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A Study of Warfare during the Crusades.
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Technological warfare advanced rapidly during the eleventh century. The crusades were the main catalysts for these advances as the obsolete European siege tactics had to go against the massive Byzantine and Levantine fortifications. Both the Muslim and Christian forces had to constantly update their fighting strategy in order to gain the upper hand. This paper intends to look at both Muslim and Christian warfare during the time of the Crusades. 

When talking about castles and walled towns, we must bear in mind that they were built not by crusading knights but by previous occupants as a result of earlier political and military conflicts in the area. Therefore, they are not a planned system of defence with an outer screen, support line and innermost bases and strongholds. Castle building techniques were perfected by the Byzantine and Muslim East. At the time, most western castles could at best be considered rudimentary. Many of them were a basic ‘motte and bailey’, earth and timber structure (Martin). 


Landowners were the only ones who could afford to protect their lands. As a result, chivalry and knightly culture came to be associated with the nobles. However, despite all the glory associated with chivalric culture, most battles did not involve chivalric combat. Lands were protected with castles and massive walls that were erected around towns and cities. The only way to infiltrate these defences was through siege tactics which involved both diplomatic tactics and siege weapons. The other reason siege tactics were employed was when commanders were not willing to commit their troops to extensive open conflict in the field. Sieges offered their own unique dangers as it was especially risky to attack a fortified town or castle.
 However, they were economically viable as they reduced the risks of personal injury. 
Successfully laying siege to a fortified place needs a lot planning and organization as it required maintaining a large number of men in one area. Blockading, which was a popular siege tactic was usually a drawn out affair that was usually damaging to the morale and health of both the besieged and the besiegers (Keen; 222). Attacking and defending in a siege was extremely expensive. Usually, the ones being besieged had the upper hand as they usually had access to a greater storage of food. When food for the attacking armies ran out, they usually resorted to plundering the surrounding area. Besides providing extra food and money for the attackers, plundering the land scared off the peasants and caused significant long-term economic damage. Tactics like sending threatening letters to weaken morale and catapulting the heads of enemies into the city were also used (Hillenbrand; 533). Owing to the economic costs of sieges, most of them were settled through deals and bribery. If that failed, the battle part of the siege would begin. Many different tactics were employed to force surrender. If the walls were weak or poorly defended, knights would rush in and use their mounted advantage. However, most sieges were carried out with the help of siege engines. 


There were three ways to breach walls of fortifications. The most basic way was to use ladders but this allowed the defenders to push it over. The best time to employ this tactic was when the attackers had the advantage of surprise or when there were an overwhelming number of them. The second way was to build a ramp of soil and stone, but this was rarely used as it usually resulted in a large number of casualties. The third method and the most popular one, was to scale the wall using a mobile siege tower. The lower level consisted of a battering ram and the upper level had an extended bridge that attackers could cross in order to engage the defenders. However, the siege tower did have its disadvantages. As the tower was made of wood, it was particularly susceptible to fire. If it was set on fire by defenders, many warriors would probably perish as siege towers usually had only one entry and exit point (Martin). Both Muslim and Christian forces used the ballistae. The ballistae are like oversized crossbows that are usually lighter than the mangonel. Sapping, which relied on skilled siege craftsmen were also employed. These craftsmen would dig a tunnel below the castle walls. Once under the walls, they would fill the tunnel with explosives and light it on fire. If done properly, the walls would fall down creating an entrance for the attacking army. Many armies would bring “carpenters and miners, plus master siege artisans who had years of experience in the techniques of siege warfare” (Dunnigan; 4). To prevent sapping, defenders would dump anything they could get their hands on onto the attackers that tried to dig under the walls. 


