’ borders, and—notably—when the Franks signed truces with the Mamluks, they specifically asked the sultan to restrain the Turkmen and Bedouin from attacking their lands.66 Meanwhile, the papacy remained preoccupied with the affairs of the western Mediterranean and the wars consuming the king of Aragon, the Angevin rulers of southern Italy, and the king of France. Cilicia could not expect much support from Western Christendom.

The tides of war and diplomacy had conspired to leave Armenia alone and vulnerable, unable to compete with its Mamluk enemy and unable to rely on its Mongol overlord for support. In this climate, King Leon III could only seek a humiliating treaty with the Mamluks—the alternative was ruin. Consequently, he despatched emissaries to Sultan Qalawun seeking peace. The problem was that the sultan didn’t want peace. The Mamluk Empire did not fear the Armenians’ small army and had every reason to want to crush them as a Mongol ally. Consequently, whenever Armenian ambassadors arrived pleading Leon’s case, Qalawun simply imprisoned them. These were desperate straits, so King Leon turned to his friend and ally William of Beaujeu, the Templar master, for advice.67

This was a shrewd move. The Templars and Hospitallers were among the most accomplished diplomats and mediators of their age. Both had long recognised that the Crusader States could not compete with their Ayyubid and—later—Mamluk neighbours on the battlefield. Their own troops were too expensive to recruit and maintain, and too hard to replace. They could not be thrown carelessly into battle. So instead these military orders tried to advance Christendom’s interests through diplomacy. Admittedly, their negotiations did not prevent the decline of the Crusader States, but their representatives were by now familiar figures in Mamluk courts, where they were often well liked and respected.68

The Templars and Hospitallers were long-standing supporters of Cilician Armenia, so William of Beaujeu responded to King Leon’s request by writing to Sultan Qalawun and sending the Templars’ Armenian commander to intercede on Leon’s behalf. It cannot have been a happy journey for the Templars’ agent because he reached Sultan Qalawun’s court during the Mamluks’ overthrow of the Hospitallers’ great fortress of Margat in 1285. Nonetheless, he did manage to persuade Qalawun to receive the Armenian king’s emissaries and, more importantly, to accept their request for a peace treaty.69

Whatever pleasure Leon III might have felt upon learning that Qalawun was prepared to negotiate presumably died when he learned the price of peace. In return for a peace lasting ten years and ten months, Qalawun demanded an annual tribute of five hundred thousand dirhams as well as horses and a large quantity of iron goods.70 The first and the last of these three items are the most suggestive. The size of the annual tribute was enormous, a cripplingly high sum reflecting just how badly Leon needed this treaty (and just how much Qalawun was going to make him pay for it). The clause about iron goods reflected Egypt’s acute need to import iron in bulk. Other clauses safeguarded the Armenian-Mamluk trade, an indication of Cilicia’s rising prominence as a waypoint in the intercontinental trade routes from the Far East to the Mediterranean.

Another notable clause in this agreement was the promise that the Armenians would release all their Muslim prisoners. This proved to be more contentious than the other clauses because, shortly after this treaty was signed, the Armenians refused to release a group of Karamanid Turkmen prisoners, claiming they were not part of the Mamluk Empire and therefore not covered by the agreement. The Mamluks saw things differently. They now enjoyed a close relationship with the Turkmen of Anatolia and sought to use them to disrupt the Mongols’ rule. The Turks of Karaman (in southern Anatolia) were a good prospect for the Mamluks, partly because they proved especially tractable to the Mamluks’ friendly overtures and partly because they continually raided the kingdom of Cilician Armenia, so Sultan Qalawun pushed hard to bring about their release.71

In the wake of their agreement with the Mamluks, the Armenians remained—at least nominally—part of the Mongol Empire, but this relationship now looked very hollow, a point underscored by Leon III’s promise to Sultan Qalawun that he would not break his peace treaty with the Mamluks, even if his Mongol masters demanded it of him.

Leon’s decision to accept this treaty marks a tipping point in the politics of the Near East.72 His small state lay on the borders of both Mongol Anatolia and the Mamluk Empire. His kingdom’s survival depended on aligning itself with the dominant power. Up until the early 1260s, that had been the Mongols. Subsequently, the Mongols’ rather lacklustre efforts to support Cilician Armenia had placed both this relationship and the Mongols’ broader status as the regional superpower in doubt. Now, however, the writing was on the wall, and the Armenians’ desperation for this peace treaty with the Mamluk Empire effectively acknowledged the Mamluks as the dominant power.

There was a silver lining to King Leon’s predicament in the 1280s, however. The volume of trade passing through Armenia’s major ports continued to grow year by year, with cargoes shipped overland from the East to Armenian ports such as Ayas for distribution across the Mediterranean (and vice versa). To stimulate this commerce, in 1288 Leon negotiated a new trading agreement with the Genoese covering a range of issues and commodities, including the vital trade in silk, much of which arrived in Cilicia from the East, carried on camels.73

The trade in silk was of enormous economic importance. It was the fabric of choice for wealthy elites across Eurasia, and western European rulers purchased silks for their courts (and passed sumptuary legislation to ensure that its use remained confined to the aristocracy). Byzantine rulers wore silk and used silk in their diplomatic gifts.74 Mamluk military cadres strove to outdo one another in the magnificence of their attire, wearing “Tartar coats,” Chinese silks, and gold and silver belts.75 The Armenians also prized silk products from the Far East. In a gospel book made for Archbishop Yovhannes, half-brother of King Hetum of Armenia, there is an image of Yovhannes wearing a tunic embroidered with a distinctively Chinese dragon.76 Further down the social ladder, those seeking inclusion within the ranks of the ruling class imitated their wealthier neighbours by purchasing cheaper silk fabrics (including those in which silk threads were mixed with wool or cotton) or secondhand garments.77

Chinese and Central Asian silks were the best known, but the Mediterranean region also boasted its own centres of silk production, some dating back to the sixth century. Workshops existed in North Africa/Egypt, southern Iberia, and the Byzantine Empire. During the twelfth century, the town of Lucca in Italy began to produce silken cloth, with other cities such as Venice, Florence, and Milan following suit in the thirteenth century. Armenia became well known for its “Tars” silks—created in the city of Tarsus—but there were other silk emporiums in the Levantine region, including in the city of Tripoli in the Crusader States.78

The rise of the Mongol Empire had a major impact on this trade. “Tartar” silks began to appear in Western Christendom’s fairs from the 1260s onwards, and they were also popular in other markets. The Mongols were especially famous for their silken cloth of gold, which incorporated design influences from many regions within their empires, and they prized weavers from among their subjects who could produce high-quality textiles.

Many cultures acquired a taste for Mongol textiles, and in fourteenth-century India the court in Delhi developed a preference for “Tartar” clothing.79 The Italian cities imported these textiles, transporting them overland either to Germany and Hungary or to the great fairs in Champagne (France). From these fairs, merchants then brought them further north to cities such as Bruges and Paris. Soon these “Tartar” silks became very fashionable in Christendom’s courts, a preference driven in part by the growing commerce of this era but also through the many pilgrims and crusaders travelling to the Near East.80 “Tartar” silks represented a new wave of designs, modelled at least in part by Mongol envoys and merchants whose opulent and fascinating garments attracted the attention of wealthy merchants and followers.81 By the early fourteenth century, many monarchs and elites wanted to present themselves in this style, including Edward III of England, who in 1331 attended a tournament in Cheapside (London) with his followers arrayed in “Tartar” clothes and bearing Mongol masks.82

With so much money to be made from the silk trade and silk being only one of many high-value commodities passing through his lands, Leon III of Cilician Armenia could still hope to enjoy considerable revenues, despite the burden of his tribute payments to the Mamluks. Of course, income on this scale was both a blessing and a curse. It kept him solvent, but it could also attract the attention of predatory powers seeking to take this wealth for themselves. The Mamluks were Leon’s most powerful adversary, but the Turkmen continued to press on his frontiers, and with so little support from his Mongol masters, his defences were wearing thin.

Across much of the Near East, the Turkmen were becoming a major presence in regional geopolitics. Chapter 12 explores the Byzantine Empire’s ongoing efforts to hold them at bay.
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STAGNATION

The Ilkhanate developed rapidly during the last years of the thirteenth century, and changes took place that fundamentally altered its future policies, identity, and alliances. Among the most significant of these evolutions was the question of the Ilkhanate’s religious orientation.

Since the Mongols’ first incursions into the Near East, local factions had vied with one another to ingratiate themselves with their conquerors, seeking either to inspire their new rulers with their spiritual beliefs or, more cynically, to align their masters’ interests with those of their own faith community. The Mongols fully understood what was going on and made use of these advocates and their rivalries for their own ends. Still, they could also prove tractable to adopting other faiths, and they were particularly attentive to anyone who could extend their life, bring prosperity to their family, or foretell the future.1 Of course, it wasn’t easy to persuade Mongol rulers to yield their original beliefs, which had deep spiritual and cultural roots. But this did not prevent advocates from trying.

In the 1260s many eastern Christian communities hoped that Ilkhan Hulegu would convert to Christianity. They knew he had spared Baghdad’s Christian population during the city’s overthrow in 1258, and also that his wife was Christian. Some reports claimed that Hulegu planned to restore the kingdom of Jerusalem to Christianity in the event of its capture by the Mongols, whereas other rumours circulated (erroneously) that Hulegu visited Jerusalem in person and prostrated himself before the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.2

Hulegu himself seems to have expressed an interest in Christianity, or at least supplied grounds for the belief that he was a willing protector of Christians within his lands.3 Yet the eastern Christians’ hopes ultimately proved groundless. Hulegu may have viewed Christianity favourably, and he was eager for the prayers of Christian priests, but he never converted. He died in 1265 with his own slaves buried beside him according to Mongol tradition, and it seems that the promises of reincarnation offered by his Buddhist priests were of greater interest to him in his final days than the spiritual guidance of his Christian courtiers.4 His widely renowned Christian wife, Doquz Khatun, died within a few months of her husband. Soon after their deaths, Armenian Christian influence at court fell into decline.5

Slowly but steadily, from the mid-thirteenth century onwards, the Mongols in the Ilkhanate and the Golden Horde began to adopt the religions of their conquered subjects, especially Islam. Among the main groups furthering this process were the many Turkic peoples who had migrated into the Near East since the eleventh century and adopted Islam as their religion. The Mongols had a great deal in common with the Turks; in their origins, they were both predominantly nomadic peoples from Central Eurasia. As one contemporary author explained, the best way to differentiate between a Turk and a Mongol was that Mongols tied their tunics on the right whereas the Turks tied their tunics on the left. If this was truly a key distinguishing feature separating these two cultures, then clearly they were very similar indeed.6 When the Mongols entered the Muslim world, they often closely identified with these Turkic groups, and they enrolled or recruited many Turkic troops into their armies and tamma (garrison) forces. The Golden Horde in particular drew so heavily on Turkic culture that from the 1280s it issued its coinage in Turkish.7 With such close cultural links, the Near Eastern Turks’ prior conversion to Islam provided an obvious template to follow, not only for the Mongols themselves but especially for the many thousands of Turkic troops in their ranks.8 Many stories also describe leading Mongols being influenced by Sufis who then became their spiritual mentors.9

Over time, Islam became increasingly prominent in the Ilkhanate, but it seems unlikely that the Mongols “converted” in the sense of suddenly switching one religion for another. Instead—and again rather like many Turkic peoples in earlier centuries—they gradually adopted Muslim practices or beliefs, holding them in conjunction with their existing traditions.10 Of course, some Mongols had always adhered to other religions, particularly those who were incorporated into the Mongol people from conquered societies. Nevertheless, even among shamanistic Mongols, many began to identify themselves with another—or elements of another—faith, typically Islam, Christianity, or Buddhism (and sometimes with more than one).

The situation changed in April 1282, following the death of the Ilkhan Abagha and the accession of his Muslim brother Ahmad Teguder. The advent of a Muslim Ilkhan must have seemed like a turning point in the Ilkhans’ religious orientation, yet his rule was brief. In 1284 Arghun took power, and his beliefs owed more to his shamanistic Mongol forebears.

Infighting marked the period following Ahmad Teguder’s fall, involving leading nobles (noyans), the bureaucracy (the diwan), and the Ilkhan himself. The winners in this seemingly endless cycle of internal conflict were often the Ilkhanate’s regional governors, who proved increasingly able both to assert their independence from central control and to establish their candidates in positions of power. Significantly, as the years went on, several leading noyans staged rebellions in the name of Islam, thereby entwining their political agendas with the Ilkhans’ evolving religious identity. An important leader among the Ilkhanate’s regional governors was a noyan called Nawruz, whose lands lay in the eastern district of Khurasan in northern Persia. He spent the years 1289–1294 striving to achieve independence from the Ilkhanate, and he used his religious identity as a Muslim to rally his supporters. He had his own candidate for the Ilkhanate, Urung Temur, but Nawruz’s hopes of securing his appointment as Ilkhan collapsed in 1294 when Urung Temur fled, citing his fear that Nawruz was seeking complete authority for himself.11

This setback did not curb Nawruz’s ambitions, however, and in 1295 he perceived a new opportunity. In that year a group of noyans deposed and executed the Ilkhan Geikhatu, replacing him with a new Ilkhan called Baidu. Nawruz reacted to this news by backing an old adversary, Ghazan (son of the late Ilkhan Arghun), as a rival candidate. Together, Nawruz and Ghazan led their forces in an effort to take power for themselves, but their combined strength proved insufficient to defeat Baidu, whose supporters forced them to retreat. Something more was needed to tip the balance if Ghazan (Nawruz) was to become the next Ilkhan. It was at this point that Nawruz suggested that Ghazan convert to Islam. He made it clear that it would be easier to rally wider support should he do so.12 It seems that a substantial number of rank-and-file Mongols had already converted to Islam and that Mongol-Muslim elites were gaining increasing prominence at the Ilkhans’ court.13 Ghazan’s own background and upbringing were shamanistic and Buddhist, and it is not known for certain what his personal spiritual inclinations may have been. The crucial point is that Ghazan accepted Nawruz’s proposal, and soon afterwards they marched on Tabriz and took power for themselves. Ghazan became the new Ilkhan, with Nawruz as kingmaker, and they put Baidu to death.

Ghazan’s subsequent actions suggest that, like many Muslim Mongols, he blended Islam with his ancestral steppe faith; to take one example, the inscriptions on his coinage employed the phrase “by the power of heaven,” a reference to the Mongols’ traditional belief in the Eternal Heaven.14 Even so, his ascension as a Muslim Ilkhan was an important milestone in the Ilkhanate’s religious evolution and led to further conversions to Islam from among his following. In this way, Islam became the Ilkhanate’s official religion.15

In this new environment a series of attacks took place in 1295 against the Ilkhanate’s other religious communities, including the demolition of many Buddhist pagodas and Zoroastrian temples, Christian churches, and Jewish synagogues.16 Ghazan himself seems only partially responsible for these actions. He participated in some of these acts, including the destruction of several Buddhist pagodas, but Nawruz apparently played a leading role, with other spontaneous attacks following in their wake.17 Still, Ghazan needed to maintain relations with Western Christendom, so the anti-Christian elements of this wave of violence ran contrary to his own policy. Consequently, he wrote to Western monarchs expressing regret for these actions.18

The storm soon passed. Christians and Jews were briefly compelled to wear distinctive clothing and pay the jizya (an Islamic tax on non-Muslims), but this ended within a few months, and soon afterwards more-harmonious relations resumed. It was difficult to persuade Mongol elites to formally prefer one faith to the detriment of others, given that to do so ran directly against Chinggis Khan’s order that the faiths of the conquered should be treated on an equal footing. Ultimately, the Ilkhans imposed the jizya tax consistently on non-Muslims only much later, during the reign of the later Ilkhan Abu Said (1316–1335).19

Under Ghazan (and Nawruz), the Ilkhanate began its slow transition into an Islamic empire. Many outspoken shamanistic Mongols remained within its ranks, and many steppe traditions continued to define its core beliefs, but the Ilkhanate’s direction of travel was no longer in doubt. In geo-religious terms this was a crucial shift, a source of celebration for some and despair for others. Among its many effects, it repositioned the Mongols’ relationship with the Mamluks. For decades these two pugilists had hurled abuse and demands at each other—the Mongols insisting on forcing the Mamluks to submit to their world empire and the Mamluks depicting themselves as an Islamic bastion against the Mongol foe. Now, in some respects, they were coreligionists, so a new approach was needed.

