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  THIS STORY SPANS three continents and more centuries, and most of the people and places in it have been known by different
  names, at different times, and in different languages. Fittingly perhaps, Vasco da Gama has never been rechristened; I give his family name as Gama in the Portuguese manner, though some historians
  have preferred da Gama or Da Gama. In most casesnot least that of Gamas great rival, born Cristoforo Colombo, but called Cristvo or Cristbal Coln in
  his adopted Portugal and Spainchoices have had to be made. Where a well-established English name exists, it is given; where one does not, Western names are given according to prevailing
  usage in the language in question, while non-Western names are transcribed in their simplest and most recognizable form.


  Other decisions have been made to remove thickets of qualifications from the readers path. Broad-brush terms for epochs or regionsthe Middle Ages, or the
  Eastare moving targets at best, but they are used, in context, as necessary signposts. Dates are rendered in the Western form, with reference to the Common Era. Quotations from
  non-English sources are variously given in translations old, recent, and brand-new, as period flavor or clarity dictates. Distances at sea are stated in the leagues used by the explorers; one
  Portuguese league is roughly equivalent to three modern miles. Finally, having whiled away many a day learning how to gammon the bowsprit, peek the mizzen, and cat the anchor, I have kept sailing
  terminology to a minimum. I hope specialists of all stripes will not be too offended.






  PROLOGUE
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  THE LIGHT WAS fading when the three strange ships appeared off the coast of India, but the fishermen on the shore could
  still make out their shapes. The two biggest were fat-bellied as whales, with bulging sides that swept up to support sturdy wooden towers in the bows and stern. The wooden hulls were weathered a
  streaky gray, and long iron guns poked over the sides, like the barbels on a monstrous catfish. Huge square sails billowed toward the darkening sky, each vaster than the last and each surmounted by
  a bonnet-shaped topsail that made the whole rig resemble a family of ghostly giants. There was something at once thrillingly modern and hulkingly primeval about these alien arrivals, but for sure
  nothing like them had been seen before.


  The alarm was raised on the beach, and groups of men dragged four long, narrow boats into the water. As they rowed closer they could see that great crimson crosses were emblazoned on every
  stretch of canvas.


  What nation are you from? the Indians leader shouted when they were under the side of the nearest ship.


  We are from Portugal, one of the sailors called back.


  Both spoke in Arabic, the language of international trade. The visitors, though, had the advantage over their hosts. The Indians had never heard of Portugal, a sliver of a country on the far
  western fringe of Europe. The Portuguese certainly knew about India, and to reach it they had embarked on the longest and most dangerous voyage known to history.


  The year was 1498. Ten months earlier, the little fleet had set sail from Lisbon, the Portuguese capital, on a mission to change the world. The 170 men on board carried
  instructions to open a sea route from Europe to Asia, to unlock the age-old secrets of the spice trade, and to locate a long-lost Christian king who ruled over a magical Eastern realm. Behind that
  catalog of improbability lay a truly apocalyptic agenda: to link up with the Eastern Christians, deal a crushing blow to the power of Islam, and prepare the way for the conquest of Jerusalem, the
  holiest city in the world. Even that was not the ultimate endbut if they succeeded it would be the beginning of the end, the clarion call for the Second Coming and the Last Judgment that
  would surely follow.


  Time would tell whether this quest for the Promised Land would end at anything more than a castle in the air. For now, bare survival was uppermost in the crews minds. The men who had
  signed up to sail off the edge of the known world were an odd assortment. Among them were hardened adventurers, chivalric knights, African slaves, bookish scribes, and convicts working off their
  sentences. Already they had rubbed uncomfortably close against each other for 317 days. As they swept in a great arc around the Atlantic, they had seen nothing but the bounding main for months on
  end. When they finally reached the southern tip of Africa they had been shot at, ambushed, and boarded in the dead of night. They had run out of food and water, and they had been ravaged by
  mystifying diseases. They had wrestled with heavy currents and storms that battered their ships and tattered their sails. They were assured they were doing Gods work and that, in return,
  their sins would be wiped clean. Yet even the most seasoned mariners skin crawled with morbid superstitions and forebodings of doom. Death, they knew, was just a swollen gum or an unseen
  reef away, and death was not the worst conceivable fate. As they slept under unknown stars and plunged into uncharted waters that mapmakers enlivened with toothy sea monsters, it was not their
  lives they feared to lose but their very souls.


  To the watching Indians, the newcomers, with their long, filthy hair and their bronzed, unwashed faces, looked like the rougher species of sea dog. Their scruples were soon
  overcome when they found they could sell the strangers cucumbers and coconuts at handsome prices, and the next day the four boats returned to lead the fleet into port.


  It was a moment to make the most stoic seaman stand and gape.


  For Christians, the East was the wellspring of the world. The Bible was its history book, Jerusalem its capital of faith suspended between heaven and earth, and the Garden of Edenwhich
  was firmly believed to be flowering somewhere in Asiaits fount of marvels. Its palaces were reportedly roofed with gold, while fireproof salamanders, self-immolating phoenixes, and solitary
  unicorns roamed its forests. Precious stones floated down its rivers, and rare spices that cured any ailment dropped from its trees. People with dogs heads ambled by, while others hopped
  past on their single leg or sat down and used their single giant foot as a sunshade. Diamonds littered its gorges, where they were guarded by snakes and could be retrieved only by vultures. Mortal
  dangers lurked everywhere, which put the glittering treasures all the more tantalizingly out of reach.


  At least so they said: no one knew for sure. For centuries Islam had all but blocked Europes access to the East; for centuries a heady mix of rumor and fable had swirled in place of sober
  fact. Many had died to discover the truth, and now the moment was suddenly at hand. The mighty port of Calicut, an international emporium bursting with oriental riches, the hub of the busiest trade
  network in the world, sprawled in front of the sailors eyes.


  There was no rush to be the first ashore. The anticipationor the apprehensionwas too much. In the end, the task was given to one of the men who had been taken on board to do the
  dangerous work.


  The first European to sail all the way to India and step on its shores was a convicted criminal.


  The men in the boats took him straight to the house of two Muslim merchants from North Africa, the westernmost place they knew. The merchants came from the ancient port city
  of Tunis, and to the visitors surprise they were fluent in both Spanish and Italian.


  The devil take you! What brought you here? one of the two exclaimed in Spanish.


  The convict drew himself up.


  We have come, he grandly replied, in search of Christians and spices.


  On board his flagship Vasco da Gama waited impatiently for news. The Portuguese commander was of medium height, with a strong, stocky build and a florid, angular face that looked as if it were
  welded from plates of copper. By birth he was a gentleman of the court, though his beetling brow, beak nose, cruelly sensuous mouth, and bushy beard made him look more like a pirate leader. He was
  just twenty-eight when he was entrusted with his nations hopes and dreams, and though he had been a surprise choice, his men had already learned to respect his boldness and mettle and to
  fear his flaring temper.


  As he surveyed his floating realm, his large, sharp eyes missed nothing. Keen ambition matched by an iron will had brought him through dangers and across distances that no one had conquered
  before, but he was well aware that his great gamble had just begun.


  THE QUESTION THAT motivated this book tugged at me several years before the story began to take shape. Like most of us I was bewildered by the eruption
  of religious war into our everyday lives, and as I found out more, I realized we were being drawn back into an ancient conflict about which we had developed collective amnesia. Reason, we believed,
  ruled the world in place of religion. War was about ideology and economics and ego, not about faith.


  We were caught taking a nap from history. The march of progress is a tale victors tell themselves; the vanquished have a longer memory. In the words of modern-day Islamists
  who see their struggle not as one to come to terms with the West but to defeat the West, the rot set in half a millennium ago. That was when the last Muslim emirate was expunged from western
  Europe, when Christopher Columbus landed in the Americasand when Vasco da Gama arrived in the East. Those three events unfolded in one dramatic decade, and their intimately entwined roots
  reach deep into our common past.


  Seven centuries before that pivotal decade, Muslim conquerors had marched deep into Europe. In its far west, on the Iberian Peninsula, they had founded an advanced Islamic state, and that state
  had played a vital role in lighting Europe out of the Dark Ages. Yet as Christians and Muslims alike began to forget that the God they worshipped in their different ways was one and the same deity,
  the fires of holy war were lit in Iberia. They burned fiercely as the Portuguese and Spanish carved their nations out of Islams lands, and they were still burning when the Portuguese
  embarked on a century-long mission to pursue their former masters halfway around the globea mission that launched Europes Age of Discovery.


  The timing was no coincidence. For hundreds of years history had marched from east to west, and on the eve of the Age of Discovery its drumbeat was getting faster. In the middle years of the
  fifteenth century Europes greatest city had fallen to Islam, and Muslim soldiers were once again preparing to advance into the heart of the continent. At a time when no one suspected that
  new continents lay waiting to be found, Christendoms hopes of salvation were pinned on reaching the East; in Europeans frustrated fantasies, Asia had become a magical realm where an
  alliance against the enemy could be forged and the dream of a universal church could finally be fulfilled.


  Tiny Portugal had set itself a truly audacious task: to outflank Islam by making itself the master of the oceans. As the collective effort of generations built toward Vasco da Gamas first
  voyage, the Spanish scrambled to join the race. Since they had a deal of ground to make up, they decided to take a chance on an Italian maverick named Christopher Columbus. In 1498, as Vasco da
  Gama sailed east into the Indian Ocean, Columbus sailed west for the third time and finally reached the mainland of the Americas.


  Both explorers were searching for the same prizea sea route to Asiayet Vasco da Gamas achievement has long been overshadowed by Columbuss magnificent mistake. Now
  that we are returning to the world as it was in their timea world where all roads lead eastwe can finally reset the balance. Vasco da Gamas voyages were the breakthrough in a
  centuries-old Christian campaign to upend Islams dominance of the world. They dramatically changed relations between East and West, and they drew a dividing line between the eras of Muslim
  and Christian ascendancywhat we in the West call the medieval and the modern ages. They were not, of course, the whole story, but they were a much bigger part of it than we choose to
  remember.


  The Age of Discovery used to be glorified as a quixotic quest to push the boundaries of human knowledge. These days, it tends to be explained as a drive to reverse the global balance of trade.
  It was both; it transformed Europes sense of its place in the world, and it set in motion a global shift of power that is still unraveling today. Yet it was not just a new departure; it was
  a deliberate attempt to settle an ancient score. Vasco da Gama and his men were born in a world polarized by faith, where fighting the Infidel was the highest calling of a man of honor. As the
  bloodred crosses on their sails broadcast far and wide, they were embarked on a new holy war. They were told they were the direct successors to four centuries of Crusaders, knightly pilgrims who
  had swung their swords in the name of Christ. They were charged with launching a sweeping counteroffensive against Islam and inaugurating a new eraan era in which the faith and values of
  Europe would be exported far across the earth. That, above all, was why a few dozen men in a few wooden tubs sailed off the edge of the known world and into the modern age.


  To understand the passions that drove Europeans into distant seasand that shaped our worldwe need to go back to the beginning. The story starts among the
  wind-carved sand dunes and scorched mountain ranges of Arabia, with the birth of a new religion that swept with breathtaking speed into the heart of Europe itself.






  PART I
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  CHAPTER I


  [image: ]


  EAST AND WEST


  WHEN MUHAMMAD IBN Abdallah first heard the word of God in or around the year 610, he had no
  intention of founding a world empire.


  He was not even sure he was sane.


  Wrap me up! the forty-year-old merchant said, shivering miserably as he crawled up to his wife, who threw a cloak around him and held him, stroking his hair as he wept. He had been
  meditating in his usual cave outside Meccaa luxury afforded him by marriage to a rich widow fifteen years his seniorwhen the angel Gabriel appeared, threw him into a painful, ecstatic
  trance, and spoke to him the words of God. Muhammad was terrified that he was going mad and contemplated throwing himself off the mountain. But the voice kept coming back, and three years later
  Muhammad began to preach in public. Gradually the message emerged: the faith of Abraham and Jesus was the true faith, but it had become corrupted. There was one God, and He demanded
  islamcomplete surrender.