The secret behind castle defence lay in its inaccessibility provided by the tallness of the motte and the steepness of its sides (Smail; 91). By the thirteenth century, a more active kind of defence became fully developed. They were developed to give defence an advantage over offence (Mundy; 246). Defence of the bailey was given greater attention and the castles became less prone to stone throwing armaments. Enemies now faced more elaborate obstacles like higher inner and outer walls that overlooked preceding defences and bigger distances between the outer walls so that the enemy could be engaged from both levels simultaneously (Smail; 92).


One way in which the Muslim and Christian forces differed was in their body armour. The Muslims never wore full body armour whereas the Christians were covered from head to toe in armour. Sometimes even their horses were heavily chain mailed. Even the Turks called the western knights ‘the iron people’ (Keen; 220). The armour was fashioned from iron rings that were joined together to form a mass of iron that blows would simply glance off from. By the late middle ages, new additions to the design were added to give further protection from new dangers e.g. the increased penetrating force of the longbow and the crossbow and the force of the long infantry pikes (that usually caused mortal wounds to horses). A more comfortable and lighter visored bacinet replaced the great helm that was worn over a mail coif (Keen; 221). Plate armour with its articulated joints helped distribute the weight of the armour instead of focussing them on the shoulders, as traditional mail coats did. The hauberk was worn over a ‘gambeson’ or ‘aketon’
. Over this, a type of overcoat was worn. This coat served to protect the mail from getting wet and to display the coat of arms, in order to tell friend from foe (Bradford; 100). Chausses and ‘poleyns’ were used to protect the legs and the knee caps, respectively (Nicolle; 600). Horses only wore a coat of cloth (that may have been padded or quilted for extra protection) similar to the rider’s surcoat, called the caparison. By the mid thirteenth century, mail was worn under the caparison (Oakeshott; 279-281).

However, all this armour was bulky and constricting. If a warrior raised his visor or left part of his ‘gorget’ (used to protect the neck area) off in order to move more freely, he would be opening himself up to even more danger.
 At the end of a battle, the warrior would be so fatigued because of fighting and the weight of the armour combined that he was rendered immobile and it was at these times that they could become easy prey to their enemies.


Mounted warfare played a vital role in warfare during this time. Throughout the first crusade, it was common for knights to carry a heavy lance extended well over the head of the horse and couched under one arm. This weapon enabled the cavalry unit to fully exploit the momentum of both rider and mount.
 Against footmen, the cavalry’s charge
 could even be used to break the enemy’s formation line. Once enemy line has been breached, the knights draw their secondary weapon and continue forward as turning around wastes time and tire the horses. However, its effectiveness lay in rigorous training (Riley-Smith; 30).

Until the late middle ages, training (of Christian crusaders) remained dependant on private sources. It was regarded as one of the social responsibilities of the nobility (Keen; 226). Other than formal training, boys (and sometimes girls) of good birth were encouraged from an early age to take part in outdoor sports like hunting, hawking and jousting. The ‘peel’ was a commonly used training device used to perfect sword cuts (Richecourt).


A vassal put more than his body at his masters service in times of war. The vassal was expected to arrive at the battlefield fully armed and was expected to provide his horses and his armour from his own resources (Powicke; 54-6). Horses that were lost in battle were compensated as reasonably as it was at that time since anything more would be unthinkable what with taxes being regarded as an excruciating burden. Naturally, rulers turned to the nobles to provide them with paid military service. 


One way Muslim armies were similar to Christian armies was in the fact that their troops were both supplied by vassals, which consisted mainly of mercenaries. Saladin, Zangi and Nur ad-Din’s armies were composed primarily of Turkish and Kurdish professional soldiers and mercenaries. For operations of a smaller scale, a standing force of freedmen and slaves (‘askar’) would be enough (Smail; 64-87).

Skilled soldiers were usually the Mamluks who occupied a position similar to the military orders in the crusading armies. The word Mamluk means chattel and applied to white boys from the Caucasus and Southern Russia and Central Asia, who were bought as slaves and trained as cavalrymen (Smail; 75). Funding for the training and purchase of Mamluks came from taxes especially set aside for use of the sultan and his emirs. Some taxes were even used to support the ‘halqa’, cavalry units of free-born Muslims (Smail; 89).