This new situation didn’t mean that the Mongols wanted peace. Quite the opposite, for Ghazan launched three major invasions into the Mamluk Empire—in 1299, 1301, and 1303—cumulatively representing a substantial escalation in the Ilkhanate’s war against the Mamluks. In previous decades the threat of invasion from the Golden Horde had prevented the Ilkhans from focusing on their Mamluk enemies, but now infighting within the Golden Horde effectively removed this distraction.20

Ghazan’s supporters couched their invasions into the Mamluk Empire with invective every bit as hostile as that employed by the Mongols in their earlier wars, but the ideological basis for the conflict had changed. Now the Ilkhans derided the Mamluks as unworthy Islamic rulers whose immoral behaviour destroyed their right to govern a Muslim populace, and on these grounds they demanded their submission. Ghazan styled himself as the true and legitimate ruler of the Islamic world, and his advocates hurled accusations at the Mamluks, charging them with conducting many crimes against the faith and claiming that they “no longer obeyed the laws of Islam.”21

The Mamluks in return energetically hurled back their scepticism about the Mongols’ alleged “conversion,” pouring scorn on their claims to be fellow Muslims. Mamluk authors writing in the years following Ghazan’s conversion noted that the Ilkhans still practiced many of their original beliefs and that many of their allies were Christians (including the Cilician Armenians), heretics, or—worst of all—Mamluk renegades.22 The Ilkhans therefore remained legitimate targets for jihad. The intensity of the Mamluks’ anti-Mongol invective may also reflect their fear that some troops within their own ranks might be swayed by Ghazan’s claims.23

Ghazan’s first invasion began in 1299, when his forces descended upon the Mamluk empire from the North. The Mamluks responded by raising their own army in Cairo and departing to meet the Mongols in September 1299. Their leader was the current sultan, al-Malik al-Nasir Muhammed, but he was only fifteen and relied heavily on support from his leading emirs. The Mamluk army reached Damascus in early December and learned that the Mongols had crossed the Euphrates—and therefore into Mamluk territory—on a bridge of boats. The Mamluks then advanced to the north of Homs to await their adversary.

The Mamluks’ army adopted a defensive position, but it was not in good shape. Their troops lacked provisions, and some army units were understrength. The Mamluks also kept large numbers of troops in Egypt in case the Franks chose this moment of weakness to attack. Worse still, the Mamluks were overconfident.24 Having now enjoyed almost forty years of near-unbroken success against the Mongols, some seem to have thought that victory could be achieved easily, even though the Mongols numbered around sixty thousand troops, compared to the Mamluk army of perhaps twenty to thirty thousand.

Even so, the resulting encounter—the battle of Wadi al-Khaznandar, on 22 December 1299—began well for the Mamluks, and their initial attack wrong-footed the Mongols, who were not prepared to receive them. The Mamluk cavalry on the left wing threw themselves against the Mongols, assaulting them with wave after wave of mounted archers and causing heavy casualties. The situation in the centre was less positive. Here the Mamluks attacked first with naptha throwers hurling incendiaries at the Mongol line. This was a bold stroke, but the naptha projectiles were launched too early and landed short of their targets. The next wave of Mamluk attackers found the Mongols dismounted, lined up, and ready to shoot them down. At this point, the Mongols launched their own charge, encircling the Mamluk centre and imperilling the right wing. Eventually, the Mamluks withdrew.25 With the collapse of his position, the Mamluk sultan fled south towards Egypt, only narrowly avoiding a group of pursuing Armenian cavalry led by King Hetum II.26

Damascus yielded to the Mongol Ilkhans soon afterwards. One of the major reasons for the city’s ready capitulation was the population’s awareness that the Mongols were now Muslims.27 Still, any hope the inhabitants may have harboured about the Mongols treating them favourably because of their common religion did not last for long.28

The battle of Wadi al-Khaznandar was the Mongols’ great and only battlefield victory over the Mamluks. It was also very limited in its impact. Soon after taking Damascus, the Mongols withdrew their forces—voluntarily. At first glance, this was a strange decision. Superficially, it made little sense to yield such hard-won gains. But in fact, Ghazan’s position in Damascus was weaker than it seemed. Damascus was a long way from the nearest friendly border, and Syria contained many hostile garrisons capable of cutting communications between Damascus and the Ilkhanate.29 If Ghazan chose to retain Damascus, it would soon become a small Ilkhan island surrounded by Mamluk territory. It simply wasn’t tenable. Also, the Mongols’ horses—accustomed to cooler climes—struggled with the area’s intense summer heat and sparse grazing.30 It soon became clear that holding Damascus was too ambitious, so the Mongols withdrew. On 8 April 1300, the Mamluks took back control of the city.

None of Ghazan’s later invasions achieved this kind of success, and his 1303 invasion ended in a major defeat. Meanwhile, the situation was grim in other areas of the Ilkhanate: internal tensions were spreading, Mongol Anatolia was rife with rebellion, and the Turkmen in the uj were only getting stronger.




[image: image]







In the midst of these events, in late 1291 the Dominican friar Riccoldo of Montecroce found himself wandering along the banks of the Tigris River in Mongol-ruled Baghdad. He was struck by the great beauty of the place, noting the city’s elegant architecture as well as the region’s fertility and the richness of its crops and fruits. To him, it seemed like a garden of Paradise. Clearly, Baghdad had regained the capacity to dazzle, despite its brutal sack in 1258.31

This was a man who came to the Near East to win converts for Christ. During his travels he met many people of differing faiths and cultures. There was much that he admired in what he saw. He took a great interest in the Muslims he encountered and expressed a marked respect for their piety, their reverence for God, their care for the poor, and their welcome of strangers (although he also voiced a marked dislike for Islam as a religion).32

Riccoldo also saw many things that filled him with unease. When he first arrived in the East in 1288, he landed at the bustling port of Acre in the kingdom of Jerusalem. He then travelled north through the Crusader States to Cilician Armenia and, from there, into Mongol-ruled Anatolia and ultimately all the way to Baghdad. He heard of the fall of Tripoli (1289) when he was in Sivas, and then, one day in Baghdad, he saw plunder taken from fallen Acre spread out for sale in one of the city’s great markets.33

Acre fell in the spring of 1291. Up to that time the kingdom of Jerusalem had been covered by a truce with the Mamluks, but when a party of crusaders attacked a group of Muslim slave traders travelling through Acre en route to Egypt, the sultan declared the truce broken. The city’s fall was the consequence.34

Riccoldo knew then that the Crusader States had fallen. Doing what little he could, he purchased a copy of Pope Gregory I’s book Moralia, comparing this action to the ransoming of an enslaved person from captivity. He saw other Christian books being broken up and their pages being turned into drumskins and covers for tambourines, and noted that the slave markets contained many men, women (even nuns), and children from the fallen Crusader States.35

These sights seem to have led Riccoldo into a spiritual crisis, and as he walked by the waters of the Tigris, he wondered how this great tragedy could have befallen Christendom. He wanted to know how God could have allowed the disastrous collapse of the Crusader States and why He permitted Christendom’s enemies to prosper.

Christianity seemed everywhere to be in retreat. The Crusader States had fallen. Cilicia was in peril. Across the land, many churches lay in ruins or were used as stables for horses. Riccoldo tried to make sense of his feelings by writing them down in a series of letters, among which he wrote the following: “They [Muslims] say: ‘Christians believed that Jesus son of Mary was able to help them, and that he was God.’ But now they [Christians] say ‘Where is our God?’ O Lord, haven’t you heard how often and in what way they accuse you, how often and in what way they disparage you and your most holy Mother?”36

In the final years of the thirteenth century, Islamic authority reasserted itself across much of the Near East, a process driven in part by the Mongols’ conversion to Islam. This was a major coup for the Muslim cause, the result of many years of steady work. The rising power of the Mamluk Empire also accelerated the region’s Islamification, as did as the arrival of Islamic peoples from further east—Turkmen and Khwarazmians.

The religious landscape in Anatolia also evolved rapidly in these years. In the early thirteenth century, the Seljuk sultans—many of whom had Christian mothers or wives—had shown little interest in converting their many Christian subjects to Islam; indeed, their leniency was so conspicuous that it became a source of criticism from other Muslim commentators.37 Even so, as the Mongol invasions intensified, Anatolia received a sustained influx of peoples from the East, including many Muslims from Persia, leading Anatolia to become more distinctively Islamic, with the construction of mosques, madrasas, and caravansaries. Consequently, Christians, particularly in the cities, had found themselves operating within a society increasingly defined by Islamic norms. By the end of the thirteenth century, there were strong pressures steering Christian families to convert. This was the case for those who wished to gain entry into the growing urban professional networks and associations (futuwwa organisations) that managed much of Anatolia’s urban economic life whilst being closely linked to Sufi Islam.38 Meanwhile in the countryside, with all the uncertainties caused by war and rebellion, there was a strong incentive for Christian families to align themselves with local Muslim leaders and Turkmen nomads for protection. Turkmen raids also seized many Christian families, forcibly enslaving and converting them and transporting them east for sale.39

Further south in Egypt, the area’s ancient Coptic Christian community was also in steep decline. A study of the Fayyum region of Egypt shows that the substantial hikes in the poll tax levied on non-Muslims across Egypt, starting in the 1130s but extending into the thirteenth century, hit poor Coptic Christian families very hard. This, coupled with the need to seek protection from local Bedouin tribes, proved sufficient to compel a substantial proportion of the non-Muslim population to choose between conversion or destitution. Evidence from Jewish communities in Cairo tells much the same tale: now at the turn of the century, they were a much-reduced community.40

During the thirteenth century the papacy made attempts to send missionaries into the area. The Franciscan and Dominican orders both committed themselves to spreading the Christian message, and many preachers departed for the East, Riccoldo among them. For a long time, Acre itself hosted a lively intellectual scene where missionaries and clerics shared their ideas and experiences.41 Louis IX, during his crusades against Egypt and Tunis, likewise set out with the aspiration to win new territories and believers for the faith. The Catholic Church’s desire to win converts was so well-known that it was exploited by its enemies. Several stories emerge from this period of assassins seeking to win the confidence of leading Christian commanders by presenting themselves as converts, only to attack them the moment they dropped their guard. This is how an assassin got close enough to stab Prince Edward of England (the future Edward I) while he was on crusade in the East in 1270.42 The Franks’ broader efforts at evangelism did meet with some success, but only on a small scale, and Louis IX took most of those who wished to be baptised back with him to France.43

In one area alone, however, did Christendom’s fortunes improve steadily. The Italian cities’ commercial networks grew rapidly, reaching deep into Syria and Persia and joining the invaluable trade routes spanning the region. Acre fell in 1291, but only two years earlier the Genoese had begun building a new fleet in Baghdad, intending to launch these ships into the Indian Ocean and thereby apply pressure on the trade routes connecting India to the Mamluk Empire. Ironically, at the same time, other Genoese merchants were negotiating a new trading agreement with the Mamluks following the fall of the city of Tripoli, formerly Genoa’s main outpost in the Crusader States.44 There are reports of Genoese ships on the Caspian Sea, and their presence in the Black Sea continued to expand, despite occasionally troubled relations with the Golden Horde. The Italian cities could flex their commercial muscles many hundreds of miles away from their home cities, despite the fall of Acre.
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Riccoldo returned home to Italy in 1300 with many other tales that would likewise concern his peers. These included his experiences travelling with the Turkmen in Anatolia. In his account of this phase of his journey he described how a heavily pregnant woman, a member of the Turkmen group, marched on foot alongside her community despite her condition. Then one night she gave birth without uttering a single sound. To his amazement, the following day Riccoldo witnessed her carrying her new infant and continuing to follow the group’s camels—still on foot. This event left a deep impression on Riccoldo, who was impressed by their hardiness.45

The Turkmens’ depredations against the Byzantine Empire also drew Riccolo’s attention. He noted that many of Byzantium’s citizens refused to leave their towns and cities in Asia Minor for fear of being killed or enslaved by Turkmen horsemen. Those who were willing to go out from their settlements’ protective walls to work their farms carried a harness with them, a signal that should the Turkmen attack, they would prefer to be enslaved rather than killed.

Riccoldo was not wrong that the Byzantine Empire’s lands in western Anatolia were now in jeopardy. During the early 1260s, the Mongols posed the greatest threat to Byzantium on its eastern borders. When Hulegu’s army sacked Baghdad and then advanced on Anatolia and Syria, it seemed that his troops would engulf the entire region. Since that time, the Byzantines had played a shrewd diplomatic game towards their Mongol neighbours, working with the Ilkhans whilst protecting their relations with the Golden Horde. However, the Turkmen were another matter and now posed the greater danger. Their numbers continued to grow with the arrival of new groups from the East. Once in Anatolia, these newly arrived Turkmen discovered that the Mongols already controlled the best grazing, so, in search of pasture, plunder, and reputation, they moved westwards towards the uj.46 There they entered the lands of the Turkmen beyliks—semi-independent Turkmen states—some of which, like Karaman, attacked into Armenian territory, whereas others fought amongst themselves, rebelled against the Mongols, or raided across the Byzantine frontier.

By the late thirteenth century, the Byzantine Empire faced major threats from two directions. The Turkmen encroached on their Anatolian lands to the East, while Christendom’s rulers posed a major threat in the West. The Byzantine Empire was fighting for its survival.

In the 1260s and 1270s the great danger from the West was that Charles of Anjou, king of Sicily and southern Italy, and his heirs would lead a crusade to retake Constantinople from the Byzantines and resurrect the Latin Empire of Constantinople. In the Treaty of Viterbo (1267), Charles arranged a marriage alliance with Baldwin II, the dispossessed emperor of Constantinople, and thereby acquired an interest in the area.47 Then, during the 1270s, there was a great deal of fighting in Albania as Charles sought to expand into Byzantine territory. However, these ambitions came to an end in 1281 when the Byzantine emperor Michael VIII won a major victory over Charles’s forces at the battle of Berat. The following year, the Sicilians revolted against Charles’s authority, beginning a conflict known as the “War of Sicilian Vespers” that spread quickly to absorb the attention of many of Christendom’s major powers for well over a decade, thereby temporarily lifting the pressure on Byzantium. In all these crises, Emperor Michael VIII played his hand skilfully, brokering alliances and playing his enemies against one another.

Another dimension to Michael VIII Palaeologus’s western diplomacy was his agreement with Pope Gregory X to reunite the Catholic and Orthodox churches. This took place on 6 July 1274 at the Second Council of Lyons—a momentous moment, one that held out the prospect of ending the widening religious schism. Politically, it also helped Michael VIII win the papacy’s support, thereby obstructing any future attempt to instigate crusading campaigns against his empire. This was a cause for celebration in the papacy as well. Unifying the churches was one of the Catholic Church’s most cherished hopes, and there was a faction within the Byzantine Church pushing for the same resolution.48 Soon afterwards the papacy and the Byzantines began to discuss military cooperation and a major new crusade. Such a crusade, passing through Turkmen territory, could substantially strengthen Michael’s position in Anatolia, and Byzantine troops could add their strength to any new campaign for Jerusalem. The papacy also attempted to restrain Charles of Anjou from attacking the Byzantines’ western frontiers.