  This was bad news for the rulers of Mecca, who had grown fat on religious tourism to the citys 360 shrines. Mecca had sprung up around a palmy oasis in the Hijaz, the baked barrier of
  mountains that stretches along the Red Sea coast of the Arabian Peninsula. Its authority radiated from the Kaaba, the square, squat sanctuary at its center that housed the Arabs chief idols.
  Every year hordes of pilgrims emerged from the desert, descended on the holy precinct, and circled the stone cube seven times, straining to kiss each corner before the press of bodies pushed them
  back into the whirl. Over time one tribe, the Quraysh, had orchestrated their guardianship of the Kaaba into a stranglehold on Meccas commercial lifeblood, and at first
  Muhammads revelations were aimed squarely at them. The greedy Quraysh, he accused, had severed the egalitarian threads of Arab society; they had exploited the weak, enslaved the poor, and
  neglected their duty to care for the needy and oppressed. God had taken note, and they would all go to hell.


  What infuriated the Quraysh was not so much Muhammads talk of the one merciful God, or even his claim to be Gods mouthpiece. To the north a kingdom of Christian Arabs had existed
  for centuries, and in the Kaaba itself the figures of Jesus and Mary stood proud among the idols. Jewish migrants to Arabia had been influential for even longer; the Arabs considered themselves the
  Jews fellow descendants of Abraham, through his firstborn son, Ishmael, and many identified their high god with the god of the Jews. In Muhammads time poet-preachers perpetually
  roamed the deserts, exhorting their tribesmen to renounce idolatry and return to the pure monotheism of their forefathers. Nothing could be less controversial; what was uniquely intolerable was
  that Muhammad was an insider. His family clan, the Hashemites, was a minor branch of the Quraysh. He was a respected businessman and a small but solid pillar of the community, and he had turned on
  his own kind.


  The Quraysh tried everything from bribes to boycotts to discredit the troublesome preacher, and finally they turned their hand to midnight assassination. Just in time Muhammad slipped out of his
  house, evaded the blade, and fled to a distant oasis settlement that would become known as Medina, the City of the Prophet. There, as his following grew, he implemented the radically new society he
  had only dreamed of in Mecca: an ummah, or community of equals, united not by birth but by allegiance, bound by laws that gave unprecedented rights to women and redistributed wealth to the
  neediest. As the revelations continued, he began to believe that God had chosen him not just to deliver a warning to his tribe but to be a Messenger to humanity.


  For his message to spread, he first had to reckon with Mecca. Eight years of ferocious wars with the Quraysh bloodied the establishment of Islam. At the darkest hour, his
  face smashed up and smeared with blood, Muhammad was dragged from the battlefield by one of his warriors, and only the rumor that he was dead saved the remnants of his army. The ummahs
  morale was crushed, and it was about then that Muhammad made his fighters a promise that would echo through history. The slain in battle, it was revealed to him, would be swept up to the highest
  level of Paradise: They shall be lodged in peace together, amid gardens and fountains, arrayed in rich silks and fine brocade. . . . We shall wed them to dark-eyed houris.


  The Muslimsthose who submitclung on, and clinging on against the odds itself seemed a sign of divine favor. The decisive moment was not a battlefield victory but a
  spectacular public-relations coup. In the year 628 Muhammad unexpectedly appeared before Mecca with a thousand unarmed pilgrims and asserted his lawful right as an Arab to worship at the Kaaba. As
  he solemnly performed the rituals, while the Quraysh stood sullenly by, the rulers of Mecca suddenly looked more foolish than invincible, and opposition began to crumble. In 630 Muhammad returned
  with massed ranks of followers. He once again circled the sanctuary seven times, intoning Allahu akbar!God is great!then climbed inside, carried out the
  idols, and smashed them to pieces on the ground.


  By the time he died, two years later, Muhammad had pulled off a feat that no other leader in history had even envisaged: he had founded a flourishing new faith and an expanding new state, the
  one inseparable from the other. In little more than a year the armies of Islam crushed the Arab tribes that held out against the new order, and for the first time in history the Arabian Peninsula
  was united under one ruler and one faith. Driven by religious zeal, a newfound common purpose, and the happy alternatives of vast spoils in life or eternal bliss in death, Gods newly chosen
  people looked outward.


  What they saw were two superpowers that had been doing their utmost to obliterate each other from the face of the earth.


  For more than a millennium, East and West had faced off across the River Euphrates in Mesopotamia, the fertile land long known as the cradle of civilization and today home to Iraq. On the
  eastern side was the illustrious Persian Empire, the guardian of an ancient, refined culture and of the worlds first revealed religion, the monotheistic faith of the visionary priest
  Zarathustera faith known after his Latinized name, Zoroaster, as Zoroastrianismthat told of creation, resurrection, salvation, apocalypse, heaven and hell, and a savior born to a
  young virgin centuries before the birth of Christ. Led by their great shahanshahskings of kingsthe Persians had been the inveterate foes of the Greeks until
  Alexander the Great had smashed their armies. When Persias power revived, it had simply transferred its hostility to the Greeks successors, the Romans. The ancient struggle was the
  formative East-West clash, and in 610, just as Muhammad was receiving his first revelations, it had finally exploded into total war.


  As waves of barbarians ran riot around western Europe, the emperor Constantine had built a new Rome on Europes eastern brink. Glittering Constantinople looked out across the Bosporus, a
  strategic sliver of water that leads from the Black Sea toward the Mediterranean, at Asia. Ensconced behind the citys impregnable walls, Constantines successors watched helplessly as
  the Persians swept across their rich eastern provinces and headed toward holy Jerusalem. Long ago the Romans had razed Jewish Jerusalem to the ground, and a new Christian city had risen over the
  sites identified with Jesuss passion; Constantine, the first Christian emperor, had himself built the Church of the Holy Sepulcher over the purported places of Jesuss crucifixion,
  burial, and resurrection. Now, to Christian anguish bordering on the apocalyptic, the Persians carted away the True Cross on which Jesus was believed to have died, along with the Holy Sponge and
  Lance and the citys patriarch, and left the Holy Sepulcher smoldering and hollowed out against a blackened sky.


  On the brink of oblivion, the Romans struggled back and emerged triumphant, and Persia imploded into civil war. But the victors, too, were exhausted. Roman cities had been
  laid waste and were overwhelmed by refugees, agriculture had been blighted and trade had ground to a halt, and everyone was heartily sick of the crushing taxes that had paid for imperial
  deliverance. In a time of churning Christian controversy, most damaging of all was Constantinoples remorseless drive to enforce its orthodox version of Christianity across its lands. Having
  first fed Christians to the lions, the Romans had turned to persecuting anyone who refused to toe the official line, and across a large swath of the eastern Mediterranean, from Armenia in the north
  to Egypt in the south, Christian dissidents were far from unhappy at the prospect of a new regime.


  With breathtaking bravado, the Arabs attacked both ancient empires at once.


  In 636, eleven centuries of Persian might ended in a bellowing elephant charge near the future site of Baghdad. Damn this world, damn this time, damn this fate, Irans
  national epic would rue, That uncivilized Arabs have come to make me Muslim. Islams path opened north to Armenia, northeast to the Asian steppes bordering China, southeast to
  Afghanistan, and onward to India. That same year, an Arab army crushed a vastly larger Roman force at the Battle of Yarmuk and annexed Syria, where Saul of Tarsus had been converted on the road to
  Damascus and where, in Antioch, he had founded the first organized Christian church. The next year Jerusalem was starved into submission and opened its gates to the new set of conquerors, just
  eight years after the Romans had triumphantly restored the True Cross to its rightful place. The faith-torn city was holy to Islam as well as to Judaism and Christianity, and centuries of struggles
  between Romans and Jews over the sacred places gave way to centuries of clashes between Muslims and Christians.


  Four years later, fertile, gilded Egypt, the richest of all Roman provinces, fell to the Arabs. While Constantinople stood impotently by, the truculent desert tribesmen it disparagingly labeled
  Saracensthe tent peoplehad taken all the lands it had so recently reconquered, at such great cost. As kingdoms and empires were humbled and fell,
  even bishops began to wonder if Muhammad had been commanded from on high.


  From Egypt, the armies of Islam marched west across the Mediterranean shores of Africaand there, quite unexpectedly, their seemingly unstoppable onrush stalled.


  The trouble was partly domestic. Muhammad had died without naming an heir, or even leaving clear instructions about how a successor should be chosen. Ancient rivalries soon resurfaced, sharpened
  by the booty of conquest that snaked in endless caravans across the deserts and invariably ended up in the pockets of the Quraysh, the very tribe whose monopolistic greed Muhammad had so roundly
  attacked. After some tribal jockeying, the first four caliphssuccessors to the Prophetwere selected from among Muhammads close companions and family, but even
  that high status failed to protect them. An irate Persian soldier thrust a dagger into the second caliphs belly, gutted him, and knifed him in the back while he was at prayer. A cabal of
  Muslim soldiers incensed at the third caliphs lavish lifestyle and blatant nepotism bludgeoned him to death, and the ummah erupted into civil war. Ali, the fourth caliphthe
  Prophets cousin, son-in-law, and closest confidantwas stabbed with a poisoned sword on the steps of a mosque for being too willing to negotiate with his fellow Muslims. His followers,
  who had always maintained that Ali was Muhammads divinely anointed successor, eventually came together as the Shiatu Alithe party of Alior Shia for short, and
  split irrevocably from the pragmatist majority, who became known, after the term for the path shown by the Prophet, as Sunnis.


  Out of the turmoil the first caliphal dynasty emerged in the form of the Umayyads, who moved the capital away from the snake pit of Arabia and ruled for nearly a century from ancient,
  cosmopolitan Damascus. Yet opposition continued to plague the young empire, this time from outside. In North Africa the Arab armies were bogged down for decades by ragged
  hordes of blue-eyed Berbers, the ancient indigenous peoples of the region. The Berbers had rampaged down from their mountain redoubts every time previous waves of conquerors had paid them a visit,
  and they were not inclined to adapt their behavior merely because they professed themselves converts to the new faith. At the head of the Berber charge was a fearsome Jewish warrior-queen known to
  the Arabs as Kahina, or the Prophetess, who galloped into battle with her fiery red curls streaming out behind and drove the invaders far back east, until she was finally hunted down
  by a vast Arab army and died fighting, sword in hand.


  As the eighth century dawned the Berbers revolts petered out, and many swelled the ranks of their vanquishers. In little more than the span of a single lifetime, the armies unloosed by
  Muhammad had swept an unbroken crescent around the Mediterranean basin all the way to the shores of the Atlantic Ocean.


  From there they gazed on Europe.


  With staggering speed, the world had turned full circle. A religion that had erupted in the deserts of the East was about to burst into a stunned Europe from the west. But for the obstreperous
  Berbers, it might well have stormed straight across the continent before Europes warring tribes had roused themselves to respond.


  In time, it would turn again. When Western Christendom eventually recovered from the shock, a struggle of faiths would rage on the mainland of Europea struggle that would drive Vasco da
  Gama into the heart of the East.


  SINCE THE AGE of legends, two stony peaks had marked the western end of the known world. The ancients called them the Pillars of Hercules, and they told
  how the mighty hero had fashioned them on his tenth impossible labor. Hercules was sent to the far shores of Europe to steal the cattle of the three-headed, six-legged monster Geryon, and to clear
  his path he smashed a mountain in two. Through the gap the waters of the one ocean that ringed the world rushed into the Mediterranean. Beyond was the realm of the writhing,
  shape-shifting Old Man of the Sea and the sunken civilization of Atlantis, fragments of old tales lost in the fog of time and the terrors of a millennium of mariners.


  For more than two thousand years a port city called Ceuta has sat in the shadow of Hercules southern pillar. Ceuta occupies a twist of land anchored to the northern shores of Africa by a
  jagged mountain range known as the Seven Peaks. The little isthmus drifts out into the Mediterranean until a large mound called Monte HachoBeacon Hillbrings it to an emphatic end.
  From its summit the limestone fist of the Rock of Gibraltar is easily visible on the Spanish coast. Gibraltar is Hercules northern pillar, and it gives its name to the turbulent strait that
  opens into the Atlantic Ocean. Here Africa and Europe are separated by a mere nine miles of water, and here, time after time, history has made its crossing.