Young Mamluks were taught horse archery and how to ride bareback, with special emphasis on firing backwards from the saddle. They even indulged in polo and large scale hunting expeditions which doubled as warfare training. Besides military training, they were taught how to read and write. This can be proven in the fact that a handbook was written for the troops dealing with issues like horsemanship, warfare skills, the deployment of siege engines and the conduct of armies (Riley-Smith; 241).


The Turkish forces became experts at using the curved bow and the composite bow. Much like the English longbow, it could only be handled effectively by someone who had trained and developed the necessary muscles to wield it. Unlike its English counterpart, it was used as an offensive cavalry weapon and it had a more penetrating and longer target range (Riley-Smith; 232). The lightweight composite bow, although it did not cause bodily harm to the armoured crusaders, was effective in breaking their formation. It also caused the loss of horses which was a major blow to the enemies’ cavalry charge.


Muslim forces tended to be lightly armoured and generally used a light lance, javelin or sword and most men wore only leather armour.
 Helmets would usually be wrapped in turbans but other headgear included the fluted helmet, low or tall conical helmets
, mail coif, brimmed hats or war hats (Nicolle; 327, 806). For hand to hand defence, some wore mail hauberks but the majority of them just wore padded overcoats.
 Riders wore large riding boots or overshoes. They were designed to be loose enough that a small weapon e.g. a dagger could be fitted inside it. Above the boots, additional leggings called ‘ran’ were worn.
 For protection, their horses would usually be covered with a quilt called a ‘tijfaf’ or ‘bargustuwan’ (Nicolle; 587, 624). 

The determining factors behind Muslim war tactics relied heavily on the position of their horse archers (Hurley; 135-147). The mobility of the light cavalry allowed the Muslim’s to get up close to their opponents. This allowed the Muslim’s to control the pace of the battle. Their mobility also enabled them to lead their enemies into ambushes while feigning retreat. It also allowed the Muslim’s to attack the weakest part of their enemies army, usually the rear and the flanks.
 

Muslim forces even learnt new siege tactics and acquired new technology from the invading French knights. One siege machine commonly used by the Muslim forces was the magonel. It was made up of a long beam that was pulled down and when let loose, it could fire objects great distances. The magonel usually caused severe damage. They were especially useful when used against heavily blockaded cities and castles. Muslim sieges were very often noisy. The “Mamluks would beat many ‘kusat’ (drums) carried on the backs of three hundred camels” (Hillenbrand; 533).


As a conclusion, I am able to surmise that a sort of military revolution occurred during in the later Middle Ages, namely during the Crusades. This was made possible as two civilisations and cultures were brought together. Although the Crusades resulted in much death and sorrow, for both the combatants and non-combatant, it did result in an exchange of knowledge and culture.
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� However, towns were rarely assaulted; they were merely blockaded until they surrendered.


� A quilted or padded shirt.


� Cornelius, Bastard of Bergundy was killed at Rupelmonde in 1452 in consequence of leaving off a piece of ‘bevor’ at his throat; and Charles the Bold was wounded when he did the same thing in 1465.


� The Normans used this shock and scare tactic during the Battle of Hastings in 1066.


� This could be similar to the mounted knights Templar who favoured the ‘conrois’ tactic of a squadron of men charging in a single line.





� However, emirs and Mamluks wore lamellar armour or chain mail and were as heavily protected as their Christian opponents. 


� Conical shaped because they provided a glancing surface for the downward stroke of an attack.


� One reason why Muslim’s did not suffer from the heat as much as the Christians did; when the heat got too much for the ‘overdressed’ crusaders, they would imitate the Muslims and cover their heads and shoulders and wear loose fitting clothes over their armour (MacDonald; 7).


� Similar to the European cuisses.


� The commander of the troops would usually travel in the forefront while travelling.