The period of rapprochement was short-lived. On 18 November 1281 the newly installed pope, Martin IV, excommunicated Emperor Michael VIII. Martin was a staunch supporter of Charles of Anjou, so he reversed the papacy’s former pro-union policies, offering his support instead to plans for a frontal military assault on the Byzantine Empire. Emperor Michael VIII responded by removing the pope’s name from the liturgy.49 There were also plenty of Byzantine elites who fiercely opposed the church union, viewing the reconciliation as a capitulation and a betrayal of the Orthodox Christian faith.50 One particularly outspoken critic was the religious mystic Meletios Galesiotes, who did everything he could to prevent this from happening—so much so that Michael VIII imprisoned him and cut out his tongue. Meletios’s objections took several forms. In a lengthy diatribe on the subject he flagged some of the key theological differences between the two churches, but he advanced other objections as well, ranging from the Franks’ close relations with the Armenians—who had their own separate church and who Meletios described as heretics—to the way the Franks traditionally used their hand to make the sign of the cross. Therefore, within weeks of Michael VIII’s death on 11 December 1282, his son and successor Andronicus II formally dissolved the union amidst the rapturous applause of his allies, not the least of whom was Meletios Galesiotes.51 In later years, opposition to the idea of church union hardened in the Byzantine Empire, and those who had once advocated the idea were singled out and denounced.52 Meletios became a saint.53

Despite the reopening of the schism, by 1282 neither the Mongols nor Western Christendom posed much of a threat to the Byzantine Empire, both being embroiled in their own affairs. Nevertheless, Byzantium’s new emperor, Andronicus II, had little reason for celebration. The most pressing threat to his empire now came from the Turkmen of the uj.

Mongol control of western and central Anatolia was very fragile. Where previously they (or their Seljuk subalterns) could generally enforce control over the Turkmen, now their authority was sporadic at best. Vast swaths of territory knew no other master than their local Turkmen group, and many cities now lay under the control of Turkmen beyliks. The situation had intensified in recent years. The Mongols repeatedly attempted to crush the Turkmen, and in 1291–1292 the Ilkhan Geikhatu drove back multiple beyliks, including the powerful Karaman and Mentese groups.54 Even so, this reimposition of Mongol control proved short-lived, and soon the Turkmen reasserted their authority once again. Admittedly, the Turkmen did not always oppose the Mongols, and during the 1291 rebellion the Turkmen from Kastamonu (northern Anatolia) sided with their Mongol overlords; still, they would soon be powerful enough to win recognition from their neighbours as independent powers in their own right, and by the 1300s, the Turkmen were trading independently with the Venetians.55

For the Byzantine emperor Andronicus II, this was a major problem. True, the Turkmen hadn’t conquered many major settlements, but their repeated raids caused substantial damage and thoroughly demoralised local frontier communities. This led only to disaffection with the Byzantine authorities.56 Viewed from a military perspective, it was difficult either to ward off or to retaliate against the endless Turkmen raids. Conventionally, invaders during the medieval era tended to attack frontier towns or forts, hoping to gain control over the stronghold and thereby to expand their territories. The Turkmens’ interests were rather different. Their ambition was to gather plunder. They rarely attacked fortifications, so they avoided frontier strongholds, instead striking deep into enemy heartlands. These were difficult attacks to deter using conventional techniques.

The Byzantine Empire’s armies were generally too slow to catch the fast-moving Turkmen, so they needed to devise another solution. Historically, the Byzantines had often sought to handle their foes diplomatically, either looking for common ground on which to build alliances or seeking to manipulate their enemies by turning them against one another. The problem here was that there were so many Turkmen operating fluidly in multiple groupings that diplomatic approaches of this kind were difficult to achieve.

The Byzantines’ other responses were more conventional. Both Michael VIII (towards the end of his reign) and Andronicus constructed or strengthened border forts.57 These strongpoints helped to define a perimeter and provided a place of refuge, but the Turkmen tended simply to avoid fortified strongpoints, plundering instead the more-vulnerable farmlands. Michael VIII eventually attempted to address this problem by building a continuous wooden wall along the banks of the Sangarios River, thereby providing an unbroken barrier along this part of the frontier.58

Another rather neat approach to the problem was for the Byzantines to hire Turkmen troops to fight against their other enemies on other frontiers, thereby transforming enemies into paid allies.59 This time-tested strategy could prove very effective, but it was not without its problems. Such auxiliaries often proved difficult to command. The other problem was money. Michael VIII and Andronicus operated on very limited funds, and when Michael VIII employed Turkish troops on a campaign against the Frankish principality of Morea in Greece in 1263, the Turks switched sides mid-campaign when their commander failed to pay them.60

Another innovative approach employed by Michael VIII was to plant trees along the main raiding routes, the intention being to make it difficult for nomadic peoples to pass along these routes in large numbers and graze their horses.61 The idea of preventing nomadic attack by shrinking the available grazing grounds was not unprecedented. The Mamluk army included specific units tasked with burning pasturelands along their frontiers facing the Mongols. Such countermeasures could be a hindrance for the Mongols, whose warriors went on campaign with a string of ponies, all requiring fodder.62 Hulegu himself explained the withdrawal of his army from Syria in 1260 on the grounds that the climate and grazing were not suitable for his forces.63 Likewise on other frontiers, the nomadic Mongols struggled to penetrate far into regions that lacked good grazing. Areas such as central Asia, northern China, and Persia were reasonably accessible, but Mongol armies generally proved unable to push into warmer, more humid, or heavily forested regions.64 Consequently, when Michael planted trees to deter the Turkmen, he was operating on sound principles, even if the tactic in practice did not make much of a difference.

A crucial factor affecting the defensibility of Byzantium’s Anatolian frontier was the morale of its defenders. Shortly after Michael VIII took power, he instigated a series of fiscal reforms on the Anatolian borderlands designed to bind their communities more tightly to the state and to boost revenue. He launched this hugely unpopular policy partially to gather cash (in particular, to pay his mercenaries) and partially as a punishment for those who resisted his early rise to power.65 Many people in these areas felt a high regard for the previous Laskarid dynasty—which Michael VIII usurped—and many now complained that he ignored their needs. Emperor Michael’s conquest of Constantinople did not help this situation because whereas western Anatolia used to be the empire of Nicaea’s heartland, now it was a mere province.66 Moreover, wars along the Byzantine Empire’s western borders in the late 1260s and 1270s frequently demanded Michael’s attention, causing him to spend little time in Anatolia.67 Lacking direction and support, many local communities in Byzantine Anatolia took the step of moving across the border and offering their services as guides and warriors to the Turkmen.

Burdened by this troubled history, Andronicus did what he could to resist the rising Turkmen threat. He spent the years 1290–1293 rebuilding frontier fortresses and trying to restore the local people’s confidence in his authority.68 He was more effective in 1294–1295, when he initiated a sustained military campaign against the Turks that gave real muscle to his attempts to rebuild the Byzantine position in Anatolia. His commander Alexios Philanthropenos managed to bring the Turks to battle, and shortly afterwards he retook the town of Miletus. The spoils of war began to flow back to Constantinople. One commentator noted that for a brief time, enslaved Turks were cheaper to buy than sheep.69 It seemed as though Byzantine fortunes might actually revive, but then in 1295 Alexios Philanthropenos rebelled against the emperor, guided apparently both by ambitious contingents within his army and by the hostility of the Anatolian Christians for Andronicus II.70

By this time, it was becoming clear that the military tools at Andronicus’s disposal were simply not suited to holding the Turkmen back. The local people recognised this failing, and some communities began to negotiate separate agreements with the Turks.71 The Byzantines needed a new approach. In September 1298 Andronicus sent officials to Anatolia to reform the military administration and to reorganise the distribution of lands and incomes among the region’s defenders. He was hoping thereby to increase the size and efficiency of the army, but despite some early progress these interventions served only to increase the already considerable resentment felt by local landowners.72

His next expedient was an old trick employed frequently by former emperors—moving communities from the Balkans region and using them for the defence of the Anatolian frontier. In this case, in 1301 Andronicus transported sixteen thousand Alans into Anatolia, hoping they would provide for its defence, whilst quartering their families in Thrace (to the north of Constantinople). In theory, this seemed like a good idea, yet soon after their arrival the Alans began to stage attacks against the Greeks, not the Turks, and they later returned to the North in 1302.73 That same year the Byzantines suffered a major defeat at Bapheus (near Nicaea) at the hands of the Turkmen. In desperation, Andronicus then toyed with the idea of requisitioning lands from the church in Anatolia and using the proceeds to throw up a new line of defence. Nevertheless, events were spiralling out of control, and the infrastructure no longer existed to implement major policies.74 In these years Turkmen raids overran large areas of western Anatolia, and many refugees sought shelter in the capital. Despite Andronicus’s repeated attempts to reverse the situation, the complete collapse of Byzantine Anatolia was at hand.

Byzantine interests fared little better on other frontiers. The ongoing wars between Venice and Genoa eventually drew the Byzantines onto the Genoese side. This occurred in 1296, when a large Venetian fleet crossed the Aegean, passed through the Dardanelles, and sacked the Genoese settlement of Pera, within sight of Constantinople itself.75 The transgression incensed Andronicus, leading him to join the conflict on the Genoese side. Venetian fleets sacked other Genoese towns in the Aegean and entered the Black Sea, destroying the Genoese trading settlement at Caffa. Eventually, a large Genoese fleet managed to defeat the Venetians in a major battle fought just off the Dalmatian coast, at Curzola, on 7 September 1298. The Genoese took Marco Polo prisoner during this decisive encounter, and later both parties came to the negotiating table.76 The resulting peace of Milan (25 May 1299) ended the Venetian-Genoese hostilities but, unfortunately for Andronicus, did not establish peace with the Byzantine Empire, which therefore remained at war with the Venetians. Separate talks between the Byzantines and the Venetians collapsed soon afterwards.

Military operations resumed, with the Venetians seizing Byzantine islands in the Aegean. In 1302 Venetian ships once again advanced on Constantinople, burning farmlands only a short distance from the city’s walls. The Venetians also sacked several nearby islands in the Sea of Marmara, including some crowded with refugees fleeing from the Turkmen, who were now approaching Constantinople from the east.77 The Byzantines could do little more than watch these unfolding disasters. The Venetian fleet was not especially large, but Andronicus lacked the means to respond. In 1285 he had dismantled much of the Byzantine navy on the grounds that it was too expensive to maintain.78 In doing so, he left his empire and its long coasts and many islands wide open to attack.79 This proved to be a fatal decision, one that ignored Michael VIII’s observation that “it is impossible for the Byzantines to hold Constantinople securely without being masters of the seas.”80 Andronicus finally managed to make peace with the Venetians in October 1302.
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The Byzantine Empire ca. 1302 (only some of the more important Turkmen beyliks are named here).





By 1302, Byzantium was becoming poor and weak; worse still, its enemies fully recognised its weakness. But help was at hand. In September 1303 a large mercenary force called the “Catalan Great Company” arrived in Constantinople. It was widely known as an effective force from the Spanish kingdom of Aragon, having won a reputation for itself during the Sicilian wars. The Catalan Great Company’s leader was a German soldier named Roger de Flor. Roger himself was an ex-Templar ship captain who had fled from the order shortly after the fall of Acre in 1291. During the siege his ship—the Falcon—helped to evacuate the city, but the Templar leadership accused Roger of keeping some of the monies that he received from those seeking to escape.81 The war for Sicily was now over, so in 1303 this force of mercenaries (numbering many thousands) required a new employer.82 Fighting for the Byzantines fitted this agenda very well, and Emperor Andronicus—desperate for a solution to his Anatolian problems—was more than willing to receive them.83 Following his Byzantine defeat at Bapheus in 1302, Andronicus acutely needed a new army to break the momentum of the Turkmen advance.

With the opening of the new campaigning season in 1304, Roger de Flor’s Catalan Great Company began its war against the Turkmen. At the start, his Catalans were very successful. Roger’s forces, spearheaded by a strong contingent of fearsome almogavers (Aragonese light infantry), swept the Turks from the battlefield time and again, driving back multiple armies from the lands around many beleaguered Byzantine cities. They reestablished the emperor’s authority, enabling the reconstruction of frontier fortresses and the execution of anyone found working with the Turkmen.84 The Catalans then pressed on into Turkmen territory, pushing deep into Anatolia.85

This period of Byzantine success proved short-lived. The Byzantines started to receive reports of Catalan attacks on their own lands and property. Clearly, far from being the solution to Andronicus’s problems, the Catalans were becoming the problem. In August 1304 Andronicus managed to persuade Roger to leave Asia Minor and fight instead against the Bulgars to the north of Constantinople.86 This decision only brought further trouble. Arguments broke out over pay, and the Catalans responded by occupying the Gallipoli Peninsula, to the west of Constantinople. They then began to negotiate with the papacy and western monarchs, dangling the prospect of a collaborative campaign against Andronicus.87

Several monarchs at this time wanted either to rebuild the former Latin Empire of Constantinople or to profit from the Byzantine Empire’s weakness. Charles of Valois, brother of King Philip IV of France, was a particularly dangerous opponent. In 1301 he married Catherine of Courtenay (granddaughter and heiress of Emperor Baldwin II of Constantinople), thereby legitimising—in western eyes—his claim to the former Empire of Constantinople. This is exactly what the Byzantines didn’t want; indeed, between 1288 and 1294 Andronicus had tried to negotiate Catherine’s marriage to his own son precisely to prevent this kind of challenge.88

Still worse, in 1304 Pope Benedict IX issued full crusading indulgences (forgiveness of all confessed sins) to raise an army of crusaders in support of Charles of Valois’s aspiration to overthrow Andronicus and reinstate the Latin Empire of Constantinople.89 The pope was well aware that the Turkmen were gaining ground in Anatolia and that the balance of power was shifting. He presumably wanted to ensure that the Franks took Constantinople before the Turkmen could do so.

Meanwhile, the Catalan Great Company beleaguered Andronicus with demands for pay and raided Greek lands when the emperor failed to satisfy them. These developments worried the Byzantines’ Genoese allies, but there was little they could do while Andronicus refused to meet the Catalans in open battle. The underlying problem was that Andronicus had hired a force that was more powerful than his own army. Meanwhile, Turkmen advances continued in western Anatolia, closing on the capital. In 1304 the inhabitants of Chalcedon—an Anatolian town within only a few miles of Constantinople—found it necessary to evacuate and seek refuge in Constantinople. The historic town of Ephesus fell soon after.90

In desperation, Andronicus attempted to reach a diplomatic solution by turning his two enemies against each other. In 1305 he offered Roger and the Catalans a deal. If they could drive the Turkmen away, then Roger would receive the title of “Caesar” and would become ruler of Byzantine Anatolia.91 It was a tempting offer, but it was never put into practice. A group of Alan soldiers assassinated Roger of Flor during a diplomatic mission, possibly at the command of Andronicus’s brother Michael.92 From that point on, the Catalan Great Company was at open war with the empire.93

Soon afterwards, Michael marched with a large army against the Catalans’ stronghold on the Gallipoli Peninsula, determined to drive them away once and for all. The result was a serious Byzantine defeat. The Catalans’ response was brutal; the company now knew for certain that the Byzantines lacked the forces either to rein them in or to defeat them in battle. Their attacks caused enormous damage to Constantinople’s hinterland, but they also severed the lines of communication between the capital and its provinces further to the west.94

With Byzantium now thoroughly beleaguered, there was nothing to prevent the continued Turkmen advance into Anatolia. The Byzantines tried in 1302–1303 and again in 1304–1305 to reach out for aid from the Ilkhans, offering a marriage alliance, but despite promises of assistance and optimistic reports of Mongol armies advancing into western Anatolia, little came of it, and the Turkmen soon resumed their attacks.95

By this stage (ca. 1305), Mongol Anatolia was in a confused state. The Mongols’ hold over eastern Anatolia remained very strong, and the Mongols still relied heavily on the region’s commercial wealth, even if the general economic situation in Anatolia was in long-term decline.96 Moreover, the Mongols felt increasingly able to rule alone. The Seljuks’ stake in the region’s governance was by now nearly irrelevant, and since 1303 their names no longer appeared on the coinage.97

Nevertheless, the Mongol Ilkhans were also in a state of flux. The repeated civil wars within the Ilkhanate led to a continual turnover of officials in Anatolia, and a series of Mongol pretenders tried to use Anatolian wealth to become independent powers. The Mamluks naturally did everything they could to exacerbate this turmoil. In 1298–1299 they backed a Mongol rebel called Sulamis (a grandson of Baiju) in his attempt to lead a revolt against the Ilkhan involving multiple Turkmen groups from the uj.98

Consequently, with the Mongols unable to render aid, the Catalans pressing upon Constantinople from the west, and the Turkmen advancing from the east, the future looked bleak for Emperor Andronicus. This would not be the end for Byzantium, but when the Catalans eventually backed off in about 1309, heading west towards Thessaly because of a lack of food, they left the empire in a much-reduced state.99

As for the Ilkhans, their network of client states and alliances was crumbling. They were in no position to support Emperor Andronicus, and their inability to render aid essentially cut the Byzantines adrift. The same was true for some of the Ilkhans’ other client states, and in 1308, King Oshin I of Cilician Armenia severed ties with the Ilkhans, ending his kingdom’s vassal status. King Oshin recognised by this stage that the Mongols could neither enforce Armenian obedience nor provide protection; he now prepared to confront the Mamluks with what little help he could glean from the region’s remaining friendly powers, such as the kingdom of Cyprus.100
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For the Turkmen in the uj, this was a period of tremendous opportunity. They operated in a fluid environment, with some areas in western Anatolia controlled by powerful local beyliks and others made up of a patchwork of Turkmen leaders ruling individual towns, villages, grazing grounds, and wildernesses. To the northwest, the Byzantines still clung to their few remaining cities, but increasingly these surviving strongholds resembled sandhills slowly crumbling in the face of a rising tide.