  Today we think of Africa and Europe as two starkly different continents sundered by a chasm of civilization, but until quite recently that distinction would have made no sense. For many
  centuries goods and men moved more easily on water than on land, and trade and empire brought the peoples of the Mediterranean together. The path-finding Phoenicians mined silver in Spain and tin
  as far away as Britain. Where North Africa juts out toward Sicily they built the fabled city of Carthage, and with the same feel for the strategic value of a bottleneck, they established Ceuta as
  their western outpost. Greek colonists followed, founding settlements from Spain to Sicily and installing the descendants of Alexander the Greats bodyguard as the Ptolemaic pharaohs of
  Egypt. Next came the Romans, who leveled Carthage and fortified Ceuta into the military camp at the end of the world. The term Mediterranean comes from the Latin for the middle of the
  Earth, but political reality as much as imperial pride prompted the more common Roman name Mare NostrumOur Sea. That sense of entitlement made it all the more
  intolerable when the barbarian Vandals swept through France and Spain, poured across the Strait of Gibraltar, marched east across Romes African provinces, and launched
  themselves into the Mediterranean, where they settled its larger islands, specialized in piracy, and finished up by sacking Rome itself.


  No amount of sea traffic, though, could have prepared the northern shores of the Mediterranean for the events of 711. That year a Muslim army massed at Ceuta, sailed across the strait, and
  ushered in 781 years of Islamic rule in Western Europe. The leader of the expedition was a Berber convert called Tariq ibn Ziyad, and the rock beneath which he landed was named the Mountain of
  Tariqin Arabic Jebel al-Tariq, or to us Gibraltar.


  At the time, Spainthe name that medieval Europe applied to the whole Iberian Peninsula, including the future homeland of Portugalwas ruled by the barbarian Goths, who had seized it
  from the Vandals, who had taken it from Rome. In a little over three years the Goths were sent scurrying to the uplands of the north, where they had plenty of time to contemplate the ruin of their
  state as divine punishment for the sinful wickedness of their rulers. Having secured most of the peninsula, the Arab commanders and their Berber troops streamed northeast over the mountainous
  necklace of the Pyrenees into France.


  At stake was nothing less than Christendom itself.


  Twice, in Islams first century, colossal Arab armies had besieged Constantinople and had failed to penetrate its monumental walls. Twice the city on the Bosporus had seen off enormous
  fleets of Arab warships amid seas slicked with a lethal new concoction called Greek fire. Constantinople was now the eastern bulwark of a diminished, fragile Christendom, but it showed no sign of
  caving in. In contrast, beleaguered western Europe was a disaster waiting to be conquered. The invasion of Spain had begun as a daring bit of opportunism, but it was soon directed from the heart of
  the Islamic empire. Its leaders planned to march straight across Europe, annex the lands abandoned by Rome, and attack Constantinople from its Balkan backyard. If they succeeded, the crescent that
  Islam had mapped around the Mediterranean would become a complete circle.


  Tens of thousands of Arabs and Berbers burst into France, swept through Aquitaine, burned Bordeaux, and set off down the old Roman road that led from Poitiers to the holy city of Tours. A
  century to the year after the death of Muhammad, a Muslim army was on the march barely 150 miles from the gates of Paris.


  In the fog of war that enveloped Dark Ages Europe, the momentous events that had gripped the far shores of the Mediterranean had come carried on the uncertain winds of rumor. The idea that those
  distant rolls of thunder presaged a lightning strike in the very heart of Christendom was so remote as to be incomprehensible. Yet here was a turbaned army, driven by a strange faith, riding under
  unknown pennants, heralded by the wail of unfamiliar horns and the jarring crash of cymbals, crying out chilling oaths in a foreign tongue, and picking up speed on the autumnal fields of
  France.


  The tug of war between Islam and Christianity changed course that day in 732. On the road outside Poitiers the armies of Islam slammed into an immovable wall of shaggy but resolute
  FranksWest Germanic peoples who had long ago settled in Roman territoryled by Charles Martel, who was known to his men as the Hammer. The lines of infantry buckled as eddies of fleet
  Arab horsemen crashed into the front ranks, but they refused to break. The Arab tactics that had reaped such spectacular rewards for a centurycut up the front line, scatter while unloosing
  arrows, swarm back around the confused huddles, and pick them off one by onefailed for the first time, and Muslim bodies piled up in front of Frankish shields. Sporadic fighting continued
  into the night, but by morning the surviving invaders had melted away, headed back to Spain.


  For decades huge Islamic armies would continue to march across the Pyrenees; they would briefly reach the Alps and send the Hammer racing back into the fray. When the invasions finally petered
  out, it was more thanks to rancorous power struggles among the tens of thousands of Arab and Berber immigrants who had begun to pour into Spain than to military prowess on the
  part of Western Christendom. Even then, Muslim bandits would control the Alpine passestheir greatest catch was the abbot of Cluny, the richest monastery in Europe, who brought them a
  kings ransomand Muslim pirates would overrun the seas until Christians, gloated a caliphs chief of staff, could not even put a plank on the water. Yet in the
  West, the Battle of Poitiers would be remembered as the turning point.


  It was to describe Martels men that a chronicler first coined the term europensesEuropeans.


  No such people had existed before. The geographical dividing lines between the continents were first drawn by the Greeks, who for their convenience named the land to their east Asia, that to the
  south Africa, and everything else Europe. As they explored farther, they puzzled over which northern river marked the boundary between Europe and Asia, or whether Africa started at the borders of
  Egypt or at the River Nile, and they questioned the sense of separating a single landmass into three parts. To everyone else the division was perfectly arbitrary. When northern Europe was still a
  hinterland of blue-faced savages and the Mediterranean was the lake of Western civilization, the Continents peoples dreamed of no shared identity; nor were Romes Asian and African
  provinces any less Roman because they were outside Europe. When the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth traveled in every direction out of Roman Judea, no one predicted that his followers faith
  would be claimed as a European religion; Ethiopia was among the first nations to adopt Christianity, while St. Augustine, the church father who profoundly influenced the evolution of Christian
  thought, was a Berber from Algeria. It was Islams armies and the empire they spread across three continents that reduced Christianity, with a few scattered exceptions, to a European
  faith.


  Nor was there ever a single European Christianity. Most of the barbarians at first adopted Arianism, a popular creed that taught that Jesus was a created being: one Arian
  tribe, the Longbeards or Lombards, made it their mission to murder every Catholic clergyman who came their way. The popes, many the scions of old senatorial families, clung on amid the overgrown
  ruins of Rome until Clovis, a sixth-century king of the Franks, saw the light during a particularly tight battle with the Goths. The Franks made a pact with Rome that gave its kings legitimacy and
  the papacy military backing, and the deal was sealed on Christmas Day, 800, when Charles Martels grandson Charlemagne climbed the steps of St. Peters on his knees, prostrated himself
  before the holy father, and was crowned Augustus, Emperor of the Romans. The other emperor in Constantinople impotently fumed. The pope, the mere bishop of Rome, had effectively staged a coup, and
  the stage was set for schism with the Orthodox Church of Eastern Europe.


  As Charlemagnes short-lived empire disintegrated and the Vikings launched waves of ravaging attacks from Scandinavia, as the barren countryside sprouted stone castles and its sparse
  population huddled under their walls, Europe became a backward peninsula precariously perched between the ocean and the green sea of Islam. In that, for want of much else, it found its identity.
  The modern concept of Europe was born not from geography alone, nor simply from a shared religion. It slowly emerged among a patchwork of fractious peoples that found common purpose in their
  struggle with Islam.


  There was one conspicuous exception to that emerging identity: Iberia was still dominated by an imposing Islamic state. As the Christian counteroffensive began, it was there that the most
  zealously Catholic nations of all would be born. The reason was frighteningly simple. Christianity and Islam are sister religions, and in Iberia they long lived side by side. If you are about to
  hunt your sister out of your home, you need to work yourselves into a much more self-righteous frenzy than if you were expelling a stranger.


  At the western end of the known world the forces of fundamentalism were about to be let loose among Christians and Muslims alike. The repercussions would be felt far and
  wide for centuries to come.


  IT COULD ALL have been very different. In Arabic, Islamic Spain was called al-Andalusthe name would pass on to the Spanish region of
  Andalusiaand for three centuries al-Andalus was home to the most cosmopolitan society in the Western world.


  From the first years of Islam, Muslims had classed Christians and Jews who submitted to Islamic rule as dhimmi, or protected peoples. Pagans were fair gamethey were
  given the stark alternatives of conversion or deathbut Muhammad himself had forbidden his followers to interfere with the religious freedom of their fellow Peoples of the Book. The early
  Arab conquerors had gone even further: they had made it as difficult as possible for Jews and Christians to convert, not least because anyone who joined the Muslim elite was absolved of paying the
  jizya, the poll tax on unbelievers. As mass conversions became the norm, though, tolerance proved to have its limits. One ninth-century caliph with a flair for petty humiliations ordered
  Jews and Christians to hang wooden images of the devil from their houses, wear yellow, keep their graves level with the ground, and ride around only on mules and asses with wooden saddles
  marked by two pomegranate-like balls on the cantle.


  In al-Andalus, non-Muslims were not classed as equalsthat would have gone against Islamic teachingbut they were rarely required to make more than token gestures of submission.
  Instead a radical concept was born: convivencia, or peoples of different faiths living and working together. Jews and even Christians began to take prominent roles in government as scribes,
  soldiers, diplomats, and councilors; one urbane, learned, and devout Jew became the Islamic states unofficial but all-powerful foreign minister, while a bishop was one of his ambassadors.
  Jewish poets revived Hebrew as a living language after centuries of liturgical desiccation, and the Sephardi Jewsnamed after Sepharad, the Hebrew term for
  al-Andaluswere released from a long era of barbarian persecutions into a Golden Age. Christians took just as happily to Arab culture; along with dressing, eating, and bathing like Arabs,
  they even read the Scriptures and recited the liturgy in Arabic. That earned them the nickname Mozarabs, or wannabe Arabs, from a handful of refuseniks who made it their
  mission to insult Islam; one, an aristocratic monk named Eulogius, claimed among his many colorful insults that Muhammad had boasted he would deflower the Virgin Mary in heaven. Most met with the
  martyrs death they were after, and various bits of their corpses were spirited across the border to become favored attractions in far-flung Christian towns. Al-Andalus was never quite a
  multicultural melting pot, and yet as different traditions commingled and refreshed each other, as difference itself was celebrated in place of the conformity enforced by less confident societies,
  individuals with their own perceptions and desires emerged from the shadows of a rigidly hierarchical world.


  This was a remarkable phenomenon in Dark Ages Europe, which had plunged into a continent-wide depression and was convinced the world was growing old and apocalyptic fires were flickering on the
  horizon. Spain, in contrast, was vibrant with exotic new crops transplanted from the East and heady with the fragrance of orange blossom wafting across the land. Crdoba, the Islamic capital
  on the banks of the Guadalquivir River, was transformed into the most magnificent metropolis west of Constantinople, its markets heaped with delicate silks and carpets, its paved and brightly lit
  streets hung with signs offering the services of lawyers and architects, surgeons and astronomers. The shelves of the main libraryone of seventy in the citygroaned with four hundred
  thousand books, a thousand times the number boasted by the greatest collections of the Christian West. The Great Mosquein Spanish the Mezquitawas a Gothic church transformed into an
  optical illusion, a shifting dream space of dainty marble columns supporting arches piled on arches in red and white candy stripes. With its population approaching half a million, Crdoba was for a while the largest city on earth; it was, wrote a Saxon nun, the brilliant ornament of the world.


  Al-Andalus reached the peak of its power in the tenth century, when its ruler discovered he had become too grand to stomach his status as a mere emir, or governor, and proclaimed himself
  the true caliph, the heir to the legitimate line of succession from Muhammad and the leader of all Muslims. To match his new magnificence Abd al-Rahman III built himself a sprawling palatine city
  outside Crdoba. Teeming with treasures, with doors carved from ivory and ebony that opened onto moated gardens complete with exotic menageries, gaudy sculptures fashioned from amber and
  pearls, and gargantuan fish ponds whose inhabitants were fed twelve thousand freshly baked loaves a day, it was a blazing statement of dynastic intent. The long line of ambassadors who tripped over
  themselves to offer fitting gifts to the new caliph were received in a hall of translucent marble, with at its center, beneath a giant pendant pearl, a pool filled with mercury that dazzled them
  when it was stirred at the operative moment.