To the east, other Turkmen leaders endeavoured to destabilise Mongol authority. They lacked the strength to challenge the Ilkhans’ main field armies in battle, but their ongoing hostility represented a continual source of disruption. Some Turkmen groups aligned themselves with the powerful Mamluk empire, especially the beylik of Karaman.101

Among the many powerful Turkmen beyliks of this era, one would rise to become a major empire in its own right. Under its leader, Osman Bey, it won the abovementioned battle of Bapheus (1302) against Emperor Andronicus’s forces, and for this and his other campaigns Osman became widely renowned as a gazi (holy warrior). In the decades to come, his dynasty’s power would grow steadily. In 1326 it took the Byzantine town of Bursa, and in 1331 it took Nicaea itself.102 In 1354 Osman’s descendants crossed the Sea of Marmara and seized Gallipoli. A little under a century later, in 1453, they would take Constantinople itself. This was the rise of the Ottoman Empire.

In 1302, however, the Ottomans were merely one Turkmen group jockeying for position against a varied assortment of Turkic, Mongol, and Byzantine rivals. Yet even in their early years they exhibited some distinctive characteristics that set them on a path to rapid expansion. Unlike so many dynasties—tearing themselves apart with interminable wars of succession—the Ottomans proved determined to remain unified and for their state to be handed over intact to a single heir.103 They also endeavoured to attract warriors and settlers to their growing territories, thereby providing themselves with the workforce and tax base to drive their expansionist ambitions.104

The Ottomans’ origins also warrant close attention. It seems likely that—decades previously—they, like so many Turkmen tribes, had originally moved into Anatolia to evade the advancing Mongols.105 If this is true, then it underlines one of the most fascinating features of the Mongol invasions. The Mongols themselves clearly brought enormous change to the Near East, reshaping it in so many ways, yet in the long run the most potent challenges to their supremacy came from the very peoples they had conquered or put to flight.106 In the case of the Mamluks, the Mongols sold thousands of Qipchaq Turks to the Ayyubid Empire, whose numbers grew until they were powerful enough to rebel and overthrow their masters. In the case of the Anatolian Turkmen—including the Ottomans—the Mongols’ earlier advances through the Near East displaced many of these groups, driving them west and thereby providing the numbers for the Turkmen beyliks to assert their own authority.

Returning to Emperor Andronicus, the great processes and movements reshaping the Near Eastern world were conspiring against him. His predecessors may have played a skilful diplomatic hand against the Mongols in the 1250s and 1260s, but now the Turkmen posed a very different kind of challenge. They were a fissiparous foe, forging and reforging their alliances and identities. The Byzantines made some attempts to win supporters among their ranks, but this was a difficult task both because of the sheer number of groups ranged against the empire and—more importantly—because of the growing realisation among all parties that the Byzantine Empire could no longer defend even its much-reduced frontiers. The advent of the Catalan Great Company and the threat of a western crusade only made this reality more conspicuous. If nature abhors a vacuum, then Byzantine Anatolia was that vacuum—and either the Turks or the Franks were going to fill it.

Of course, for the Mongols the deteriorating state of their Byzantine client state served only to affirm the plain truth that they could no longer protect their satellites. Like Armenia and Antioch before it, Byzantium now faced the cold reality of a world in which its Mongol overlord could not defend it against foes who were more than willing to tear down its walls.










Epilogue

NEW WORLD ORDER

In December 1335 the current Ilkhan Abu Said died, leaving no son and no obvious successor. His passing sparked a succession crisis that led ultimately to the final breakup of the Ilkhanate. Without a clear heir, the empire’s regional governors and leading dynasties effectively took over. Key noyans either married into offshoots of the imperial family, hoping thereby to acquire a claim to royal authority, or adopted the distant relatives of former rulers as their candidates for power. The result was a cluster of civil wars fought between these noyan dynasties from which the Ilkhanate never recovered, and steadily, over time, the empire’s various regions went their separate ways.

The Ilkhanate’s demise was in many ways the consequence of internal tensions building up among its elite families over the past six decades. The fracture lines among the noyans, the diwan (the main bureaucratic and administrative institution), the army, and the Ilkhan himself broadened over time as leading noyan dynasties persistently demanded a greater stake in the empire’s governance. This is not to say that the empire’s collapse was the result of a smooth curve of steady disintegration; even in its later years, the empire could still produce some strong leaders. The Ilkhan Ghazan took power in 1295 only with the assistance of the leading noyan Nawruz, but afterwards he proved able to assert himself as the empire’s leader, and not just as a puppet of his noble supporters. Within a couple of years he engineered Nawruz’s downfall and broke the power of the leading noyan families. For a time he exercised his supremacy as the absolute ruler of—what was by this stage—an Islamic Mongol empire, and he secured his power in part by improving the situation of his Muslim subjects, winning their support. His ability and energy maintained his authority even though he proved unable to wrest territory from his Mamluk adversaries. He also built up his spiritual credentials as a divinely guided ruler, often drawing upon Shia Islamic ideas to embed his authority as Ilkhan.1

Ghazan proved to be a strong ruler, but following his death in 1304 his brother Oljeitu (Ilkhan: 1304–1316) and later his nephew Abu Said (Ilkhan: 1318–1335) allowed the Ilkhan’s authority to slip. Leading elite families and governors reemerged and claimed quasi-independent powers across the empire’s major regions. Under Oljeitu the noyans consolidated their position, and when Abu Said came to power at age twelve, his youth and inexperience gave them plenty of space to fortify their power bases across the empire so that when he died in 1335 without a son, they were ready to move assertively to advance both their own agendas and their candidates for power.

There was of course nothing inevitable about the fracturing of the Ilkhanate. Perhaps if Abu Said had fathered a son, then events might have fallen out differently. If Abu Said had proved to be a strong ruler like his uncle Ghazan, then perhaps the Ilkhanate would have continued. Observations of this kind remind us to be cautious when charting any long-term “decline” in the empire.2 It is also worth noting that the Ilkhanate’s economy remained reasonably productive, possibly by this stage even showing some slight growth.3 Even so, the Ilkhanate’s proclivity for developing powerful noyan dynasties and ambitious regional governors had become evident as far back as the 1260s. These families’ power and influence represented a standing threat to the Ilkhanate’s coherence and stability—ultimately a terminal threat.

Admittedly, these governors do not seem to have actively conspired to break up the empire; indeed, the support they showed for claimants and pretenders to the throne suggests that they wanted the Ilkhanate to survive, albeit in a form that maximised their own power and independence. Still, the death of Abu Said without a clear heir, coming at the end of a period during which the empire’s leading families substantially enhanced their authority, created a toxic situation. Between 1335 and 1344, ambitious noyans raised at least eight members of the imperial family as puppet Ilkhans; none of them held any real power, and none of them maintained his title for long.4 Noyan dynasties treated some of these “rulers” so ignominiously that on one occasion the accusation was made that one “ruler” was being held in a cage “like a bird.”5 The problem, in short, was that there were several key noyan dynasties strong enough to aspire to rule but none powerful enough to permanently subdue all their rivals and achieve a lasting supremacy.

Meanwhile, in the Ilkhanate’s final decades, the ongoing war with the Mamluks rumbled on in a desultory fashion. The Ilkhans occasionally sent troops across the borderlands, and in 1312–1313 a major army laid siege to the frontier stronghold of Rahba on the Euphrates, but the attack was brief, and the Mongols showed little serious intention of gaining territory. They frequently faced threats on other fronts, from the Golden Horde and other Mongol rivals further east, as well as being consumed by their own internal affairs. For their part, the Mamluks were only slightly more pugilistic towards their Mongol antagonists. In 1315 they took and sacked the important southern Anatolian city of Melitene. Even so, rather as they had during their 1277 campaign, the Mamluks did not attempt to hold on to their newly conquered lands but withdrew almost immediately to friendly territory. For much of this period the Mamluks remained preoccupied with their own infighting and rarely showed much interest in fighting the Ilkhans. More alarming, from the Mongols’ perspective, was the Mamluks’ increased use of the Nizaris, whose Syrian lands now lay within Mamluk territory, to attempt political assassinations deep inside the Ilkhanate.6

Eventually, in 1321, the Mongols opened peace negotiations with the Mamluks, brokered by al-Majd al-Sallami, a major slave trader with access to both sides. This led ultimately to a peace treaty in 1323.7 For the Mongols this did not merely conclude their decades-long conflict; it also signalled an acceptance on their part that world domination was not within their grasp. The treaty essentially recognised the Mamluk Empire’s right to exist as an independent power, and by extension that it was not obliged to recognise a Mongol global imperium.8

In the decades following the peace of 1323, the Ilkhanate and its various successor dynasties continued to fight among themselves, right up to the late fourteenth century, when the entire Near East faced a new invasion by an emir called Timur. Timur had rebelled and seized power in the Chaghadaid Mongol Empire (the Ilkhanate’s neighbour to the east of the Caspian Sea), following which during the closing decades of the fourteenth century he repeatedly invaded the former Ilkhanate—now collapsed, with its various regions ruled by different dynasties—ultimately taking control for himself. He is more commonly known today in the west as “Timur the Lame” or “Tamerlame.” His advent opened a new chapter in the history of Persia and the Near East.

Naturally, many of these events lay far in the future, yet they also signal some of the long-term changes set in motion by the Mongol invasions. By the commencement of the fourteenth century, the Near East was firmly under the control of Turkic or Mongol rulers. This evolution was already underway prior to the Mongol invasions, but now it was even more advanced. The Mongols also immeasurably strengthened the relationship between the Muslim world of the Near East and the Central Asian steppe region. In the tenth century a substantial cultural divide separated Central Asia in the North from the Muslim world in the South. The advent of Turkic conquerors and rulers during the eleventh and twelfth centuries (most notably the Seljuks) narrowed this gap somewhat, yet the rise of the Mongol Empire accelerated this process, driven by the empire’s long-distance communication networks and trade routes, as well as by the movement and/or forcible relocation of many peoples across the continent.9
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With revolutions collapsing and reshaping the Ilkhanate in the East, the Near East’s other surviving states increasingly found themselves inhabiting a world where the Mongols no longer played the role of regional—still less global—superpower. However, this remained a landscape of the Mongols’ making, bearing little resemblance to the Near East they first assaulted in 1218–1220. The many wars spanning the intervening years had created many casualties: the Khwarazmian Empire, the Ayyubid Empire, the Anatolian Seljuk Empire, the Crusader States, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, and the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad. Some states owed their demise to the Mongols themselves, whereas others collapsed within the broader upheavals of this time. None of the surviving powers weathered the storm unscathed, and aggressive new protagonists such as the Mamluks and the Ottomans rose amidst the chaos.
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The Near East in 1335.





In the early 1330s and shortly before the implosion of the Ilkhanate, a convoy of waggons set out from Golden Horde territory to Byzantine Constantinople bearing Maria, third wife of the Golden Horde’s ruler, Khan Uzbek. Maria was also the daughter of the reigning Byzantine emperor, Andronicus III, and she was pregnant. She had received permission from her husband to return to Constantinople so that she could give birth among her own family.10 She set out with a huge entourage consisting of more than five thousand troops and about four hundred waggons, and upon entering Byzantine territory she received an escort of soldiers as well as nurses from the imperial palace.11 Soon afterwards, she arrived in the imperial capital to be warmly greeted by its citizens.

Among her many companions was the famous Muslim scholar and traveller Ibn Battuta. In a series of adventures spanning from 1325 to 1354, he travelled across much of Eurasia and the Indian Ocean region, visiting places as distant as the Maldives, the east coast of Africa, central Asia, and India. He was a keen observer, and his reflections on the Near East provide an insight into the political world that emerged in the wake of the Mongol conquests.

As he passed through Constantinople’s gates among Maria’s entourage, the city’s bells drew Ibn Battuta’s attention—to him they seemed to shake the sky. Initially, the city’s guards didn’t want to grant him entry, recognising him as a Muslim, but Maria insisted that he should be admitted. He then received Byzantine hospitality, including gifts of food, carpets, and money from the reigning emperor, Andronicus III, who had deposed Andronicus II in 1328. On Ibn Battuta’s fourth day in the city, an Indian page took him to have an audience with the emperor himself. The emperor was immensely interested in all that Ibn Battuta could tell him, asking him first about the Mamluk Empire.12

Ibn Battuta does not tell us exactly what he said to the emperor about the Mamluk Empire, yet he had visited Egypt and the Holy Land only a little while before, so he could supply firsthand information. In Egypt and Syria he had witnessed the great flourishing of the Mamluk Empire. Despite bouts of political infighting, the empire now confronted very few external threats and was going from strength to strength. Ibn Battuta first arrived in the Mamluks’ port city of Alexandria on the western end of the Nile Delta, on 5 April 1326. The city made a lasting impression on him, in particular its sheer size, its great harbour, and the enormous Pharos Lighthouse, one of the wonders of the ancient world (destroyed soon afterwards in an earthquake).13 The city itself was enclosed by high walls supported by defence towers to guard against Frankish fleets and Bedouin raiders, and its inhabitants typically built their houses in stone, often whitewashed both inside and out.14 Commercially, Alexandria was famous both as a market for goods from Eurasia and Africa and for its own products, especially textiles.15 As one Mamluk author commented, “Merchant convoys flock there by land and sea from every distant hill and dale.”16

Ibn Battuta also visited Damietta, now reconstructed following Louis IX’s crusade and surrounded by orchards and banana plantations. This was a time of prosperity in the Nile Delta—many years had passed since any invader had ransacked its farmlands. The Mamluks had also dug new canals across the delta, improving communications and trade, including a major overhaul of the waterway connecting Alexandria to the Rosetta branch of the Nile in 1311, thereby enabling riverboats to reach Alexandria directly from Old Cairo.17

From Damietta, Ibn Battuta set out by boat for Cairo, and there he was overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the place and the enormous amount of traffic passing through its gates. He also visited the pyramids as well as the many edifices constructed by the Mamluks, including the funerary complex of Sultan Qalawun (mentioned in Chapter 10).18 From Cairo he travelled southeast to the Red Sea port of Aydhab. There, under normal circumstances, he could expect to witness the arrival of ships from across the Indian Ocean, ferrying spices from India as well as other commodities from East Africa and further afield, ready for transportation by road and riverboat to Egypt’s metropolises, and from there on to the Mediterranean. On this occasion, however, the harbour was not in operation because of a dispute between local tribes and the Mamluk authorities.

Then Ibn Battuta travelled across the Sinai Desert to Gaza, and from there to Jerusalem. In Jerusalem he visited the major pilgrimage sites and conversed with members of the city’s scholarly community, including intellectuals from across the Muslim world. Afterwards he set out for Damascus, praising it by quoting the saying “If Paradise be on earth, it is Damascus without a doubt.”19 Damascus was also a city undergoing rapid development. Its houses already extended far beyond the city ramparts, with substantial suburbs on many sides. Ibn Battuta commented favourably that “the people of Damascus vie with one another in the building and endowment of mosques, religious houses, colleges and sanctuaries.”20

Emperor Andronicus III asked Ibn Battuta for news about Anatolia, and here too he could provide a fulsome answer, having travelled through the region whilst en route to Golden Horde territory. He had arrived in southern Anatolia on a Genoese vessel at the port of Alanya, then controlled by the Karaman Turkmen.21 His ship later took him to Antalya, and from there he travelled overland across Anatolia, visiting many of the leading Turkmen territories, including the powerful beylik of Aydin, which—so Ibn Battuta reports—repeatedly staged naval raids against Byzantine territory out of its port of Izmir.22

He also visited the Ottomans—a rising power of the first interest for Andronicus III—currently ruled by Orhan, the son of Osman. The Ottomans deeply impressed Ibn Battuta, and he described them as “the greatest kings of the Turkmens,” stressing their wealth, their power, and their ruler’s tremendous energy.23 The Ottoman beylik was coming of age and was just beginning to assert itself as a major power over lands wrested in large part from the Byzantine Empire. Ibn Battuta briefly met Orhan’s wife and received gifts from her, but he did not linger in Ottoman territory because he did not speak Turkish and could not find a translator.24

Presumably, Emperor Andronicus III would have found much to concern him in Ibn Battuta’s account of his experiences with the Ottomans, but he clearly appreciated his answers. The emperor ordered that his guest receive a robe of honour (a traditional mark of esteem conferred by many Near Eastern rulers), and he provided him with a horse and guide so that he could visit Constantinople’s many famous sites. Ibn Battuta eagerly grasped the chance to explore so renowned a city. He toured its great buildings, noting the quarters in Galata assigned to the Genoese, Venetians, and other Franks who used Constantinople as their trading base for commerce in the Aegean and the Black Sea. He also noted—perfectly accurately—the often-troubled relationships between these mercantile communities and the Byzantine authorities, and he counted around one hundred galleys as well as other larger ships in the harbour. The great church Hagia Sophia made an especially strong impression upon him, but because all visitors were required to prostrate themselves to a Christian cross, he could not enter.25 Other visitors similarly expressed their amazement at Hagia Sophia, one Frankish pilgrim observing that the interior was so large that an entire ship could turn within its walls.26 Notably, Ibn Battuta referred to one part of the city as “Istanbul.”27 Constantinople was occasionally called Istanbul prior to its fall to the Ottomans in 1453, the name deriving from the Greek words meaning “to the city.”28

Perhaps one of the most remarkable moments in Ibn Battuta’s tour through Constantinople was his chance encounter with the former emperor Andronicus II, who was now a monk. Ibn Battuta noted his lined face, his white beard, and his austere hair shirt. The venerable ex-emperor was very polite to him and praised him because he had visited Jerusalem. This was clearly a rather touching interview, and it could be accepted as such were it not for the fact that Andronicus II had actually died a short while before Ibn Battuta entered the city, so exactly who he spoke to (and why this man was introduced as Andronicus II) is not clear.29 Soon afterwards, Ibn Battuta returned to Golden Horde territory in the depth of winter to continue his travels.30

Clearly, the city of Constantinople still possessed the ability to impress its visitors. Despite the loss of so much of the Byzantine Empire’s territory, on both its Anatolian and European frontiers, the money lavished on the city by adoring emperors and leading courtiers since its reconquest in 1261 had restored at least part of its former lustre. As Ibn Battuta himself reported, the city’s churches and monasteries were particularly impressive. Among their most enthusiastic patrons was Theodora, mother of Andronicus II, as well as Maria, half-sister of Andronicus II and known as “lady of the Mongols” because she was widow to the Ilkhan Abagha.31

For all Constantinople’s restored magnificence, the Byzantine Empire was no longer a major protagonist in Near Eastern geopolitics. Its remaining cities in Asia Minor were in jeopardy, and only a handful still held out against the Turkmen who controlled most of the surrounding territory. Notably, Ibn Battuta himself had visited the city of Nicaea whilst travelling through Ottoman territory. The once resplendent capital of the Empire of Nicaea had only just fallen to the Turks, and by the time Ibn Battuta arrived, he found it to be in very poor condition and virtually uninhabited except for an Ottoman garrison.32

Although Ibn Battuta never travelled to Western Christendom, his remarks and experiences in the Near East reflect Christendom’s much-changed status in the region. During his travels he walked through the ruins of the former Crusader States, including the largely abandoned cities of Acre and Tyre. He commented on the rise of Turkmen naval raids against Christian territories in the Aegean, and observed that the Turkmen nomads, who for so long had pressed on the Franks’ frontiers, were now grazing their herds in the former principality of Antioch.33

By the early years of the fourteenth century, Western Christendom’s position in the eastern Mediterranean was much reduced. Following the fall of Acre in 1291, the kingdom of Jerusalem had evacuated its remaining cities, the survivors taking refuge either on Cyprus, on Sicily, or in mainland Europe. They brought with them tidings of defeat and surrender.

There was some talk in the very early 1300s of supporting the Ilkhan Ghazan in his wars against the Mamluks. Crusade strategists hoped to coordinate an attack on the coastline with a Mongol offensive, but in practice the Franks and Mongols never managed to make their forces work in concert. Some European rulers hoped to raise a new crusade to revive Christendom’s fortunes in the area, and for many decades this seemed possible. The papacy energetically pursued this goal, and many writers devised blueprints for how this could be achieved, but in practice no major crusade took place.34 France and Flanders were frequently at war, and as the century progressed, England and France squared up for what would become the Hundred Years’ War; the Angevins and Aragonese continued to fight over Sicily and southern Italy; and the German Emperor Henry VII became bogged down in a conflict over northern Italy.35 Western Christendom was in no position to intervene in the Near East.

As the years passed, a new status quo developed. In the long run, Christendom proved unequal to the struggle of maintaining a permanent presence on the Levantine coast, hundreds of miles from its heartlands and so close to the Mamluk Empire. By contrast, the Mamluk Empire was now very strong, to the point of being virtually unassailable. It would have required an enormous and sustained crusading effort simply to meet its main field army on equal terms. According to a Hospitaller report commissioned in the early fourteenth century, the Mamluks could muster 24,600 troops.36 Christendom could not raise anything like that kind of force so far from its own borders.

If the Mamluks were incontestable on land, Frankish naval forces were equally unrivalled at sea. In 1271 the Mamluks attempted a naval assault on Cyprus that ended in disaster—one of their very few early defeats. It would be a long time before they tried such an endeavour again. Cyprus therefore remained the main bastion on Christendom’s power in the eastern Mediterranean.

With the Franks dominant at sea and the Mamluks dominant on land, there was actually little reason for the two sides to fight because—without a major crusade or a huge Mamluk shipbuilding campaign—neither side could tilt the balance of power. The Mamluks also made a point of destroying many of the former Crusader States’ maritime cities, ensuring thereby that they could not be used as bridgeheads for any future Frankish assault.37 Fighting became confined to the occasional naval raid and the ongoing struggle over Cilician Armenia. Italian merchants continued to trade with the Mamluks in Alexandria, but this was not without risk: the papacy explicitly banned such commerce.

The situation was slightly different in the Aegean. Here the Italian cities maintained various island fortresses and still pursued their interests in Byzantine Constantinople and the Black Sea. Several of the Aegean islands were very lucrative, especially Chios (famous for its production of mastic—a highly coveted gum extracted from Pistacia lentiscus trees and used as chewing gum and in medicines).38 The Knights Hospitaller also made a dramatic entry into the region in 1306 when they invaded the isle of Rhodes, just off the Anatolian coast. They completed their conquest in 1310, after which the island became their headquarters and a nest for corsairs seeking to prey on Turkish and Mamluk shipping. Rhodes Town itself became one of the most heavily fortified cities in the region, falling to the Ottomans more than two centuries later, in 1522.

The Hospitallers’ conquest of Rhodes also served to demonstrate to the Hospitallers’ patrons in the West that the order still performed an important role in Christendom’s defence and therefore deserved ongoing support. The Templars tried to prove this too, building up their galley fleet and establishing a new base on the islet of Ruad, just off the Syrian coast (although the Mamluks drove them out very rapidly). Nevertheless, in 1307 King Philip IV of France famously arrested the Templars in France and put them on trial, making accusations of heresy. The charges he levelled against the order were almost certainly baseless and only thinly disguised his desire for their wealth, but they did ultimately lead to the order’s dissolution. Protected by their new island base on Rhodes, the Hospitallers were not so vulnerable, and it would not have done them any harm when on 22 April 1312 (just nineteen days after the Council of Vienne announced its decision to dissolve the Templars), they reported a major naval victory against the Turkmen beylik of Mentese, thereby demonstrating their ongoing role in the defence of Christendom’s frontiers.39

Unlike the Mamluks, the Turkmen beyliks were more willing to wage war at sea. Initially, their ships suffered badly in skirmishes against Venice and Genoa’s elite navies, but in the Aegean archipelago they soon became skilled in naval warfare.40 For the time being, they couldn’t confront an Italian battle fleet on an equal footing, but this changed steadily in later decades, and the time would come when the Ottoman navy would contest Christendom’s naval power in both the eastern and western Mediterranean.

As for Cilician Armenia, the Crusader States’ collapse coupled with the growing enfeeblement of the Ilkhans left this kingdom in a very exposed position. In the early decades of the fourteenth century, the Frankish kingdom of Cyprus, the papacy, and the military orders did what they could to buttress Armenia, sending money and troops. Even so, the kingdom came under heavy pressure from the Mamluks, with attacks staged against Cilicia between 1320 and 1322 and then again between 1335 and 1337. Without Mongol support the Armenians could offer little response, lacking the resources to block these incursions. However, they were able to secure a peace agreement at much the same time as the Ilkhan-Mamluk treaty.41 Cilician Armenia would struggle on for several more decades, despite being the only Christian territory on the Levantine coast, but eventually the Armenians suffered conquest by the Mamluks in 1375.
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This was the Near East that emerged from the chaos of the Mongol invasions and that Ibn Battuta witnessed on his travels—a very different world from that of the early thirteenth century. Still, the Mongols’ impact went far beyond simply reconfiguring the area’s geopolitics.

One major outcome of the Mongol wars was that Eurasia’s societies now had a much broader understanding of the wider world. Muslim commentators noted that the sheer size of the Mongol Empire created opportunities for Muslims to win converts far to the north, in regions that previously were difficult to access. As Ala al-Din Juwayni observed in the 1250s, “The Banner of Islam is raised higher and the candle of the Faith lit brighter; and the sun of the creed of Muhammed casts its shadow over countries whose nostrils had not been perfumed by the scent of Islam.”42

Western Christendom’s worldview likewise expanded radically, its travellers and emissaries to the great khans reaching places as far afield as Mongolia, China, and India. These missionaries and merchants returned describing civilisations that were formerly unknown in Western Christendom, demonstrating that the world was a substantially bigger place than they previously thought. Armenian ambassadors likewise returned home bearing exciting new reports about distant places and peoples.

Other agents crisscrossed Eurasia in Mongol service. The Nestorian Christian monk Rabban Sauma travelled to the papacy and Western Christendom in 1287–1288 as an ambassador for the Ilkhan Arghun. En route he passed through Byzantium, visiting sites such as Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and venerating the city’s many holy relics. Then he set off for Sicily—marvelling at Mount Etna’s volcanic fires—and went from there on to Rome. Later he continued his journey north to Paris, where he commented favourably on the city’s great university, and ultimately to England, where he met with King Edward I, who plied him with many gifts.43 Thus, the Mongols also achieved a far greater understanding of the peoples lying beyond their historical borders, both those whom they conquered and those with whom they traded or conducted diplomacy. In short, the rise of the Mongols expanded both their own mental horizons and those of the civilisations they encountered, leaving a much more connected Eurasia in their wake.

With this growing awareness of the wider world among so many Eurasian societies, the realms of the unknown began a long and slow retreat. When the Franciscan friar William of Rubruck travelled to the Great Khan Mongke in 1253–1254, he looked out keenly for the monsters that reportedly lived far to the east, as described by classical authors such as Solinus and Isidore. But as it turned out, there were no monsters to find.44 No one managed to find Prester John either, for the simple reason that he didn’t exist, although rumours about him persisted in Western Christendom for centuries, and the first known source to suggest that he was entirely fictional appeared only in the eighteenth century.45

When Hetum I of Cilician Armenia returned from visiting the Great Khan Mongke in 1256, he brought with him news of distant lands, formerly unknown societies, and even unfamiliar animal species.46 The Mongols also explored their surroundings, and they too discovered that some of their myths were baseless. When a group of Mamluk ambassadors travelled to Golden Horde territory in 1264, their Mongol hosts enquired about an enormous bone that they had heard lay across the River Nile. This bone was apparently so large that people could use it as a bridge. The Mamluk ambassadors, clearly wishing to avoid insulting their host with a straightforward denial, responded very tactfully that they had never seen such a bridge.47

Although many Eurasian civilisations found their worldview broadening through contact with the Mongols, Western Christendom warrants close attention in this regard.48 Prior to the crusades of the eleventh century, Christendom’s knowledge of what lay (from their perspective) “out east” was slender, and the earliest crusaders often found themselves relying heavily on the Bible and classical authors when seeking to make sense of the places they visited, even in the Holy Land.49 By the time of the Mongol invasions—and with the Crusader States now well established—Christendom’s knowledge of the Near Eastern region was much stronger. Likewise, neighbouring Muslim societies’ knowledge of Western Christendom became more detailed and informed during this same period.50

Nevertheless, Western Christendom’s knowledge of central and eastern Eurasia remained very limited indeed, to a far greater degree than either their Muslim or Byzantine neighbours. The Mongols changed this. Ambassadors and traders travelling to and from Mongol territory revealed a much wider world than Christendom’s intellectuals formerly realised, one teeming with vibrant civilisations, unfamiliar landscapes, and—for them—unknown species of animals and birds. By the time that the Italian author Giovanni Boccaccio put together his compendium of tales in around 1351, he could talk casually about Indian and “Tartar” quilts, rolls of silk, parrot feathers, and goods from Cathay (China)—clearly all items then in common circulation in his native Italy.51

The exchange of unfamiliar commodities and the circulation of travellers’ tales from distant lands provoked a great deal of interest and speculation in Western Christendom’s courts and universities, and commentators raised questions on a whole range of topics. Amidst this intense curiosity, two very powerful lines of thought emerged. The first was a dawning awareness of the sheer scale of Eurasia and the tremendous scope for missionaries to spread the gospel. During the closing years of the thirteenth century and then in later centuries, groups of friars set out in increasing numbers to establish new plantations in the Lord’s vineyard.

The second realisation was rather more crude. As the century progressed, it became clear that “out there” lay enormously rich civilisations that were ready and willing to engage in commerce. Whether in the trading ports of the Crimea, in the major cities of the Ilkhanate, or even in distant China or India, there was money to be made—lots of it. This wasn’t a new realisation; Italian merchants were familiar figures in the metropolises of Armenia, Egypt, and the Crusader States even at the start of this period, but the rise of the Mongol Empire created windows of opportunity to penetrate so much deeper into Eurasia’s commercial networks. Fantasies and hearsay about distant lands where rivers tumbled with gemstones and buildings dripped with gold only amplified the sense that there were fortunes to be made by those adventurous enough to seek them.