  Yet after three centuries, the Islamic powerhouse on mainland Europe crumbled to nothing in a historical flick of the fingers. Like every nation that succumbs to a superiority complex, it had
  grown too complacent to heed the danger signs. The fairy tale that climaxed with its haughty caliphs sequestered in their palace of marvels came to a fitting end at the hands of an evil courtier
  named Abu Amir al-Mansurthe Victoriouswho was indeed so victorious that he won fifty-two out of his fifty-two battles. Most were fought with unprecedented fanaticism
  against the descendants of the Goths who had clung on in the northern fastnesses of Spain, and al-Mansurs notoriety earned him the Westernized name of Almanzor. Almanzor locked up the boy
  caliph who was on the throne, built himself a rival palatine city on the opposite side of Crdoba, turned al-Andalus into a police state, and outraged his urbane subjects by roping rough
  Berbers and even Christian mercenaries into his military campaigns. On his death in 1002, Muslim Spain imploded into civil war; a few years later, resentful Berber troops tore
  down the showpiece home of the caliphs, just seventy years after it had risen to astonish the world.


  Al-Andalus fragmented into a patchwork of competing city-states, and the Christian kings across the border finally saw their chance.


  The Christian revival in Spain was a long, squabbling business, and the endless churn of its miniature kingdoms is a mind-numbing affair. By long-standing tribal tradition, its rulers left their
  territories to be divided among their children, and their children duly launched themselves into orgies of fratricide. As the ripples of war eddied back and forth, the rival monarchs made alliances
  of convenience with Muslim raiders as often as with their religious brethren. Yet gradually they moved south into the weakened city-states, and suddenly a spectacular upset of history was within
  their grasp.


  Around the turn of the millennium, western Europe had finally begun to throw off its bloodstained blanket of darkness. The Vikings had started to settle down and convert to Christianity. France
  had begun to emerge from the western parts of Charlemagnes old empire, while the Holy Roman Empire, the forerunner of Germany, soldiered on in its eastern lands. The Roman Church had
  recovered from an ignominious low point, and once again it had begun to dream of increasing its flock. It saw its chance in Spain.


  In 1064 the papacy gave its backing to war against the Muslims of al-Andalusthe first Christian war overtly fought against an enemy that was defined by its faith. From then on the Spanish
  marchedprotected, if never exactly unitedunder the papal banner. They went into battle armed with an ironclad guarantee from Christs representative on earth: mass indulgences
  for those who died, which absolved them of doing penance for their sins and guaranteed immediate admittance to heaven.


  The struggle soon developed a namethe Reconquestthat swept aside the inconvenient fact that most of the peninsula had been Muslim territory for longer than it had been Christian. A
  haphazard flurry of battles fought for personal glory and territorial expansion was transformed into a war of religious liberation, and it boasted its own patron saint in the
  form of the Apostle James. St. JamesSantiago in Spanishhad been beheaded in Jerusalem a few years after Jesuss death, but a hermit guided by a star had miraculously
  unearthed his bones in a Spanish field. In his unlikely new afterlife, Jesuss companion was transformed into Santiago MatamorosSt. James the
  Moor-slayerwith Moro, from the Roman name for the Berbers, being the catchall term that Iberias Christians applied to Muslims, Berber and Arab alike. The Moor-slayer
  lent his name to the Order of Santiago, one of many military brotherhoods that sprang up to wage war on Islam, and the order adopted a stirring motto: May the sword be red with Arab
  blood. From then on the Apostle regularly showed up in the heat of battle, dressed in shining armor and riding a white horse, urging on his followers to stick it to the Infidel.


  Even now, not all of Spains Christians were so sure where their loyalties lay. This was the time of El Cid, who earned a glowing reputation as a Spanish hero despite being a soldier for
  hire by Muslims and Christians alike. In 1085 El Cids sometimes master, the wily and ambitious Alfonso the Brave of Castile and Leon, inveigled his way into control of the old fortress city
  of Toledo, and Christian Toledo took over from ruined Crdoba as Europes capital of culture. Inside a synagogue designed by Muslim architects, its Christians, Muslims, and Jews
  celebrated their rites alongside each other. In its School of Translators, Muslims and Jews collaborated to translate medical, scientific, and philosophical texts from Arabic to Latin. Travelers
  crisscrossed the Pyrenees, introduced Islamic culture and learning to the rest of Europe, and transformed its intellectual life along with its decorative styles, recipes, fashions, and songs. In
  the twilight of convivencia, the Spanish had become the masters of modernity.


  Toledo was one last bright flare of what could have been, one final, chaotic explosion of creativity. As Christian armies pushed on farther south, Iberias remaining
  Muslim rulers began to fear their days were numbered. When Alfonso the Braves enthusiasm carried him a step too far and he prematurely proclaimed himself emperor of all Spain, al-Andalus
  finally resorted to calling in help from abroad.


  It was a fateful mistake.


  The Almoravids were a ferocious Muslim sect from the Sahara Desert that had sprung up around a hard-line missionary who insisted on strict discipline and regular bouts of scourging. They had
  already expanded south to sub-Saharan Africa and north to Morocco, and they were only too ready to hop across the Strait of Gibraltar to Spain. As soon as they arrived, they decided their
  coreligionists were a bunch of addled sensualists and went home to arm themselves with a fatwa, or legal opinion, confirming their right to depose them. When they returned, the proud Arabs
  of al-Andalus took a deep breath and caved in. The new caliphate duly reunited the squabbling city-states and beat back the Christians until it, too, grew lax and was chased out of power by the
  Almohads, yet another all-conquering Berber dynasty that poured over from Ceuta.


  The Almohads were even more fanatical fundamentalists than the Almoravids, and they set out to transform al-Andalus into a jihadist state.


  Long ago, as Islam had expanded far beyond Arabia, its scholars had divided the world into the dar al-Islam, the House of Islam, and the dar al-Harb, or the House of War. According
  to that doctrine, the first was duty-bound to press on the second until it withered to nothing. Armed jihadjihad itself merely means struggle, and often refers to an
  inner striving for gracewas the divinely sanctioned instrument of expansion. As the House of Islam fractured and Muslims fought Muslims, the strong arm of holy war had itself withered away.
  Yet the Almohads tolerated no such frailty, and besides imposing severe strictures on their fellow Muslims, they declared an everlasting jihad against Spains Christians and Jews. In the
  Almohads uprooted and fiercely pruned faith, Christians were no better than pagans: as worshippers of a divine trinity rather than the one true God, they no longer
  deserved the status of protected people. The dhimmi who still lived in al-Andalus were given an ultimatum: die or convert. Rather than choose, many fled.


  Western Christendom had undergone a similar transformation. Christianity had begun as a humble movement of Jewish sectaries, but when it was adopted as the official religion of the Roman Empire,
  it had soon made peace with war. Romes legions had marched into battle under the cross, and so had successive waves of barbarians, many of whom had themselves been converted to Catholicism
  at the point of a sword. St. Augustine, the first Christian thinker to frame the concept of a just war, had condemned battles fought for power or wealth as no better than grand larceny, but he
  acknowledged that violence had to be met with violence in order to keep the peace. The journey from Augustine had wound through marauding barbarians and Vikings, through grand papal dreams and a
  Europe overshadowed by military camps, until fighting for Christianity was seen as a noble struggle against the Antichrist. To Catholic theologians, as they finally began to unravel the mysteries
  of Islam, any accommodation between the two faiths made no more doctrinal than practical sense: while Muslims at least acknowledged Christians, however misguided, as their precursors in faith, to
  Christians the newer religion, intolerably, told them they had got it all wrong.


  For all their differences, it was their similarities that most divided the two faiths. Unlike any other major religion, both claimed exclusive possession of Gods final revelation. Unlike
  most, both were missionary faiths that strove to take their message to nonbelievers, whom they labeled infidels. As universal religions and geographical neighbors, they were natural competitors. In
  the West, those rivalries had been held in check by a handful of enlightened rulers, by the unwieldy extent of the Islamic empire, and by Europes bloody introspection. But the final glimmer
  of tolerance was fast fading, the Islamic world had begun to splinter into sharper shards, and Europe was finally on the move.


  The pope called the warriors of Western Christendom to arms. Tens of thousands of Christian soldiers marched south across Spain, their shoulders squared with a vengeful zeal
  to drive Islam from Europe.


  At the western edge of the world, holy war had been unleashed at the same time on both sides of an increasingly unbreachable divide. It was no coincidence that the descendants of Iberias
  freedom fighters would race across the oceans to conquer far-flung lands in the name of Christ. Fighting Islam was in their blood: it was the very founding mission of their nations.


  As the battle for the West neared its climax, an energized Europe turned its sights eastward. The counterstrike against Islam that had begun in Spain was headed to Jerusalem itself, and now it
  came with a name that would haunt the coming centuries: Crusade.






  CHAPTER 2


  [image: ]


  THE HOLY LAND


  IN THE SCORCHING summer heat of 1099, thousands of sunbaked Christian soldiers marched across Europe, crossed into Asia,
  and converged on Jerusalem. Weeping with joy, singing prayers, and seeing visions in the sky, they crouched beneath a firestorm of Muslim missiles and wheeled their wooden siege engines up to the
  holy citys towering white walls. When they overtopped the battlements, they sliced their way through the time-scarred streets until the stones themselves seemed to bleed. Fresh from the
  slaughter, staggering under the weight of their spoils, they flocked to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and prayed at the tomb of Christ. Four hundred sixty-one years after it had become Muslim,
  Jerusalem was Christian again.


  The outpouring of European zeal that launched the First Crusade had begun four years earlier, far away in the mountainous forests of central France. There, on a cold November day, 13
  archbishops, 90 abbots, 225 bishops, and a clanking train of nobles and knights had gathered to listen to an important announcement by the pope. The church was too cramped for everyone to fit in,
  and the assembly moved to a nearby field to hear the ringing call to arms that was to unloose centuries of holy war on the East.


  Pope Urban II, by birth Odo of Chtillon, was the scion of a knightly family from Champagne. His grand scheme was inspired by the Iberian Reconquest, but he had been spurred to action by
  an urgent request from Constantinople.


  Six centuries after the fall of Rome, Constantinople still regarded western Europe as imperial land under temporary occupation by barbarians, and it bluntly refused to
  acknowledge the pope as the supreme leader of Christendom. Just four decades earlier, the popes legates had stalked under the dizzying heaped domes of the Hagia Sophia,
  Constantinoples great cathedral, and had excommunicated the patriarch on the spot, a fit of pique that sundered the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches for good. To ask Rome for
  help was a galling prospect, but Constantinople had little choice.


  With its squares and streets lined with the sculptures of ancient Greece and Rome, its Hippodrome ringed with gilded equestrian statues and seats for a hundred thousand, its churches a golden
  blaze of mosaics and its workshops heaped with exquisite icons and silks, Constantinople had only one rival for the title of the most glamorous metropolis in the known world. That rival city had
  been built by the Abbasids, an Arab clan that had ousted the Umayyad caliphs from their throne in Damascus and had delivered the coup de grce by inviting eighty of their deposed cousins to a
  banquet in which they featured as the main course. In the eighth century the Abbasids had deserted enemy Damascus for a site on the River Tigris, at its closest point to the River Euphrates and
  twenty miles from the towering ruins of the old Persian capital at Ctesiphon. The new capital was optimistically called Madinat al-Salam, or the City of Peace, and was later renamed
  Baghdad.


  As the heir to centuries of Persian cultural splendor and the crossing point of the currents of knowledge that swept across the vast Islamic empire, Baghdad had quickly become the intellectual
  powerhouse of the world. International scholars gathered at its House of Wisdom to translate the vast corpus of Greek, Persian, Syriac, and Indian writings on science, philosophy, and medicine into
  Arabic, and Islamic scholars tested the Quran against Aristotle. Mathematicians imported and improved the decimal positional number system from India and unlocked the secrets of algebra and
  algorithms. The secret of papermaking was extracted from Chinese prisoners, and lending libraries circulated the burgeoning body of knowledge. Engineers and agronomists
  perfected the waterwheel, improved irrigation, and bred new crops; geographers mapped the earth, and astronomers charted the sky. Baghdads renaissance of learning sent shock waves around the
  worldand yet, even then, it was going rotten at its core.