Spliced between these two ambitions was the shimmering haze of opportunity—whether for profit, reputation, or salvation. Europe’s eyes were looking abroad, further and with greater interest than ever before. Although the Crusader States fell in 1291 and the Khwarazmians conquered Jerusalem in 1244, these reverses should not be taken as an indicator that Christendom was in decline. Quite the reverse: the thirteenth century was a period of considerable prosperity in the West, coupled with territorial advances on almost every other front (especially in Iberia, the western Mediterranean, and the Baltic region), and many technological advances and developments took place that lent themselves to exploration, particularly those connected to shipbuilding and navigation.

In 1291 two Genoese brothers, Ugolino and Vadino Vivaldi, set out from Genoa, sailing through the Straits of Gibraltar and then south down the coast of Africa with the ambition of reaching the Indian Ocean by rounding the African continent. They never returned, but their expedition marks the first known occasion that anyone from Christendom attempted this endeavour in the medieval era.52

Other observers expressed an interest in the Indian Ocean, and as noted earlier, in 1290 the Genoese made an abortive attempt to work with the Ilkhans to launch a warfleet to disrupt Mamluk trade. This idea took root, and in the 1310s the well-travelled Dominican friar William of Adam suggested that Christendom should launch commerce raiders into the Indian Ocean to blockade Mamluk shipping.53 Another crusading strategist, a Venetian named Marino Sanudo, similarly suggested that merchants from the Indian Ocean should be redirected through Ilkhan territory in order to impoverish the Mamluks.54 No one put these suggestions into practice, yet they remain worthy of note because almost two centuries later, the Portuguese seafarer Vasco da Gama (another seeker after Prester John) brought a squadron of ships successfully around the African continent, entering the Indian Ocean in a voyage spanning the years 1497–1499.55 Christendom was looking abroad with renewed curiosity and intent, a trend that would only continue in the centuries to come.

The Mongols also influenced the future development of the Eurasian continent through the dissemination of technologies. The creation of such a vast empire enabled new technologies, devices, and ideas to cross enormous distances. This process can be seen at work in many forms, but there is one specific development that warrants particular attention. This regards a technology first developed hundreds of years before in China and whose diffusion into the Near East and elsewhere would change the face of global human civilisation: gunpowder. An early indication of knowledge of gunpowder in Europe can be found in the works of the Franciscan intellectual Roger Bacon in the 1260s. He never travelled outside Christendom, but he eagerly gathered news from distant regions and sought out travellers such as William of Rubruck, who had met the Mongols in person. He was very much a man of his age, intent both on reforming Christian society in advance of the coming apocalypse and on the dissemination of Christ’s word across the world.56 Among his wide-ranging interests, he gathered scientific knowledge from many distant lands, especially from Muslim and Mongol societies, in areas such as alchemy, geometry, and astronomy/astrology. His ambition was to employ this knowledge in the defence of Christendom.57 He counselled, for example, that the city of Acre in the kingdom of Jerusalem should mount enormous glass mirrors (a topic of much debate at this time) on its ramparts that could intensify the sun’s heat and fire a beam of light capable of destroying enemy siege engines.58 More importantly, he learned of the existence of gunpowder and how to create it.59

Bacon’s work contains the first known reference to gunpowder in Western Christendom, and it is significant that he was an author with a deep interest in the Mongol and Muslim worlds. This was a sign of the times. During the fourteenth century, societies across Europe, the Near East, and the Mediterranean suddenly started to equip themselves with firearms.60 Early cannon are first reported in Western Christendom from 1326,61 with armies later deploying them at battles such as Crécy (during the Hundred Years’ War) in 1346.62 Guns begin to appear in the Mamluk sources from the mid-fourteenth century onwards, and in Muslim Spain, references begin to appear at about the same time.63 The Ottoman Empire and Byzantium made use of cannon before the end of the century.64 These early cannon little resembled the formidable weapons deployed in later centuries, but from this point onwards, gunpowder weapons became a standard component of Eurasian arsenals.

Understanding why gunpowder technology spread across the Near East and the Mediterranean at this time raises many thorny questions for historians, but by far the most likely scenario is that the Mongols played a role in spreading this technology. Historians remain divided about whether Hulegu and the Ilkhans used gunpowder weapons themselves in their military campaigns, and while the most likely scenario is probably a straightforward “no,” there remains no satisfactory consensus on this point.65 Still, as part of the broader Mongol Empire, the Ilkhanate certainly could access Chinese gunpowder technology, whether or not it chose to use it. The Chinese themselves started using gunpowder weapons possibly as far back as about 900, with their first cannons appearing in the mid-twelfth century. When the Mongols initially invaded China, they confronted gunpowder weapons, and the Mongols’ rulers in China later used them.66

Intellectuals in the Muslim world knew of gunpowder before the thirteenth century, although the precise role it played in warfare is difficult to establish.67 Overall, it is not easy to explain why gunpowder and cannons “took off” in the Mediterranean and Near Eastern regions during the late-thirteenth and mid-fourteenth centuries, but the most likely scenario is that the Mongol conquest of China in some way caused the spread and proliferation of knowledge about gunpowder and firearms throughout Mongol territory and then beyond its borders, whether through the Mongols themselves or through merchants travelling between the Mongols’ empires.68 If this was indeed the case, then it is striking that Mongols themselves helped plant the seeds that would one day wipe nomadic armies from the battlefield. It took many centuries for firearms to develop to the point at which they could compete with mounted steppe archers, but when the tipping point came, it was irrevocable.69

Other technologies, ideas, recipes, and skills likewise spread across the Eurasian continent as travellers crisscrossed the vast Mongol Empire. There were brief moments in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries when, suddenly, long-distance travel was not merely possible but encouraged. Traders, adventurers, opportunists, diplomats, renegades, exiles, and missionaries could now travel far from their homelands, not necessarily in large numbers but sufficient to send back news and commodities from the distant West/East/South/North (depending on your perspective). However, this window of opportunity was not destined to last forever. The infighting within the Ilkhanate, the collapse of Mongol China, tensions between the Italian cities and the Golden Horde in its Black Sea ports, and the burgeoning Indian Ocean trade: these and other factors all served to restrict the channels of trade and communication across central Eurasia.70 And then, of course, came the Black Death.

The rise of the Mongol Empire encouraged the sharing not only of ideas and technologies but also—inadvertently—of diseases. Sweeping across vast swaths of Eurasia and Africa, the Black Death was a true killer.71 In many regions—including the Middle East, Christendom, and parts of Africa—estimates of the death toll range between 40 and 60 percent of the total human population.72 Research has yet to demonstrate the full scale of the Black Death’s impact across Eurasia, but it seems to have emerged in Central Asia, possibly among the Tian Shan Mountains, during the early thirteenth century, spreading out from there in later decades and splitting into four branches and causing enormous loss of life.73 The Black Death itself moved from region to region carried by fleas, which then infected a wide range of animals such as marmots, rats, and camels, who themselves became carriers. Fleas carrying the Black Death (the Yersinia pestis) could also survive in shipments of grain or furs.74 The Mongols likely played a vital role in transmitting the disease, bringing it with them as their armies crisscrossed the continent.75 Merchants and traders may similarly have aided in its dissemination, and when the Black Death reached much of the Black Sea and Mediterranean region rather later in the 1340s, it probably arrived via grain shipments carried unwittingly by Italian merchants working the now-well-established trade routes from Tana in the Black Sea region—Golden Horde territory.76

Ibn Battuta witnessed the plague in person when he visited Damascus in July 1348. He recorded how the city’s Muslim citizens responded to this catastrophe by joining together with their Christian and Jewish neighbours to seek God’s protection. He was also staggered by the scale of the mortality, with the death toll reaching up to two thousand people per day (and he claimed it was much worse in Cairo).77 In the wake of this horrifying outbreak, the survivors—having suffered the loss of roughly half their total population and still bearing the scars of the shock, grief, and fear brought on by the pandemic—now found themselves stepping into a very different world from that which they had inhabited only a few years previously. By inflicting such enormous casualties, the Black Death played its part in closing the brief window of opportunity afforded by the Mongol Empire for travellers to reach unknown lands lying beyond the horizon.
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During the 1330s and 1340s, with the collapse of the Ilkhanate to the east and the rise of the Black Death, a young man grew up in the North African city of Tunis. He was intellectually gifted and soon began a career working for various Islamic rulers across the southern Mediterranean, including the Mamluks. His name was Ibn Khaldun. After a fairly turbulent few decades of intrigue and high office, he removed himself to a small fortress in western Algeria where from 1375 he spent several years writing a work called the Muqaddima (which was itself the introduction to a far broader work of history called the Kitab al-‘Ibar). Later he also encountered the Mongols in person, meeting the Mongol conqueror Timur in Damascus in 1401.78 In time, this book—covering the rise and fall of societies—became famous, and it remains a source of scholarly enquiry today.79

Ibn Khaldun’s work relates to this study because his insights help us make sense of the colossal mess of events otherwise known as thirteenth-century Near Eastern history. Identifying geopolitical trends and patterns in this arena of empires is not easy, given that, as shown above, dynastic factions, kingdoms, and beyliks circled one another for decades waging bloody wars, making unlikely alliances, pursuing vendettas, and clinching trade agreements. Nevertheless, coming at the end of this period, Ibn Khaldun was well placed to offer commentary on recent events, and there are dimensions to his thought that warrant close attention in this context—the following section will pursue two Ibn Khaldun–inspired lines of analysis.

The first subject is the importance that Ibn Khaldun attached to the relationships between nomadic and sedentary/agricultural peoples, and the strengths, weaknesses, and qualities of both forms of society. The often-tense dealings between these two groups represented a highly dynamic force, one responsible for the rise and fall of many ruling dynasties across human history—much in evidence across the thirteenth-century Near East.80

Starting with the Mongols, reduced to a simplistic level, their invasion of the Near East was fundamentally an assault staged by a pastoral/nomadic people. The Mongols themselves may sincerely have believed in their mandate from the Eternal Heaven, but viewed in the long term they were also the most recent in a series of nomadic peoples from the Central Asian steppe seeking to invade their agricultural neighbours (including China, the Abbasid Caliphate, and Christendom).

During their invasions the Mongols’ behaviour and goals were distinctively nomadic: their targets were governed in part by the need to secure pasture, and they ruled their empire from their great waggon cities moving between winter and summer grazing grounds. The Mongols’ nomadic way of life also conferred many military skills necessary for rapid wars of conquest. Their ability to shoot, ride, and conduct large-scale hunts were especially important and translated well onto the battlefield.

In the Near East itself, the Mongols encountered multiple civilisations, many of which were hybrid societies merging elements of nomadic and agricultural cultures. Many of these societies were Turkic in origin, with roots going back to the Seljuk invasions of the eleventh century. By the early thirteenth century, the Seljuks’ descendants and successors—including the Anatolian Seljuks, the Ayyubids, and the Zangids—still raised armies that fought as light-cavalry archers (like their steppe forebears), and they still recruited large numbers of Turkmen forces. Nevertheless, over time they drew heavily on the more-settled practices of the peoples they conquered, collecting regular taxation, developing fixed commercial infrastructure, and encouraging the farming communities under their sway. The Mamluks also fit this description in the sense that they were transported from the Qipchaq steppe to Egypt, where they fought in the traditional nomadic manner whilst drawing upon the agricultural resources of the Nile Delta and Syria.

The Mongols also encountered many predominantly agricultural societies. These included the Crusader States, the Latin Empire of Constantinople, Cilician Armenia, Georgia, and Byzantium. Each of these societies had nomadic groups within its borders, yet these were still predominantly agricultural systems where strongholds and fortified towns protected the farmlands in their hinterland.

The resulting encounter of all these states—nomadic, hybrid, and agricultural—demonstrated the strengths and weaknesses of each. Notably, it was often the agricultural societies that proved least capable of countering nomadic attacks. Only a few of them experienced the full weight of a Mongol invasion, yet the Armenians, Georgians, Byzantines, and Franks either fell to the Mongols or suffered badly from the sustained encroachment of the nomadic Turkmen (or both). Among a range of structural weaknesses, their defensive systems relied on major fortresses more suited to holding back enemies intent on making permanent territorial conquests than nomadic raiders searching persistently for plunder and grazing. Often, frontier communities retreated to the protection of their local fortresses, only to find themselves stuck there as Turkmen or other nomadic groups grazed on their crops and occupied their lands while the foodstocks in the castle’s cellar slowly dwindled. In time, they would have to choose between evacuation or starvation.

Some hybrid states proved equally vulnerable. Neither the Khwarazmians, the Anatolian Seljuks, nor the Ayyubids proved able to mount a successful defence against the Mongols.

The Near East’s nomads fared rather better, especially the Turkmen. Their ability to relocate their people and animals from region to region, seeking grazing and new opportunities while evading the Mongol invaders, goes a long way to explaining their considerable success during the century. Clearly, the nomadic way of life conferred substantial advantages in the war-torn Near East.

Even so, for all their strengths, some nomadic peoples also had strong incentives to adopt the practices of the agricultural societies under their dominion. The Mongols soon realised that such communities possessed expertise in siege warfare, as well as aspects of technology and science that they could use for their own benefit. Agricultural societies, with their regularised systems of taxation, commercial cities, sophisticated metallurgy, and manufactured products, also generated a great deal of wealth. So in time the Mongols themselves became a hybrid society. In their daily lives they remained nomadic—living in waggon cities and moving between grazing grounds—yet they established systems designed to extract resources and consumables from the societies under their control.

Taken overall, success in the Near Eastern theatre seems to have fallen to those who could forge a hybrid society that maintained the hardihood, skills, and mobility of a nomadic way of life whilst simultaneously drawing upon the armaments, technology, and revenues of settled states. The Mongols seem to have balanced this equation reasonably well, and their armies never lost their cutting edge. So too did the Mamluks and, in time, the Ottomans.

Building upon this Ibn Khaldun–influenced analysis, there is a linked dimension to his thinking that warrants consideration. He described the development of societies in terms of a life cycle. Initially, a leader (generally of a nomadic society) emerges who unites his family, tribe, clan, or following, leading it to success and victory by building upon a strong sense of shared purpose and common identity.81 For a time, this determined cadre rules with little fear of opposition precisely because its members work together bonded by their common identity: their “group solidarity.”82 Nevertheless, with the passage of time, this sense of common identity falters as the ruling family and their followers fall prey to the temptations of success and the alluring diversions of sedentary societies—money and luxurious living. The hardy spartan virtues and sense of cohesion that enabled their rise to power disintegrate, and the dynasty becomes weak, ultimately falling prey to the next wave of aspiring rulers, who then repeat the process.83

The crucial concept in this model is that of “group solidarity.” This is the idea that societies rise because their leading faction or dynasty possesses a shared sense of common purpose and a common will to achieve a specific goal, and then collapse when this cohesion fails.84 This process is much in evidence in the thirteenth-century Near East among nomadic or hybrid societies, and the Mongols themselves provide a very clear example. In the early years of the Mongol Empire, when Chinggis Khan and his sons set out to conquer the world, their ability to work together was the touchstone of their success, and it kept their policies coherent.85 Even so, over time problems emerged that began to rupture this unanimity of purpose.86 Powerful dynasties rose up and contested control over the empire’s territories. Tensions emerged between the noyans and the diwan. Civil wars broke out, and the empire fragmented, its leaders channelling their armies against their Mongol rivals rather than against external enemies. None of these tensions challenged the empire’s overall ambition and purpose per se, yet over time they grew rapidly in significance, fracturing the empire’s sense of “group solidarity.”87

Many Near Eastern states, especially nomadic or seminomadic peoples, manifested similar tendencies during this period. The Ayyubids provide an excellent example of this process, and their ongoing dynastic feuds were the single most important factor in weakening their empire. In time, their lack of “group solidarity” reduced their empire to a hollow shell consisting of little more than a broad sense of shared identity and occasional alliances. Anatolian Seljuks proved marginally better able to maintain a sense of unity, but they too fought repeated dynastic wars between rival contenders in the 1250s (and in earlier periods).