  The Abbasid caliphs had built Baghdad as a perfectly round city, and at its heart was their monumental palatine complex, the Golden Gate. As their lifestyle grew steadily more kingly, the Golden
  Gate became a pleasure dome of wine, women, song, and spectacular feasts; in the world captured in the Arabian Nights, courtiers kissed the ground as they approached the caliph, who was
  followed everywhere by an executioner and escaped from his public duties to a vast harem that echoed with the soft steps of an international selection of concubines and wily, witty singing girls.
  In 917 an embassy from Constantinople was welcomed by mounted troops seated on gold and silver saddles, elephants wearing brocade and satin, a hundred lions, two thousand black and white eunuchs,
  and waiters offering iced water and fruit juice. The palace was hung with thirty-eight thousand curtains made of gold brocade and carpeted with twenty-two thousand rugs, while four gold and silver
  boats floated in a tin-lined lake. Another pool sprouted an artificial tree topped with fruit-shaped jewels, with silver and gold birds perched on its silver and gold branches; on order, the tree
  would start swaying, the metal leaves would rustle, and the metal birds would tweet. It was a far cry from the egalitarian ummah of Medina, and as outrage mounted, the caliphs built themselves an
  insurance policy in the form of a personal army of mamluks, Turkish slaves seized from the savage tribes that roamed the Central Asian steppes. The solution proved short-lived. The Turks converted
  to Islam, adopted the local culture, and mounted a series of military coups: in nine years, at least four out of five caliphs were murdered. As the outraged Baghdadis erupted in rebellion, the
  Turks burned down whole quarters of the city.


  The center of Baghdad would not hold, and neither would the center of the far-flung Islamic empire. To the west, a Shia sect wrested control of Tunisia and Egypt; its ruling
  dynasty, who called themselves the Fatimids, after their claimed descent from Muhammads daughter and Alis wife Fatima, expanded their dominions to Syria, Palestine, and much of Arabia
  itself, and for two centuries they ruled as a rival caliphate from their new capital at Cairo. To the east Persian power revived for a time until Chinas westward expansion pushed entire
  Turkish tribes into Iran, where they carved out independent kingdoms and barely paid lip service to the caliphs. In 1055 the Seljuks, a Turkish dynasty named after their first leader, finally
  seized Baghdad, installed their leader as sultan, or holder of power, and relegated the caliphs to the honorary status of religious figureheads.


  Throughout these upheavals Constantinople had looked on contentedly. It had retaken some of its long-lost lands, and its armies had almost reached the gates of Jerusalem. Yet the decline of
  Baghdad turned out to be anything but a triumph for its rival city. The Seljuks soon surged across Constantinoples eastern borders; within two decades they had smashed its armies and
  decimated its territories. Now they were massing in front of the capital itself, and the treasure house of the classical world finally seemed on the verge of annihilation.


  SCANDALOUS RUMORS THAT the Turks made Christian boys urinate in fonts and sodomized clergymen, monks, and even bishops had gripped Europe for years, but
  for anyone who had missed them, Pope Urban left nothing to the imagination. The Turks, he luridly pontificated from his makeshift pulpit,


  
    
      
        have completely destroyed some of Gods churches and they have converted others to the uses of their own cult. They ruin the altars with filth and defilement. They
        circumcise Christians and smear the blood from the circumcision over the altars or throw it into the baptismal fonts. They are pleased to kill others by cutting open
        their bellies, extracting the end of their intestines, and tying it to a stake. Then, with flogging, they drive their victims around the stake until, when their viscera have spilled out, they
        fall dead on the ground. They tie others, again, to stakes and shoot arrows at them; they seize others, stretch out their necks, and try to see whether they can cut off their heads with a
        single blow of a naked sword. And what shall I say about the shocking rape of women?

      

    

  


  That litany of horrors was enough to make Christian blood boil, but Urban had more. It was a tough sell to ask Catholic knights to march to the aid of Orthodox Constantinople and its notoriously
  scheming emperors, and the pope spun the Crusade in a new direction: toward Jerusalem.


  In an age when men and women made arduous pilgrimages to bathe in the divine grace emanating from the relics of obscure saints, the city where Jesus preached, died, and was resurrected was the
  holy grail of penitents. For centuries Jerusalems Muslim overlords had been happy to charge Christians to worship at the holy places, but the new powers of the Islamic world had torn up the
  old policy. In 1009, one Egyptian ruler had taken umbrage at the number of Christian pilgrims wandering around and had ordered the Church of the Holy Sepulcher pulled down to its foundations. It
  had been reconstructed, on payment of a heavy tribute, but soon afterward the Turks had arrived at the gates of the holy city and set about persecuting pilgrims with renewed relish. Like a captive
  virgin, Urban tugged at knightly heartstrings, Jerusalem was begging to be liberated and does not cease to implore you to come to her aid.


  The situation in the holy city was an unholy embarrassment, but in reality Urban was as desperate to get Europes knights out of the West as into the East. As the Dark Ages had finally
  lifted, a large class of expensively armed and trained warriors was left with nothing better to do than attack one other, terrorize defenseless populations, or, to Romes
  indignation, raid Church property. Hence it is, Urban remonstrated with the assembled knights, that you murder one another, that you wage war, and that frequently you perish by
  mutual wounds. Let therefore hatred depart from among you, let your quarrels end, let wars cease, and let all dissensions and controversies slumber. Enter upon the road to the Holy Sepulcher; wrest
  that land from the wicked race, and subject it to yourselves . . . for the remission of your sins, with the assurance of the imperishable glory of the Kingdom of Heaven. Christ himself, he
  proclaimed, commanded them to exterminate the vile Turks from his lands.


  Deus lo volt! It is the will of God! the knights cried out.


  For all Urbans firebrand rhetoric, the notion of fighting in the name of Christ was hardly new. What was unprecedented was his coupling of armed combat with the pilgrimage of a lifetime.
  The prospect was so beguiling that thousands of poor men, women, and children flocked to hellfire preachers like Peter the Hermit, who was widely believed to possess a letter from heaven in which
  God called on his people to attack the Turks. Armed with little but the simple faith that Christ would scatter the unbelievers in its path, the Peoples Crusade set out east before the
  warriors of Europe had even begun to gather. Along the way, many of the pilgrims practiced their slaughter on wealthy Jewish communities before they arrived at Constantinople, where the horrified
  emperor hastily diverted them to meet a grisly end at the hands of the Turks.


  When the real Crusade set out the following year, the gruesome hardships of the journey turned proud warriors into starving beasts who carved off the rotting buttocks of slain Muslims and
  roasted them on fires, tearing into the flesh while it was still half cooked. Yet it was the assault on Jerusalem itself that guaranteed retribution. Memories would not die of that day of slaughter
  in the summer of 1099: not in the Muslim world, where writers howled that a hundred thousand had perished, nor among Christians, who with grim relish wrote home about the
  marvelous works performed in Gods name. Piles of heads, hands, and feet, reported eyewitnesses, were scattered around the streets. Women were stabbed as they fled. Knights were
  seen seizing infants by the soles of their feet from their mothers laps or their cradles and dashing them against the walls and breaking their necks, or splitting open the
  bellies of the dead to retrieve the gold coins they had gulped down their loathsome throats while alive. In the al-Aqsa Mosque, venerated by Muslims as the house of worship to which
  Muhammad had ridden at night on a winged steed before he climbed to heaven from a nearby rock, the slaughter was so great that witnesses vied over whether the Crusaders were up to their ankles,
  their knees, or their bridle reins in blood. The stench hung in the air for months, even after thousands of rotting bodies were stacked up against the walls in mounds as big as
  housesby the forced labor of Muslim survivorsand burned in blackening, smoldering pyres from which more swallowed gold was recovered. The scale of the massacre only swelled the
  Crusaders belief that a glorious benediction was shining on them from heaven; one rapturous monk declared that the conquest of Jerusalem was the greatest event in history since the
  Crucifixion, the precursor to the arrival of the Antichrist and the battles of the Last Days.


  Jerusalem became the capital of a Christian kingdom, and a long series of French kings, mostly named Baldwin, were crowned in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. To Jerusalems north, three
  more Crusader statesEdessa, Antioch, and Tripolistretched along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean. A cordon of castles rose above the parched landscape of Syria and Palestine,
  each more monumental than the last and each no more than a days ride from the next. The biggest of all were manned by the famously disciplined and fabulously rich military orders that had
  grown out of fraternities set up to care for sick pilgrims and guard them on their travels. The Knights Hospitaller and Knights Templar had become elite corps of holy warriors that answered only to
  the pope. The Templars rode on warhorses armed with iron spikes in the advance guard of the Crusades; on the battlefield, with their white mantles emblazoned with red crosses
  flying behind them, they couched their lances and galloped in silent, tight formation into the enemys front lines.


  The Templars and Hospitallers lived like monks and fought like devils, but they were often bitter rivals. The land Westerners called OutremerBeyond the Seawas a
  curious anomaly from the start. A miniature Europe transplanted to the East and dressed in exotic colors, it was bedeviled by the same lordly egos that set nobles at each others throats back
  home, and it soon fell prey to the same endemic feuds. Crusaders constantly intrigued against each other, while others left the fold and went native. Bloodthirsty newcomers were outraged to find
  their predecessors wearing kaffiyehs, dousing themselves with deodorant, and sitting cross-legged on a tiled floor next to a plashing fountain while being entertained by dancing girls. They came up
  with a derogatory name for thempoulins, or kidsand the mounting estrangement was bound to end badly.


  THE CRUSADER STATES had always relied for their survival on the even greater disunity of the Muslims who surrounded them on
  three sides. To the north, the Seljuk Turks had fallen into ferocious internecine fighting. To the east were the feuding city-states of Syria, and to the southwest was Egypt, whose long-ruling Shia
  dynasty, the Fatimids, had pitched into terminal pandemonium. Stalking silently among them all was a renegade sect of Shia fanatics who knifed their fellow Muslims in the back with even more ardor
  than they murdered the Christian interlopers. Their headquarters were hidden deep in the tortuous hinterland of the Syrian coast, in a fortress built on a rocky prominence from which their leader,
  a spectral figure known to the Westerners as the Old Man of the Mountains, reputedly ordered his disciples to jump to their death to impress a passing Crusader. To the rest of the Muslim world the
  sect was known as the hashshashin, or hash eaters, a popular term of abuse from which the Crusaders adapted the name Assassins. From there it
  was a short step to the fantasies of Western fabulists, in which cultists were given a glimpse of Paradise in the form of a hashish-hazed orgy before being sent off on a suicide mission that they
  were told would admit them to the promised land for good. Stoned or not, the Assassins did away with large numbers of prominent Muslims as well as plenty of Crusaders.


  The Second Crusade did a much better job of uniting Muslims than the Muslims themselves had done. Led by the kings of France and Germany in person, it set out in 1147 to recover Edessa, the
  first Crusader state to be won and the first to be lost, and farcically ended by attacking wealthy Damascus, the only Muslim city that was actually friendly to the Christians. Having patched up
  their differences and thrashed the pilgrim knights, the Syrians invaded opulent, disintegrating Egypt, which in desperation called in the Crusaders, who first defended Egypt and then attacked
  it.


  The Egyptians were forced to call in their enemy to chase out their allies, and this time the Syrians came to stay. Their commanders nephew and right-hand man, a young Kurd named Yusuf
  ibn Ayyub, took over as governor of Egypt, and in 1171 he evicted the last Fatimid ruler. Yusuf, who would become known to the West as Saladin, then engineered a reverse takeover of Syria. When, in
  1176, the Seljuks buried the hatchet long enough to inflict another devastating defeat on Constantinople, Saladin forged alliances with both sides. In a decade he had united the Crusaders
  neighbors, removed potential threats to his power, and snapped a trap shut on the Christian states.