In the final analysis, a problem that continually undermined the “group solidarity” of many hybrid/nomadic states was their perpetual succession disputes. Aside from a conviction that the next ruler should be drawn from the late ruler’s family (or inner circle), none of these societies possessed a clear procedure for the succession. Sometimes rulers designated specific heirs during their lifetime, and sometimes their wishes were respected, but often they weren’t. Frequently, multiple contenders claimed the throne simultaneously, creating internal disputes and wars that could rumble on for years. Such succession disputes often had the effect of promoting candidates with significant military and political experience, but they could also dissolve that crucial sense of “group solidarity” and create lasting internal fracture lines. In this environment, it makes perfect sense that although powerful and reasonably long-lived leaders could initially forge an empire, their descendants would struggle to maintain their forebears’ legacy because they existed within a culture where multiple claimants could feel that they had a right to some/all of its territory.

Reflecting on the rise and fall of empires in light of Ibn Khaldun’s interpretive tools, it is striking that agricultural societies do not emerge from this analysis as the most robust and survivable state structures during this era. Viewed from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, where, in so many areas, the nomadic way of life is either in decline or has utterly vanished, it is perhaps natural to assume that agricultural states have always had some kind of “superiority” to nomadic societies—that they have qualities that confer automatic advantages, and therefore precedence. This is plainly not the case: in the thirteenth-century Near East the most successful civilisations were those that could make use of the advantages of both ways of life.
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Frequently, when historians have studied this era of Near Eastern history (and particularly the Crusades), they have considered the affairs of this time from the perspective of interfaith relations, often assuming that religious conflict between Christians and Muslims was the fundamental driver shaping the events of this era. To some extent this can be seen in the events described here: the major crusades and their aspiration to conquer Egypt and Jerusalem certainly evidence this interpretation, as does the Mamluk Empire’s conquest of the Crusader States and its later attempts to commemorate the victory of Islam over its Frankish enemies. There were intense rivalries between many faith communities (not just Christians and Muslims) under Mongol rule, and many sought to achieve preferment over their neighbours by winning their Mongol masters’ goodwill or even their conversion.

Other examples could be found to highlight the significance of religious conflict, but crucially there is another side to this equation: Muslims and Christians worshipping side by side at the church of Mary in Tortosa; the friendship between Emperor Frederick II of Germany and the Ayyubid Commander Fakhr al-Din; the battle of Forbie, where the Ayyubids fought alongside their Frankish allies; and the Mamluks’ offer of an alliance with the Franks against the Mongols in 1260. Traders of all religions passed to and fro between faith communities, while legends, stories, artisans, and technologies passed easily across faith boundaries. The equation becomes more complicated when it is remembered that the Near East’s “Christian” and “Muslim” communities comprised so many different sects, communities, and denominations, each with its own identity, internal divisions, and affinities. To take two examples, Byzantine-Frankish relations frequently involved conflict, and so did those between Sunni and Shia Muslims (especially the Nizaris). Taken altogether, there was undoubtedly a sense of underlying competition between these two major religions, but their relationship was intricate in the extreme and by no means defined solely by conflict.

Then there is the fabled city of Jerusalem itself. The city’s conquest by the Khwarazmians in 1244 marked the end of Frankish rule, and it remained under Ayyubid, then Mamluk, and later Ottoman control for centuries. Even so, Christian pilgrims could still visit the city, and in 1333 the Mamluks permitted the Franciscan friars to establish a presence there, initially in the convent on Mount Sion and later at other holy sites, including the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.88

In the final analysis, interfaith relations (whether conflictual or more harmonious) offer only a partial explanation for the unfolding events of this era. Migration, commerce, personal ambition, and the plain realpolitik of multiple states—all jostling for advantage—each played their part. In this way the history of the thirteenth-century Near East remains complex and messy—like every other phase of human history.

This book was not researched or written with the intent to offer any moral or philosophical lesson. The past for its own sake was and is its primary concern. Nevertheless, looking back, there is perhaps one overarching conclusion to be drawn from this arena of empires: conquerors, in this or any era, may seek change, and they may be successful in setting vast forces in motion, yet these forces—however powerful—can spiral off course very quickly, often towards dark ends, and rarely achieve the objectives for which they were originally intended.
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Chapter 10: Trade Routes and the Balance of Power


1. For discussion, see MIW, 217–222.

2. RAD, 368.

3. IAA, 3:308n13.

4. IAA, 3:309.

5. IB, 2:344.

6. MIW, 216.

7. Odoric of Pordenone, “The Eastern Parts of the World Described,” in Cathay and the Way Thither, Being a Collection of Medieval Notices of China, trans. H. Yule (London: Hakluyt Society, 1913), 1:49.

8. T. Sinclair, Eastern Trade and the Mediterranean in the Middle Ages: Pegolotti’s Ayas-Tabriz Itinerary and Its Commercial Context (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 275; RAD, 476–477.

9. R. Amitai, “Did the Mongols in the Middle East Remain Pastoral Nomads?,” unpublished paper, accessed July 2021, https://huji.academia.edu /ReuvenAmitai.

10. T. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire: A Cultural History of Islamic Textiles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 13; HWC, 238–239.

11. D. Huff, “The Ilkhanid Palace at Takht-i Sulayman: Excavation Results,” in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. L. Komaroff (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 94–110.

12. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, 60–61.

13. RAD, 233; WR, 246; Vardan Arewelts’i, “Compilation of History,” Chapter 96, accessed July 2021, www.attalus.org/armenian/vaint.htm; Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, 22–30.

14. S. Epstein, Purity Lost: Transgressing Boundaries in the Eastern Mediterranean, 1000–1400 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 120.

15. T. Allsen, The Steppe and the Sea: Pearls in the Mongol Empire (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 51–52, 69, 98.

16. P. Buell, “Mongol Empire and Turkicization: The Evidence of Food and Foodways,” in The Mongol Empire & Its Legacy, ed. R. Amitai and D. Morgan (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 200–223; NG, 1:83.

17. IAZ, 2:536.

18. Marco Polo, The Description of the World, trans. S. Kinoshita (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2016), 4–6.

19. Marco Polo, The Description of the World, 16, 19.

20. Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History, trans. F. Rosenthal (New York: Pantheon, 1958), 2:41.

21. Jacopo da Varagine’s Chronicle of the City of Genoa, trans. C. Beneš (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020), 84.

22. A. Moule, “Fourteenth-Century Missionary Letters,” The East and the West: A Quarterly Review for the Study of Missionary Problems 19 (1921): 364.

23. For discussion on these and other themes, see Redford, “Trade and Economy,” 305.

24. E. Stern, “The Hospitaller Order in Acre and Manueth: The Ceramic Evidence,” in The Military Orders, vol. 3, History and Heritage, ed. V. Mallia-Milanes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 207.

25. Al-Qalqashandī, Selections from Ṣubḥ al-A’shā, 288; IAZ, 2:529.

26. P. Freedman, Out of the East: Spices and the Medieval Imagination (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 20.

27. Al-‘Umari, Egypt and Syria, 67.

28. MIW, 215–217; Di Cosmo, “Mongols and Merchants,” 393.

29. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, 30–45.

30. May, The Mongol Empire, 114.

31. Ibn al-Mujawir, A Traveller in Thirteenth-Century Arabia: Ibn al-Mujāwir’s Tārīkh al-Mustabṣir, trans. G. Rex Smith (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008), 42.

32. Sinclair, Eastern Trade and the Mediterranean, 70.

33. Jacoby, “The Economic Function of the Crusader States of the Levant,” 184–185; Sinclair, Eastern Trade and the Mediterranean, 4, 71–72, 107; Kedar, “On Some Characteristics of the Second Kingdom of Jerusalem,” 10.

34. IAA, 3:113.

35. IB, 2:471.

36. WR, 103; AU, 156; Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, passim.

37. RMC, 194–195 (quotation from 195). For another story explaining the significance of the owl to the Mongols, see Hayton of Gorighos, “Flos historiarum Terre Orientis,” 286.

38. T. Madden, “The War of Towers: Venice and Genoa at War in Crusader Syria,” in Syria in Crusader Times: Conflict and Coexistence, ed. C. Hillenbrand (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 211, 212–213.

39. Madden, “The War of Towers,” 215.

40. For discussion on harbour chains, see B. Kedar, “Prolegomena to a World History of Harbour and River Chains,” in Shipping, Trade and Crusade in the Medieval Mediterranean: Studies in Honour of John Pryor, ed. R. Gertwagen and E. Jeffreys (Farnham: Routledge, 2012), 3–37.

41. Madden, “The War of Towers,” 218.

42. MC, 63.

43. Epstein, Purity Lost, 100–101; S. Epstein, Genoa & the Genoese: 958–1528 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 150–151.

44. MC, 70.

45. Chrissis, Crusading in Frankish Greece, 193.

46. Bullarium Cyprium, 1:g–8.

47. MC, 78, 80–81.

48. Epstein, Genoa & the Genoese, 142.

49. J. Pryor, Geography, Technology and War: Studies in the Maritime History of the Mediterranean, 649–1571 (Cambridge: Past and Present Society, 1988), 66, 71.

50. Pryor, Geography, Technology and War, 64; M. Carr, Merchant Crusaders in the Aegean: 1291–1352 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2015), 82.

51. L. Campana, “The Defence of the Venetian Dominio Da Mar in the Sixteenth Century: Ship Design, Naval Architecture, and the Naval Career of Vettor Fausto’s Quinquereme,” in A Military History of the Mediterranean Sea: Aspects of War, Diplomacy, and Military Elites, ed. G. Theotokis and A. Yıldız (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 44–78.

52. C. Stanton, Roger of Lauria (c.1250–1305): “Admiral of Admirals” (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2019), 128–129, 129–130.

53. Stanton, Roger of Lauria, 143.

54. Vitae paparum Avenionensium, ed. S. Baluze and G. Mollat (Paris: Librairie Letouzey et Ané, 1921), 3:147.

55. Pryor, Geography, Technology and War, 88; H. Nicholson, Medieval Warfare: Theory and Practice of Warfare in Europe, 300–1500 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2004), 145, 148; Y. Rapoport and E. Savage-Smith, Lost Maps of the Caliphs: Drawing the World in Eleventh-Century Cairo (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 148.

56. M. Lower, The Tunis Crusade of 1270: A Mediterranean History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 105.

57. See, for example, McClary, “Craftsmen in Medieval Anatolia,” 27–58.

58. Al-Qalqashandī, Selections from Ṣubḥ al-A’shā, 217; William of Adam, How to Defeat the Saracens: Guillelmus Ade, Tractatus quomodo Sarraceni sunt expugnandi, trans. G. Constable (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 2012), 28–29, 110–111.

59. Jacoby, “The Economic Function of the Crusader States,” 175–176; W. Jordan, The Apple of His Eye: Converts from Islam in the Reign of Louis IX (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019), 120.

60. J. Richard, “The Adventure of John Gale, Knight of Tyre,” in The Experience of Crusading: 2. Defining the Crusader Kingdom, ed. P. Edbury and J. Phillips (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 189–195.

61. Redford, “Rum Seljuq Caravanserais,” 39.

62. Mathews, “Mamluks and Crusaders,” 188.

63. D. Jacoby, “Silk Economics and Cross-Cultural Artistic Interaction: Byzantium, the Muslim World and the Christian West,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004): 210.

64. P. Mitchell, Medicine in the Crusades: Warfare, Wounds and the Medieval Surgeon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 34.

65. IAF(1), 2:154.

66. Rothelin, 571–572.



Chapter 11: Challengers


1. Quotation from Morgan, The Mongols, 107. See also May, The Mongol Empire, 195–202.

2. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 92–101 (quotation from 93).

3. Hope, 111–125.

4. Hope, 117–123.

5. E. Ravalde, “Shams al-Dīn Juwaynī, Vizier and Patron: Mediation Between Ruler and Ruled in the Ilkhanate,” in The Mongols’ Middle East: Continuity and Transformation in Ilkhanid Iran, ed. B. De Nicola and C. Melville (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 58.

6. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 120–124.

7. Hope, 127–131.

8. Hope, 133–134.

9. Hope, 135–181.

10. Hope, 149.

11. Morgan, The Mongols, 145.

12. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 149, 154.

13. Lower, The Tunis Crusade of 1270, passim.

14. P. Baldwin, Pope Gregory X and the Crusades (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2014).

15. Quotation, with one minor change, from QDS, 89.

16. For broader strategic discussion, see MM, passim.

17. For an earlier example of the Mamluks trying to acquire a stake in these trade routes, see BH, 1:445.

18. BH, 1:446.

19. “Izz al-Din Ibn Saddad,” Description de la Syrie du Nord, 219.

20. For discussion on the life of the parwana, see C. Hillenbrand, “Mu‘in al-Din Parwana: The Servant of Two Masters?,” in The Medieval Turks: Collected Papers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022), 108–120.

21. BH, 1:446.

22. A. Peacock, “The Seljuk Sultanate of Rūm and the Turkmen of the Byzantine Frontier, 1206–1279,” Al-Masaq: Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean 26, no. 3 (2014): 270.

23. R. Shukurov, “Two Waves of Nomadic Migration in the Pontos in the Thirteenth–Fourteenth Centuries,” International Journal of Black Sea Studies 1 (2006): 31.

24. MM, 69.

25. D. Korobeinikov, “How ‘Byzantine’ Were the Early Ottomans? Bithynia in ca. 1290–1450,” in Osmanskii mir I osmanistika. Sbornik statei k 100-letiiu so dnia rozhdeniia A.S. Tveritinovoi (1910–1973), ed. I. Zaitsev and S. Oreshkova (Moscow, 2010), 225–226.

26. SSQ, 62–65; BH, 1:405–406.

27. Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 223.

28. D. Korobeinikov, “The Formation of Turkish Principalities in the Boundary Zone: From the Emirate of Denizli to the Beylik of Menteşe (1256–1302),” in Menteşeoğulları tarihi, 25–27 Nisan 2012, Muğla (bildiriler), ed. A. Çevik and M. Keçiş (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2016), 66–69.

29. Yıldız, “Reconceptualising the Seljuk-Cilician Frontier,” 114–118.

30. Melville, “Anatolia Under the Mongols,” 70; Cahen, The Formation of Turkey, 205–206; Korobeinikov, “The Revolt in Kastamonu,” 89.

31. RAD, 381.

32. MM, 161.

33. Shukurov, “Trebizond and the Seljuks,” 131.

34. BH, 1:456–457.

35. MM, 168.

36. MM, 173; RAD, 381.

37. BH, 1:457.

38. RAD, 381.

39. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 121.

40. Melville, “Anatolia Under the Mongols,” 71; Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 253.

41. IAF(2), 16–17.

42. MM, 177; BH, 1:458.

43. RAD, 382.

44. Ravalde, “Shams al-Dīn Juwaynī, Vizier and Patron,” 60–61.

45. P. Blessing, “Inscribed Identities: Some Monumental Inscriptions in Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus,” in The Seljuqs and Their Successors: Art, Culture and History, ed. S. Canby, D. Beyazit, and M. Rugiadi (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 131; P. Blessing, Rebuilding Anatolia After the Mongol Conquest: Islamic Architecture in the Lands of Rūm, 1240–1330 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 79.

46. Melville, “Anatolia Under the Mongols,” 71.

47. IAF(2), 20–28.

48. IAF(2), 47.

49. Al-Shafi ibn Ali, “Al Faḍl al-ma’thūr min sīrat al-Sulṭān al-Malik al-Manṣūr,” in Chronicles of Qalāwūn and His Son al-Ashraf Khalīl, trans. D. Cook (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 213.

50. IAF(2), 74.

51. IAF(2), 81–83.

52. IAF(2), 89; Baybars al-Mansuri, “Zubdat al-fikra fī tā’rīkh al-Hijra,” in Chronicles of Qalāwūn and His Son al-Ashraf Khalīl, trans. D. Cook (Abingdon: Routledge, 2020), 270; MM, 194.

53. For discussion on this point, see MM, 192–194.

54. IAF(2), 90–91.

55. MM, 194; RAD, 386.

56. For a re-creation of the battle, see MM, 196–197; IAF(2), 90–94; Baybars al-Mansuri, “Zubdat al-fikra fī tā’rīkh al-Hijra,” 272–273; Baybars al-Mansuri, “Al-tuḥfa al-mulūkiyya fī al-dawla al-Turkiyya,” 373.

57. IAF(2), 98.

58. RAD, 387.

59. “Table Chronologique de Héthoum, comte de Gorigos,” RHC. Arm., ed. Dulaurier (Paris, 1869), 1:487.

60. Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, “Tashrīf al-Ayyām wal-l-`Uṣūr fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Manṣūrr,” 46–47.

61. IAF(2), 139–140.

62. For discussion on this theme, see Amitai, “Dangerous Liaisons,” 202–203.

63. For discussion on the substantial auxiliary formations employed by the Mamluks, see Ayalon, “The Auxiliary Forces of the Mamluk Sultanate,” 13–37.

64. IAF(2), 192–193.

65. Cartulaire Général de l’Ordre des Hospitaliers de S. Jean de Jérusalem: 1100–1310, ed. J. Delaville Le Roulx (Paris, 1899), 3:3797; LE, 163–164.

66. IAF(2), 124.

67. Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, “Tashrīf al-Ayyām wal-l-`Uṣūr fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Manṣūr,” 113.

68. B. Binysh, “From Pugnacity to Peace-Mongers: The Military Orders Protecting Property and People in the Latin East,” in The Military Orders VII: Piety, Pugnacity and Property, ed. N. Morton (London: Routledge, 2020), 303–321.

69. Holt, Early Mamluk Diplomacy, 92–103.

70. Stewart, The Armenian Kingdom and the Mamluks, 56–60.

71. Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, “Tashrīf al-Ayyām wal-l-`Uṣūrr fī Sīrat al-Malik al-Manṣūr,” 122–123.

72. Stewart, The Armenian Kingdom and the Mamluks, 60.

73. Jacoby, “Silk Economics,” 234.

74. I. Toth, “The Narrative Fabric of the Genoese Pallio and the Silken Diplomacy of Michael VIII Palaiologos,” in Objects in Motion: The Circulation of Religion and Sacred Objects in the Late Antique and Byzantine World, ed. H. Meredith (Oxford: BAR, 2011), 91–109.

75. Al-‘Umari, Egypt and Syria, 24.

76. D. Jacoby, “Oriental Silks at the Time of the Mongols: Patterns of Trade and Distribution in the West,” in Oriental Silks in Medieval Europe, ed. J. von Fircks and R. Schorta (Riggisberg: Abegg-Stiftung, 2016), 98–99; H. Evans, ed., Armenia: Art, Religion and Trade in the Middle Ages (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art), 160–161; D. Kouymjian, “Chinese Motifs in Thirteenth-Century Armenian Art: The Mongol Connection,” in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. L. Komaroff (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 303–324.

77. Jacoby, “Silk Economics,” 204–209.

78. Jacoby, 198–237. Burchard of Mount Sion, “Descriptio Terrae Sanctae,” 28.

79. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, 1.

80. Jacoby, “Oriental Silks,” 93–123; Jacoby, “Silk Economics,” 230.

81. For discussion on this point, see Jacoby, “Oriental Silks,” 108–109.

82. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire, 1–2.



Chapter 12: Stagnation


1. WR, 179; Jackson, “The Mongols and the Faith of the Conquered,” 263–264.

2. Jackson, “Hülegü Khan and the Christians,” 197; Grigor of Akanc, “History of the Nation of Archers,” 349.

3. Interestingly, there are also later legendary reports that Hulegu converted to Islam: M. Biran, “The Islamisation of Hülegü: Imaginary Conversion in the Ilkhanate,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 26, nos. 1–2 (2016): 79–88.

4. MIW, 298; Vardan Arewelts’i, “Compilation of History,” Chapter 96.

5. Grigor of Akanc, “History of the Nation of Archers,” 367.

6. WR, 88.

7. Morgan, The Mongols, 125.

8. For discussion on this and related themes, see Morgan, 148; R. Amitai, “The Resolution of the Mongol-Mamluk War,” in Mongols, Turks and Others: Eurasian Nomads and the Sedentary World, ed. R. Amitai and M. Biran (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 376–377.

9. Many Mongol men are also said to have married Persian wives, who may also have influenced the development of their husbands’ cultural and religious identities. See AU, 159. For discussion on the Ilkhans’ relationships with leading Sufis, see J. Pfeiffer, “Reflections on a ‘Double Rapprochement’: Conversion to Islam Among the Mongol Elite During the Early Ilkhanate,” in Beyond the Legacy of Genghis Khan, ed. L. Komaroff (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 369–389.

10. Hautala has similarly argued persuasively that the conversion of the Golden Horde to Islam was a long-term process. See R. Hautala, “The Franciscan Letters from the Golden Horde: Evidence of the Latin Sources Against the Thesis of the Total Nomadic Islamization in the Early Reign of Uzbek Khan (1312/3–1341),” Golden Horde Civilisation 7 (2014): 153–175.

11. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 152–154.

12. Hope, 156.

13. Amitai, “The Conversion of the Mongols,” 69; MIW, 337–342; R. Hautala, “Comparing the Islamisation of the Jochid and Hülegüid Uluses: Muslim and Christian Perspectives,” Revue des Mondes Musulmans et de la Méditerranée 143 (2018): 65–79.

14. J. Kolbas, The Mongols in Iran: Chingiz Khan to Uljaytu 1220–1309 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 323. See also Amitai, “The Conversion of the Mongols,” 71; C. Melville, “Pādshah-i Islām: The Conversion of Sultan Maḥmūd Ghāzān Khān,” Pembroke Papers 1 (1990): 159–177; Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 66–67.

15. Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 158–159.

16. MIW, 368; RAD, 471; Hope, Power, Politics, and Tradition, 158; BH, 1:506–507.

17. MIW, 369–370.

18. CTT, 290; Melville, “Pādshah-i Islām,” 164.

19. MIW, 370–373, 380.

20. R. Amitai, “Whither the Ilkhanid Army? Ghazan’s First Campaign into Syria (1299–1300),” in Warfare in Inner Asian History (500–1800), ed. N. Di Cosmo (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 221–222.

21. Amitai, “The Conversion of the Mongols,” 73–74 (quotation from 74).

22. Amitai, 78–79; D. Aigle, “The Mongol Invasions of Bilād al-Shām by Ghāzān Khān and Ibn Taymīyah’s Three ‘Anti-Mongol’ Fatwas,” Mamlūk Studies Review 11, no. 2 (2007): 89–120.

23. Broadbridge, Kingship and Ideology, 66, 74.

24. Broadbridge, 89.

25. Amitai, “Whither the Ilkhanid Army?,” 246–249.

26. Dashdondog, The Mongols and the Armenians, 199–200.

27. Al-Yunini, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography, 137; Shihab al-Din al-Nuwayri, The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition, 260–261.

28. Amitai, “Whither the Ilkhanid Army?,” 221–260; R. Amitai, “The Mongol Occupation of Damascus in 1300: A Study of Mamluk Loyalties,” in Mamluks in Egyptian and Syrian Politics and Society, ed. M. Winter and A. Levanoni (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 21–41.

29. Shihab al-Din al-Nuwayri, The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition, 263.

30. Marino Sanudo Torsello, The Book of Secrets, 73.

31. Biran, “Violence and Non-violence in the Mongol Conquest of Baghdad,” 29.

32. RMC, 211.

33. RMC, 148.

34. IAF(2), 215. For the preparations for the siege of Acre, see al-Jazari, La Chronique de Damas d’al-Jazari (années 689–698), trans. J. Sauvaget (Paris, 1949), 4.

35. RMC, 138, 156–157, 165.

36. RMC, 140.

37. Shukurov, “Harem Christianity,” 115–150; Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in Mongol Anatolia, 64. For broader discussion, see S. Yıldız and H. Şahin, “In the Proximity of Sultans: Majd al-Dīn Isḥāq, Ibn ‘Arabī and the Seljuk Court,” in The Seljuks of Anatolia: Court and Society in the Medieval Middle East, ed. A. Peacock and S. Yıldız (London: I. B. Tauris, 2013), 191; Cahen, The Formation of Turkey, 124–125.

38. A. Peacock, “Islamisation in Medieval Anatolia,” in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives from History, ed. A. Peacock (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 134–155; Peacock, Islam, Literature and Society in Mongol Anatolia, 117–144.

39. William of Adam, How to Defeat the Saracens, 80–85.

40. Y. Rapoport, Rural Economy and Tribal Society in Islamic Egypt: A Study of al-Nābulusī’s Villages of the Fayyum (Turnhout: Brepols, 2018), 215–219, 247–248; Irwin, The Middle East in the Middle Ages, 99.

41. Rubin, Learning in a Crusader City, passim; Jordan, The Apple of His Eye, 54.

42. CTT, 140.

43. Jordan, The Apple of His Eye, passim.

44. Amitai, “Diplomacy and the Slave Trade,” 349–368.

45. RMC, 187–188.

46. J. Paul, “Mongol Aristocrats and Beyliks in Anatolia: A Study of Astarābādī’s Bazm va Razm,” Eurasian Studies 9 (2011): 105.

47. Chrissis, Crusading in Frankish Greece, 205.

48. For discussion on these events, see Chrissis, 218–226.

49. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 13.

50. Chrissis, Crusading in Frankish Greece, 226.

51. NG, 1:143–145.

52. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 32–33.

53. T. Kolbaba, “Meletios Homologetes On the Customs of the Italians,” Revue des études byzantines 55 (1997): 137–168.

54. Korobeinikov, “The Formation of Turkish Principalities,” 72–73; Korobeinikov, “The Revolt in Kastamonu,” 87–118.

55. B. De Nicola, “On the Outskirts of the Ilkhanate: The Mongols’ Relationship with the Province of Kastamonu in the Second Half of the 13th Century,” in Cultural Encounters in Anatolia in the Medieval Period: The Ilkhanids in Anatolia, ed. S. Yalman and F. Yenişehirlioğlu (Ankara: Koç Üniversitesi, Vekam, 2020), 117–133; M. Carr, “Early Contacts Between Menteşe and the Latins in the Aegean: Alliances with the Genoese and Conflicts with the Hospitallers (c.1310–12),” in Menteşeoğulları tarihi, 25–27 Nisan 2012, Muğla: bildiriler, ed. A. Çevik and M. Keçiş (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2016), 60.

56. For discussion on the events of this period, see Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 79.

57. Korobeinikov, “How ‘Byzantine’ Were the Early Ottomans?,” 217.

58. Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 218.

59. For discussion, see M. Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army: Arms and Society, 1204–1453 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 51.

60. Crusaders as Conquerors: The Chronicle of Morea, trans. H. Lurier (New York: Columbia University Press, 1964), 203–204, 219–224.

61. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 23.

62. Opinion remains divided on the importance of this factor. For a sample of the discussion, see Amitai, “The Dynamics of Conflict,” 21–22; Smith, “Nomads on Ponies,” 58–61. For an example, see IAZ, 2:428; D. Morgan, “The Mongols in Syria, 1260–1300,” in Crusade and Settlement, ed. P. Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 231–235. For an example of this practice in operation, see al-Maqrizi, Histoire des Sultans Mamlouks, 1:178–179.

63. Letter from Hulegu to Louis IX of France: LE, 159.

64. May, The Mongol Empire, 64.

65. For discussion on the impact of these reforms, see Angelov, The Byzantine Hellene, 55; Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 238–241; Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 15, 117; Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army, 54–57.

66. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 21–24.

67. Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 246–247.

68. S. Kyriakidis, Warfare in Late Byzantium, 1204–1453 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 25.

69. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 82.

70. For a full discussion on his potential motives, see Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 266–267. See also GP(2), 3:236–254; NG, 1:165–166.

71. Kyriakidis, Warfare in Late Byzantium, 28.

72. Kyriakidis, Warfare in Late Byzantium, 78–80; Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 87–88; Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army, 75–76.

73. Bartusis, The Late Byzantine Army, 76.

74. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 120.

75. Laiou, 104–105; GP(2), 3:264.

76. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 108.

77. Laiou, 110–111.

78. Kyriakidis, Warfare in Late Byzantium, 29; Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 74–75.

79. GP(2), 3:120.

80. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 114.

81. Ramon Muntaner, The Catalan Expedition to the East: From the Chronicle of Ramon Muntaner, trans. R. Hughes (Barcelona: Barcino-Tamesis, 2006), 23.

82. Ramon Muntaner, The Catalan Expedition to the East, 37; NG, 1:177.

83. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 131–132.

84. W. Ostasz, “Roger de Flor’s Campaign of 1304 in Western Anatolia: A Reinterpretation,” unpublished paper, 3–4, accessed July 2021, https://oxford .academia.edu/WiktorOstasz.

85. Ramon Muntaner, The Catalan Expedition to the East, 48–63.

86. Ramon Muntaner, 65.

87. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 128–183.

88. Laiou, 48–54.

89. Carr, Merchant Crusaders in the Aegean, 42; C. Georgiou, Preaching the Crusades to the Eastern Mediterranean: Propaganda, Liturgy and Diplomacy, 1305–1352 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 20–22.

90. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 176.

91. Laiou, 143.

92. For discussion on the question of who exactly killed Roger and why, see Ostasz, “Roger de Flor’s Campaign of 1304 in Western Anatolia,” 1–2.

93. Ramon Muntaner, The Catalan Expedition to the East, 74.

94. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins, 123.

95. Korobeinikov, Byzantium and the Turks, 213. See also R. Lindner, “How Mongol Were the Early Ottomans?,” in The Mongol Empire & Its Legacy, ed. R. Amitai and D. Morgan (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 288; Melville, “Anatolia Under the Mongols,” 88; Lippard, “The Mongols and Byzantium,” 215; RAD, 456.
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PRAISE FOR THE MONGOL STORM

“When Mongol armies arrived in the Near East in the later Middle Ages, they transformed the region utterly and irreversibly. Nicholas Morton’s new history of their extraordinary deeds and conquests is deeply researched and elegantly written—essential reading for anyone interested in the descendants of Genghis Khan in the age of the Crusades.”

—Dan Jones, New York Times–bestselling author of The Templars

“This is the most exciting study of the Mongols and their encounters with the peoples of the Near East I have ever read. It is a story of epic proportions demanding much from an historian. Morton rises to the challenge. His scholarship is impeccable, and his judgments are judicious and compelling. He has an exceptional facility for finding the apt quotation to underscore his points, and his prose is precise, clear, and elegant. I found it extremely difficult to put this marvelous book down.”

—William Chester Jordan, Princeton University

“Morton’s The Mongol Storm is a well-researched and lucidly written book that will transform thinking about the great transitions of the Middle Ages. The phenomenon of Mongol expansion in the thirteenth century is usually told from the perspective of its Central Asian origins. Here, readers find the story of how the largest land empire in human history pushed westward into the Middle East, almost reaching Egypt itself. As medieval studies expands its focus onto more global connections, Morton’s book enables readers to see how war and trade, fear of violence, and desire for material goods tied this vast expanse together. This is a history we’ve been needing for some time.”

—Monica Green, fellow, the Medieval Academy of America, and independent scholar

“This outstanding book takes a deep look at Mongol history and the Islamic world over two centuries. Rulers of the largest land empire in history, extending from Korea to Poland, the Mongols are today often associated with conquest and destruction. In The Mongol Storm, Morton complicates these misconceptions, unearthing a wealth of references to their religious tolerance and their dissemination of revolutionary Asian technologies and cultures to the Middle East. He brilliantly examines the conflicts and alliances between the Mongols, Crusaders, Byzantines, and innumerable Muslim powers. Morton’s invaluable book shows how the Muslim world was profoundly reconfigured, and the broader history of our planet influenced for centuries to come, by the mandate from heaven.”

—Taef El-Azhari, University of Helwan, Egypt
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