  Saladin was the opponent the Crusaders had most feared: a master tactician who was also a man of deep faith. He was as committed to reviving the faltering Islamic jihad as the most zealous
  Christian was to the Crusades. Like Urban II, he put Jerusalem at the heart of his campaign to build a new Islamic superpower, but his ambitions were even more outsize than the popes. When
  the holy city was won, he declared, he would divide his territories, make his will, and pursue the Europeans to their far-off lands, so as to free the earth of anyone
  who does not believe in God, or die in the attempt.


  In 1187 Saladin made good on the first part of his promise. That summer, he marched west across the Jordan River at the head of thirty thousand warriors, nearly half of them fast, light cavalry.
  Twenty thousand Crusaders advanced to meet him, including twelve hundred knights in heavy armor.


  The two sides drew up near Nazareth.


  The name alone was enough to quicken Christian pulses with the certainty of victory. But God, or tactical sense, was not on their side. As the nobles quarreled about whether to trek across the
  desert in the blazing sun or let the Muslims come to them, Saladin drew them out into the parched plains to the west of the Sea of Galilee. As the Christians water ran out and night fell,
  the Muslim advance guard howled taunts at them, unleashed torrents of arrows over their heads, emptied water skins on the ground within their sight, and torched the brush around their camp, choking
  them with smoke. The next morning, the weakening Christian foot soldiers ran pell-mell up the slopes of an extinct volcano known as the Horns of Hattin and refused to come down. The knights charged
  again and again, but the fresh Muslim troops crushed them in hours.


  Three months later, Jerusalem capitulated to the Kurdish conqueror. The pope immediately called a Third Crusade, and the mighty triumvirate of Richard the Lionheart of England, Philip II of
  France, and the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I answered the call. The elderly Frederick fell off his horse while crossing a river and died of a heart attack in Turkey; as was the custom in such
  cases, his flesh was boiled off and interred, while his bones, tied up in a bag, accompanied the remnants of his army that stayed on. Richard besieged the coastal city of Acre, promised to spare
  its citizens, then massacred nearly three thousand prisoners when it surrendered. Philip quarreled with the English king over the spoils and went home, and the Crusade petered
  out before it reached its goal.


  New waves of armed pilgrims set out from Europe to recover the holy city, with equally unhappy results. Most egregious of all was the Fourth Crusade, which diverted to Constantinople at the
  behest of its Venetian paymasters without coming anywhere near Jerusalem. In 1204 the Crusaders breached Constantinoples mighty walls for the first time in nine impregnable centuries and
  wrecked the greatest Christian city in the world. In the majestic Hagia Sophia, drunken knights hacked at the dazzling altar and stamped on priceless icons, while a whore plied her trade in the
  patriarchs chair. Nuns were raped in their convents, and women and children were murdered in their homes. The Venetians shipped off the gilded horses from the ancient hippodrome to paw the
  air above the entrance to St. Marks Basilica, and they commandeered the commercial life of the city. The occupiers anointed one of their number emperor, and for half a century there were
  three Roman Empires: the ousted rulers of Constantinople in exile, the Holy Roman Empire in Germany, and the so-called Latin Empire of the Crusaders. None, of course, had any power over the city of
  Rome itself.


  The great movement of the West into the East that Urban II had unleashed had fatally wounded the very city that had called on his aid.


  Once again it could all have been different. In 1229, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II arrived in Jerusalem and sat down with its Muslim rulers to negotiate a lease on the holy city.
  Frederick was a religious skeptic who had grown up in cosmopolitan Sicily, the only Christian state to match al-Andalus in favoring a fruitful interchange between the three Abrahamic religions, and
  he had already been excommunicated by the pope for failing to go Crusading. He feasted with the sultan, speaking the Arabic he knew well, and the next morning the muezzins, the men who called the
  faithful to prayer from the minarets of the citys mosques, kept mute out of respect. Returning the compliment, Frederick insisted that he had only stayed over to hear
  their mellifluous chants. The lease was signed and Jerusalem returned to Christian control for fifteen years, to the outrage of hard-liners on both sides.


  Frederick, who was known to his peers, not always admiringly, as Stupor mundithe wonder of the worldwas a free-thinking anomaly. Once again a moment had
  arrived that seemed to shoot up the shadowy outline of a very different future, and once again it faded fast. In the end Fredericks intervention only roiled Europe the more, and the Crusades
  ground on to their inevitable end. For many, the final, shocking epiphany was the annihilation of the Seventh Crusade by famine, disease, and military defeat in Egypt, which Louis IX of France had
  confidently set out to conquer. Rage and sorrow are seated in my heart, a Templar knight confided in an agony of faith, so firmly that I scarce dare stay alive:


  
    
      
        It seems that God wishes to support the Turks to our loss . . . ah, lord God . . . alas, the realm of the East has lost so much that it will never be able to rise up
        again. They will make a mosque of holy Marys convent, and since the theft pleases her Son, Who should weep at this, we are forced to comply as well. . . . Anyone who wishes to fight
        the Turks is mad, for Jesus Christ does not fight them any more. They have conquered, they will conquer. For every day they drive us down, knowing that God, who was awake, sleeps now, and
        Muhammad waxes powerful.

      

    

  


  Though Louis was ransomed for an astronomical sum and was later canonized, some holy warriors lost all hope and defected to the Muslim side.


  With the last Crusader strongholds set to topple and thousands of Christian refugees besieged on the shores of Palestine, it seemed as if only a miracle could prevent Islam from engulfing Europe
  itself.


  It was at that point that a horde of ferocious warrior horsemen thundered across the East.


  OF ALL THE nomadic invaders who surged west across Asia, the tribes united by Genghis Khan were the least heralded and the most devastating. In the
  early thirteenth century, the Mongol fighting machine swept across China, turned west, and burned a path through Iran and the Caucasus. The horsemen rode across Russia and into Poland and Hungary,
  where they wiped out a massed European army that numbered among its ranks large contingents of Templars and Hospitallers. In 1241 they marched on Viennaand suddenly they vanished as quickly
  as they had come, called home by the death of their Great Khan.


  Europe, which had been convinced the apocalypse was nigh, had been reprieved at the last possible moment. The Islamic world was not so lucky. There the Mongols stayed, and as they rolled
  inexorably on, countless great cities lay smoldering in their wake.


  The caliphs were still ensconced in their Baghdad palaces when the new scourge from the steppes arrived at the gates. In 1258 the Mongols sacked the City of Peace and put a final end to five
  centuries of Abbasid rule. The victors had a taboo on spilling royal blood, so the last caliph was rolled up in a carpet and trampled to death by horses. Baghdad was burned, its people were
  massacred, and its palaces were pillaged and reduced to ruins. The irrigation system that had made Mesopotamia one of the most fertile regions in the world was broken for good, and the land that
  had cradled civilizations for more than five thousand years lay ravaged and desolate.


  Islams civilization would never fully recover from the loss. Many Muslims responded to the shock by withdrawing within themselves; this was the time of the whirling dervishes, mystics who
  redirected their sense of exile and estrangement into an interior battle, a means of stripping away the egotistical self to reveal the boundless divine. While some looked inward, others looked
  backward. With the loss of centuries of learning that followed the destruction of uncounted libraries, the ulama, Islams body of religious scholars, retreated into a
  conservatism that sought stability in fundamental beliefs. Islams early accommodation with Judaism and Christianity was finally forgotten as the ulama taught that all foreigners were
  suspect, and non-Muslims were banned from visiting Mecca and Medina.


  By the mid-thirteenth century the Mongols had built with their battle-axes, scimitars, and bows the largest contiguous empire the world has seen. The beleaguered Crusaders who were clinging to
  the remnants of their former states began to see their enemies enemies as potential allies, and for decades they entertained hopes of forging a world-spanning Mongol-Christian alliance
  against Islam. The Mongols themselves proposed a joint attack on Egypt, which was now ruled by the Mamluks, a dynasty of slave soldiers that had ousted Saladins descendants. Yet the
  Crusaders insisted the Mongols had to be baptized before they would join them in battle, and another historic opportunity was lost to Western intransigence. Instead many of the Mongols converted to
  Islam, and they rebuilt the cities they had flattened on an even grander scale. Destroyers of civilizations, the Mongols also proved unexpectedly capable governors, and for a century a Pax
  Mongolica, or Mongol peace, reigned across Asia.


  Eventually the Mongols themselves grew sated and complacent, and their empire fell prey to internal quarrels. As it disintegrated into a patchwork of fiefdomsone, the khanate of the
  Golden Horde, ruled Russia well into the fifteenth centuryanother cataclysm struck the Islamic world. In the middle years of the fourteenth century the bubonic plague arrived in Asia,
  carried in part by the fleet Mongol armies, and killed around a third of the population. Civilizations tumbled again, and the already weakened dynasties lost all authority. Their situation
  approached the point of annihilation and dissolution, rued the Muslim historian Ibn Khaldun, who was born to a family of refugees from al-Andalus and lost his parents to
  the Black Death. Cities and buildings were laid waste, roads and way signs were obliterated, settlements and mansions became empty, dynasties and tribes grew weak. The entire inhabited world
  changed.


  The fourteenth century hurled Europe just as far backward. The Black Death wiped out as many lives as it did in the East, and once-burgeoning cities and commerce suddenly stilled. The dynastic
  bloodbath of the Hundred Years War between France and England dragged interminably on. Superstition reigned again; this was a time when seventeen churches boasted that they housed
  Jesuss circumcised foreskin, and not one saw anything odd about the claim. The Churchs moral suasion shattered; the papacy had already hobbled its own authority when, in 1309, it had
  moved to France under pressure from the French king. Catholicism toppled into its own Great Schism, the popes legitimacy increasingly contested by the enemies of the French crown who backed
  rival contenders in Rome. A century after the move to France, the Council of Pisa declared both the French and Roman popes heretics and elected a third pope; the unholy mess was only solved eight
  years later at the Council of Constance, a three-year jamboree that was attended by 72,000 interested parties including 2 popes, 1 king, 32 princes, 47 archbishops, 361 lawyers, 1,400 merchants,
  1,500 knights, 5,000 priests, and 700 prostitutes. When the first uncontested pope in generations returned to Rome, he found it so dilapidated that it was hardly recognizable as a city at all. The
  scaffolding went up, and the Eternal City turned into an eternal building site.


  For more than a century, holy war had given way to a struggle for basic survival. Yet beneath the blasted surface, the deep-rooted rivalry between Islam and Christianity had not withered away.
  If anything, it had been fed all the more for being forced underground.


  By the time the horrors passed, new Muslim rulers gazed out from the East. Their horizons enlarged by the Mongols untrammeled ambition, they once again began to dream of a new world order
  born out of the end of the old. One familythe Ottomansconsolidated their power across Turkey, marched into Europe across the Balkans, and trained their sights on
  Constantinople.


  The Ottoman sultan Bayezid Inicknamed the Thunderbolthad called a new jihad. Three centuries after the first Crusaders had set out to rout them, the Turks were
  amassing again on the banks of the Bosporus.


  As the front line between Christianity and Islam moved steadily west to the borders of Hungary, Europe finally began to respond. In 1394, the pope in Romethere was still another in
  Franceproclaimed a new Crusade against the fast encroaching Muslims. Its familiar vaulting goal was to expel the Turks from the Balkans, relieve Constantinople, and race across Turkey and
  Syria to liberate Jerusalem.


  The outcome was predictable, too.


  The Hundred Years War had paused for one of its sporadic peaces, and Philip the Bold, the powerful duke of Burgundy and de facto ruler of France, saw in the papal call to arms a new way
  to parade his magnificent wealth. The question of how to defeat the Turks took up much less of his time, and Philip decided to send his eldest son, the twenty-four-year-old John the Fearless, in
  his place.


  In April 1396, several thousand French Crusaders marched east to Budapest, breaking the journey with a string of lavish banquets, and joined forces with the embattled King Sigismund of Hungary.
  Also on the Western side was a large contingent of Knights Hospitaller, together with Germans, Poles, Spaniards, and a smattering of enthusiasts from across Europe. A Venetian fleet sailed up the
  River Danube to meet the land forces, and the combined army held a council of war to decide on the tactics for confronting the Turks.


  Straightaway a bitter argument broke out. The first problem was that the Turks were nowhere to be seen. Scouts were sent out, but they came back none the wiser. The Hungarians argued that the
  Crusaders should sit tight and let the enemy do the marching, a lesson that should have been well learned from the Horns of Hattin. The glory-hungry French had already decided
  the Ottomans were cowards, and they overruled their allies. The army set out into Bulgaria and Muslim territory, where the French began pillaging and massacring with intent. Eventually, on
  September 12, the Crusaders marched up to the walls of Nicopolis, a fortress town built on a steep limestone cliff that commanded the lower Danube. Since they had no siege machines, they set up
  camp, partied on a grand scale, and waited for the defenders to give up. Most were still drunk when the news arrived that a massive Ottoman army was a mere six hours march away.


  The battle was so scarring that the medieval chroniclers later claimed as many as four hundred thousand combatants took part.


  By now the French were bickering among themselves over who should have the honor of leading the charge. As usual, the rasher voices prevailed. While the Hungarians, the Knights Hospitaller, and
  the rest of their allies held back, the French knights galloped toward the hillside down which the Turks were advancing. They charged through the weak Turkish vanguard, only to impale their horses
  on rows of sharpened wooden stakes and expose themselves to a withering hail of arrows. Half of them were unhorsed, but they fought on bravely and managed to rout the main body of trained Turkish
  infantry. Again ignoring their elders counsel, the younger knights clambered up the hill in their cumbersome armor, convinced it was all over. As they reached the top, kettledrums rattled,
  trumpets pealed, and to shouts of Allahu akbar! the Turkish cavalry thundered into sight.


  Many of the French fled back down the slopes. The rest battled desperately on until John the Fearlesss bodyguards, on the point of being trampled down, prostrated themselves to plead for
  their lords life. As riderless horses stampeded across the plains, the rest of the Crusader ranks were surrounded and cut up. Many fled to the Danube, but in their frenzy to climb aboard the
  waiting boats, some were capsized, and the few men who managed to stay afloat fended off their fellow Crusaders. Only a small number made it to the far shore, where most were
  robbed, starved, and died.


  Among the lucky few were King Sigismund of Hungary and the grand master of the Hospitallers, who got away in a fishing boat. We lost the day, Sigismund later complained to his
  companion, by the pride and vanity of these French. The French, though, paid a heavy price. Bayezid kept the youngest soldiers as slaves for his own army; many hundreds of the rest
  were stripped, bound, and decapitated or dismembered while the sultan and the French nobles, who were held for ransom, looked on. The bells tolled all day long in Paris when the horrifying news
  arrived.


  Nicopolis was the very reverse of Poitiers: it had disastrously failed to halt Islams advance deep into Europe. The shocking scale of the defeat marked the final death rattle of the
  medieval Crusades. Only a whirlwind Mongol revival under Timur the Lame, or Tamerlane, gave Constantinople and Eastern Europe one last reprieve; Timur, who claimed direct descent from Genghis Khan,
  exchanged a long series of insulting letters with Sultan Bayezid, the victor at Nicopolis, before seizing him in battle and leaving him to rot in prison, where he died in 1403.


  No one in Europe now seriously proposed to send another army to the East. It would be a century before the crimson crosses were seen in Asia againand then they would be blazoned on the
  sails of men who had come by sea.


  Quite unexpectedly, those men would set out from the far western fringe of the known world.


  The Crusades had begun among the knights of Iberia, but for a century and a half they had been too busy battling Islam at home to catapult themselves into the fight for the Holy Land. By the
  mid-thirteenth century the Christian conquest of al-Andalus was well advanced, but for another century and a half the knights were too busy fighting each other for territory to pay much attention
  to what was happening in the rest of the world. Yet the Crusading spirit they had kindled had never deserted them, and they carried none of the deadwood of failure in the East
  that had bowed down the rest of Europe.


  When, in the fifteenth century, Iberias new rulers began to dream larger dreams, they gazed across the Strait of Gibraltar at Africa and the lands of their former masters. They were not
  suddenly seized with a previously unsuspected craze for exploration; at first they were driven by the same malice against Islam and the same thirst for its wealth as were the holy warriors before
  them. Yet step by faltering step, led by a series of outsize personalities, they would launch a new Crusade that would lead them to the opposite side of the earth.






  CHAPTER 3
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  A FAMILY WAR


  KING JOHN OF Portugal had been deeply pondering how to knight his three eldest sons in a manner
  befitting the heirs to an ambitious new dynasty.


  Portugal was the westernmost of the five so-called Kingdoms of Spain, which had emerged in the wake of the Spanish Crusades. Three of the other four, Castile and Len, Navarre, and
  Aragon, were Christian; only one, Granada, was Muslim. For more than a century bands of hardy, zealous warriors had battled to carve the new nation out of the old lands of al-Andalus, with a little
  help from Crusaders from northern Europe stopping off en route to the Holy Land, and its people were fiercely proud of their hard-won independence. The pope had recognized Portugal early on and had
  given it divine sanction to conquer land from the Moors, and its rulers continued to see themselves as closely allied to Rome. God, a royal chronicler proclaimed, ordered and
  wished to constitute Portugal as a kingdom for a great mystery of his service and for the exaltation of the Holy Faith.


  Divinely ordained or not, at first the young country was Europes wild west. King Peter I, who variously went by the sobriquets the Just, the Cruel, the Vengeful, and the
  Until-the-End-of-the-World-in-Love, was so crazed when his fathers henchmen turned up at his trysting place and beheaded his beloved mistress, a beautiful Castilian girl named Inez de
  Castro, that the moment he assumed the throne in 1357 he tracked down the murderers and watched as their hearts were torn out, one from the front, the other from the back. A
  few years later he had Inezs remains exhumed, draped in royal robes, crowned, and propped up beside him on a throne. He made his courtiers line up, and at his terrible cry of The
  Queen of Portugal! they filed past and kissed her bony hand. Peters heir, Ferdinand the Handsome, was scarcely an improvement. Having broken a promise to marry the heiress to the
  throne of Castile, Portugals larger neighbor and constant foe, he instead took as his wife the beautiful and very married Leonor Teles. Leonor began her spectacular career of crime by
  ensnaring her brother-in-law into murdering her sister by insinuating that she was unfaithful, only to crow as soon as the deed was done that she had made it all up. She then embarked on an
  adulterous affair of her own, and when Ferdinands bastard brother John caught her in the act, she concocted a letter that framed him for treason and had him arrested. When her husband
  refused to execute his half brother, Leonor forged the kings signature on the warrant, and John only escaped because his jailers suspected foul play and refused to carry out the command.


  On Ferdinand the Handsomes death Leonor assumed the regency in the name of her eleven-year-old daughter, who was betrothed to the king of Castile. It was a toss-up whether the Portuguese
  hated their queen or the Castilians more; since both were anyway openly in league, they erupted in rebellion and turned to the only one of the royal brood who was not tainted with foreign ties. As
  an illegitimate son, John had only a whisker-thin claim to the crown, but with his powerful build and lantern jaw he looked every inch a king. He emerged from hiding, broke into the queens
  palace, and murdered her lover with his own hands. The peoples assembly offered him the throne, and after consulting a holy hermithe was pious as well as patriotiche accepted.
  Castile took his election as a declaration of war and invaded; that same summer of 1385 Johns army, though outnumbered seven to one, routed the attackers and secured Portugals
  survival as an independent nation.


  A new dynasty needed a queen, and John looked to England. The English and Portuguese had been allies before Portugal was even a nationmany of the Crusaders who had
  piled into its wars were Englishand they had recently signed a treaty of perpetual friendship and mutual defense. The bride John chose was Philippa, the eldest daughter of John of Gaunt,
  Duke of Lancaster. Gaunt was the uncle of the king of England and the richest and most unpopular man in the land, and growing up between the Lancasters string of fortresses with their
  battalions of retainers and men-at-arms, his daughter had had a political education second to none.


  Philippa arrived in Portugal with due pomp, but the marriage did not get off to a promising start. John failed to turn up for his wedding night; instead a courtier climbed into Philippas
  bed to seal the deal, with the sword of chastity lying between them. The court was hostile; at twenty-seven, the new queen was extraordinarily old for a medieval bride. Philippa, though, was made
  of stern stuff, and she soon had the nobles speaking French and learning proper table manners. Whether out of love or awe, John was loath to do anything without consulting her, and the royal
  couple, so different in appearanceJohn bearded and burly, Philippa with pale skin, reddish gold hair, and little blue Englishwomans eyeswere hardly ever apart. As
  for her primary dutyperpetuating the linethe superannuated queen bore eight children in quick succession, of whom five boys and a girl survived infancy. She took the lead in their
  education, passing on to them the love of poetry she had learned at the knee of Geoffrey Chaucershe had also studied science, philosophy, and theologyand the chivalric code she had
  lived all her life. The mother of the family of princes that would become known as the Illustrious Generation was one of the most remarkable women of the medieval world.


  After much thought, John settled on celebrating his sons entry into the knighthood with a full year of feasts, complete with tourneys and jousts, dances and games, and lavish gifts for
  Europes invited bluebloods.


  The prospect of such a pampered entre into the order of chivalry left a bad taste in the young princes mouths. Playing games, they murmured to one another,
  was not worthy of their proud lineage. That summer of 1412, at their palace high in the cool hills outside Lisbon, Prince Edward, Prince Peter, and Prince Henry sat down and debated. Edward, the
  oldest, was twenty; Henry had just turned eighteen. They had decided to go to their father and ask him to come up with something more fittingsomething that would involve great
  exploits, courage, deadly perils, and the spilling of enemy bloodwhen one of the kings ministers walked in. He was taken into their confidence, and he outlined a plan.


  His servant had just come back from Ceuta, where he had been sent to extort a ransom for a band of Muslim prisoners who had been seized on the open sea. Portugals nobles and even
  churchmen, like their peers elsewhere in Europe, were not above running a profitable sideline in piracy, and nor were their foes. Muslim corsairs had terrorized Europe for hundreds of years; their
  notoriety was so great that the Mediterranean shore of Africa would long be known, after its Berber pirates, as the Barbary Coast.


  Seven centuries after an Islamic army first climbed the southern Pillar of Hercules and gazed covetously on Europe, Ceuta was still a name freighted with symbolism. Its recapture for Christendom
  would be an exquisite piece of revenge. Besides, the minister pointed out, it was fabulously rich. He had already suggested the idea himself, he added, though the king had treated it as a great
  joke.


  By now Ceuta had grown into a major commercial port. Its famous granaries were piled high with wheat grown along Moroccos Atlantic coast. Camel caravans from the Sahara Desert terminated
  at its land gate, disgorging ivory, ebony, slaves, and gold. Jewish, Italian, and Spanish merchants regularly sailed there to trade; their factories, the buildings where they lived, stored their
  goods, and conducted business, lined the shore. Occasionally the religious temperature could rise and make life uncomfortable for foreigners, but Ceuta was hardly a hotbed of radicals. The
  Marinids, the dynasty that had ousted the Almohads from Morocco, had declared jihads against the Spanish and had occupied several coastal cities, including Gibraltar itself.
  But ever since 1358, when a sultan had been strangled to death by his own vizier, Morocco had been mired in a state of hopeless anarchy.


  Niceties asideas they usually were when glory and booty were in the offingit was enough for the princes that Ceuta was an infidel city. The three went straight to their father, and
  once more the king fell about laughing. A few days later they tried again, this time armed with a list of justifications. An attack on Ceuta, they pointed out, would allow them to win their spurs
  in a real battle. It would also let the nations nobles practice their knightly skills, which were in danger of becoming rusty since the expulsion of the Moors and peace with Castile had left
  them in the unwholesome position of having no alien enemies to fight. War, as the oldest brother put it, was an excellent exercise of arms to be practiced, for lack of which many peoples and
  kingdoms have been lost, and to draw our subjects away from an idle life lacking in virtue. Besides, with a mainly rural population of around a million, Portugal was too small and too poor
  to keep a knightly class in the grand style, and a new Crusade meant new opportunities for plunder. Just as important to men raised on a diet of God-fearing chivalry, it would prove to the world
  that Portugal was at least as full-throated in its hatred of the Infidel as was any Christian nation.


  John himself had been worrying that his battle-hardened knights would turn on one another if they had no other outlet for their energies. Even so, he cautiously sent for his confessors,
  scholars, and counselors. He wished to know, he told them, if this conquest of Ceuta would be a service rendered to God. Since the heyday of the Crusades, doubts had crept into the minds of
  Christian theologians and lawyers as to the popes right, as the self-proclaimed sovereign of the world, to wield authority over non-Christians and approve wars of conquest against them. It
  was equally unclear whether Christian kings could legitimately wage war against infidels who posed them no direct threat; scripture, the antiwar camp pointed out, suggested
  they should be converted by evangelization, not arms. The papacy, which was still extricating itself from the fourteenth-century schisms, naturally took a different view. It was always keen to
  support rulers who were willing to put the papal prerogative into action, and several times it had granted bulls of Crusade to the Portuguese that licensed them to open a new front against Islam
  anytime they wished.


  After pondering for some days, the royal advisers took the papal line that Christian princes had an unqualified licensean obligation, evento attack any infidel or pagan simply
  because he was an infidel or pagan. The legal scruples dealt with, the princes persuaded their father out of his long list of practical objectionsnot least the crippling cost of the
  schemeand the planning began.


  The war council quickly realized that their best chance of success was to retain the element of surprise. Yet nobody in Portugal knew the first thing about Ceutas defenses, anchorages, or
  sailing conditions. King John hatched a plot. The widowed queen of Sicily, which was then ruled by the crown of Aragon, had been angling to marry Prince Edward, the heir to the Portuguese throne.
  An embassy was prepared, but instead of Edward the ambassadorsa prior and a captain, both of whom had a well-earned reputation for cunningwere instructed to offer the hand of Prince
  Peter, the second-born royal son and the heir to nothing.


  Two galleys were tricked out with banners, canopies, and awnings in the royal colors, with the sailors wearing matching livery. They headed into the Strait of Gibraltar, and dropped anchor near
  Ceuta. The prior made a show of relaxing on deck and committed the scene to memory, while the captain took a rowboat and, under cover of night, made a loop of the city. Their mission accomplished,
  they sailed on to Sicily, where the queen was predictably underwhelmed, and returned to Lisbon. When they were summoned to the palace, the prior asked for two sacks of sand, a roll of ribbon, a
  half bushel of beans, and a basin. He shut himself up in a chamber and built a giant sand castle that reproduced in miniature the hills, valleys, buildings, and fortifications
  of Ceuta.


  Even in sand, it was a disconcerting sight. Monte Hacho was ringed with a web of perimeter walls, cross walls, and towers that rose from the beaches to the fort on the summit. More walls
  enclosed the main town, which occupied the peninsula that curled between the hill and the mainland. A moat stretched across the neck of the peninsula, separating the town from the suburbs on the
  shore, where a castle guarded the approach by land. Ships could anchor on both sides of the peninsula, but the winds often blew up and changed direction without warning, and the Portuguese would
  need to be ready to switch berths and tactics at a moments notice. It was a daunting prospect for a small country that had never waged war by sea.


  There was one more obstacle to overcomethe queen. Philippa was so well loved by her people, John solemnly explained to his sons, that nothing could be done without her consent. The
  princes were well aware of their mothers resolute nature, and they tried a little subterfuge of their own. They unfolded their plan to her and innocently asked her to approach the king on
  their behalf.


  Sire, Philippa addressed her husband: I am going to make a request which is not such as a mother commonly makes in respect of her children, for in general the mother asks
  the father that he will keep their sons from following any dangerous courses, fearing always the harm that will come to them.


  As for me, she continued, I ask you to keep them from sports and pastimes and to expose them to perils and fatigues. The princes, she explained, had come to see her
  that day. They had told her that the king was reluctant to take up their plan, and they had asked her to intercede.


  For myself, Sire, Philippa pressed, considering the line from which they are descended, a line of very great and excellent emperors and kings and other princes, whose name
  and renown are broadcast all over the world, I would not by any means that they should lack opportunities of accomplishing, by their fatigues, their valor and their skill, the
  like high feats as were accomplished by their ancestors. I have therefore accepted the mission with which they have charged me, and their request gives me great joy.


  John made a show of giving in, and the preparations went ahead. Only his immediate circle was in on the plan, and all manner of rumors started to fly: an assault on Aragonese Ibiza or Sicily,
  Muslim Granada, or even Castilian Seville. Eventually the full council was assembled, presented with a fait accompli, and sworn to secrecy. Johns old comrades in arms had grown long in the
  tooth, but men as old as ninety reportedly leapt at the chance of one last fling on the battlefield. On with you, greybeards! one elderly councilor cried, and everyone burst out
  laughing. Gratifying though the prospect of the old soldiers squeezing themselves into their suits of armor undoubtedly was, as a precaution John quietly spread the word around Europes
  knightly circles that a noble chivalric adventure was in the offing.


  On the kings instructions a survey was made of the number and condition of the nations ships. The reports were not encouraging, and orders went out to fell a sizable portion of the
  royal forests and hire every available carpenter, caulker, and cooper. Portugals shipwrights were a privileged class; the nations ports had become a vital way station between the
  Mediterranean and northern Europe, and many Italian merchants and sailors had settled there, bringing with them their expertise in nautical design and navigation. Yet it had nothing remotely like
  Venices Arsenale, a state production line that cranked out huge galleys at a rate that astonished visitors. It quickly became clear that the only way to assemble a great fleet on short
  notice was to hire one, and John sent envoys to Spain, England, and Germany to charter as many tall ships as they could muster. To pay for them he commanded Portugals salt producers to sell
  him their stocks at below-market rates, then sold them on at a large profit, and to defray more of the expenses he ordered anyone who held stockpiles of copper and silver to hand them over. The
  mint glowed and rang day and night, while the currency was stealthily devalued. To many of the nations merchants, the enterprise seemed like a ruinous piece of chivalric
  nonsense.


  Since a large war fleet could hardly be made ready out of sight, the kings men came up with another diversion. On the slender pretext that some Portuguese merchants had had their goods
  pilfered in Holland, an ambassador was dispatched to declare war on the Dutch. As soon as he arrived he arranged a clandestine meeting with the ruling count and took him into his confidence. The
  count was flattered to be let in on the secret, and he agreed to behave as if the threat were real. When the prearranged scene was acted out at court he played his part so convincingly that his
  counselors had to restrain him, and Holland made a show of preparing for battle.


  Back in Portugal, Henry, the youngest and most zealous of the three princely plotters, was dispatched north to the ancient city of Porto to assemble one half of the fleet. His brother Peter was
  given the same task in Lisbon. The king busied himself with supervising the arms and artillery and left his oldest son, Edward, in charge of running the country, a responsibility that cost the
  delicate twenty-two-year-old prince months of sleepless nights and nearly brought on a nervous breakdown.


  Across the land weapons were cleaned, tailors and weavers ran up racks of liveries, carpenters hammered away at ammunition chests, and ropemakers spun and twisted hemp. Sea biscuit, the hard,
  dry staple food of sailors, was baked in vast batches. Bullocks and cows were slaughtered in droves and their meat was flayed, salted, and packed in barrels. Along the docks gutted, salted fish lay
  drying in the sun like drifts of silver petals. The country buzzed with new opinions about the true purpose of the mysterious mission: a joint attack with England on France; a Crusade to the Holy
  Land to recover the Holy Sepulcher; even the unlikely war with Holland.


  Portugals neighbors were more worried than intrigued. Ferdinand of Aragon had been informed first that Portugal was going to attack his island of Ibiza, then his kingdom of Sicily, and
  finally Castile itself, where he was locked in an uncomfortable co-regency with Philippas sister, Catherine. Ferdinand dispatched a secret agent to Lisbon, wishing to
  know which, if any, of his possessions Portugal intended to assault. The Muslim rulers of Granada also decided to find out what was going on. Either out of a zealous refusal to kowtow to the Moors
  or a sense that this particular diversion had no downside, John utterly confused the envoys by first telling them he had no intention of attacking Granada and then refusing to give them any
  guarantees. Nonplussed by his prevaricating, they instead set off to see Philippa. The chief wife of the emir of Granada, they told the queen, begged her to intervene with her husband, since she
  knew well that the prayers of women had much power over their menfolk. As a thank-you, she would send Philippa the costliest outfits for her daughters wedding.


  I do not know, Philippa haughtily replied, what may be the manners of your kings with their wives. Among Christians it is not the custom for a queen or princess to meddle
  with the affairs of her husband. The first wife, she added at the end of a long diatribe, could do what she pleased with her gifts. The ambassadors finally tried to extract the assurances
  they were after from Edward, with the promise of more lavish bribes. Those of my country who are in high places, the heir to the throne tartly replied, have not the habit of
  selling their goodwill for a sum of money, for if they did so they would deserve to be called merchants and not lords or princes. If they offered him the whole realm of Granada, he added for
  good measure, he would not accept itthough, he added, their king really had nothing to fear.


  IN EARLY JULY, young Henrys newly completed fleet raised anchor and sailed south along Portugals wild Atlantic
  coast. After two hundred miles it rounded a rocky cape and filed through a narrow channel into the broad estuary of the Tagus River. In front was a calm expanse of water that had served as a
  spectacular deep-water harbor for two millennia, and on the north bank, behind the new shipyards and warehouses that were spreading along the waterfront, the Portuguese capital
  tumbled down a bowl of low hills. Across them a necklace of fortified ridges climbed up to the defensive crown of the citadel and its fortress, the former Alcova of the Muslims,
  which had been reborn as the Castle of St. George.


  As the news spread, crowds poured down from the city to watch the seaborne pageant. Twenty-six goods vessels and numerous pinnaces led the way, followed by six twin-masted ships and finally, to
  the peal of trumpets, seven triple-masted war galleys. The princes flagship was last of all. Every vessel flew a standard emblazoned with the eight-pointed cross of the Crusader, while
  smaller flags bore Henrys golden colors and insignia. Canopies embroidered with his new mottoPower to Do Wellshaded the decks of the seven galleys, and every
  sailor sported a silk outfit in his bold livery, a garland of holm oak overlaid with silver on a background of white, black, and blue. The prince and his captains wore simple woolen garments; Henry
  was pious, but he was also already a master of public relations.


  Peter sailed up with eight royal galleys and dozens of smaller craft, these carrying the kings more discreet insignia. Fishing boats and river craft of every shape and size had been
  pressed into service to carry the troops, their horses, and the supplies for both men and beasts. With England about to march toward France and Agincourt, only a few foreign knights had shown up,
  mostly the usual suspects who would go anywhere for a good fight. Even so, the assembled army numbered more than 19,000: 5,400 knights, 1,900 mounted bowmen, 3,000 unmounted bowmen, and 9,000
  footmen. It was a vast force for a tiny country that had struggled to maintain a standing army of 3,000 men-at-arms.


  To more trumpet fanfares the combined fleet anchored a few miles from the Atlantic coast. For Henry it was a moment to savor, but all thoughts of celebration soon left his mind. One of the
  foreign ships had brought the plague to Portugal, and his squire hurried to tell him that his mother was dying. John had had his wife moved to a hilltop convent north of
  Lisbon, and Henry galloped there to join his family.


  Before she fell ill Philippa had had three fine swords forged, their scabbards and guards gilded and studded with gems and pearls. She had intended to see her three sons knighted with them at
  their moment of departure. Now she knew she would not witness the proud scene, and she summoned her children to her side. Her desperate condition, it was said, could not stop her from presenting
  the swords from her sickbed, along with lucid instructions on how each of her grief-stricken sons should comport himself after her death.


  On July 18, 1415, at the age of fifty-five, Philippa passed away. In another ominous omen, her death coincided with a lengthy eclipse of the sun. Johns rattled counselors advised him to
  put off the departure for a month, until the funeral ceremonies could be observed and the plague had subsided. Instead the queen was buried with almost indecent haste at dead of
  nightbecause, it was explained, of the summer heatand a brief funeral was held the next day, a huge crowd howling outside the church. Philippas memorial would be the Crusade
  she had so robustly encouraged; there would be another time for mourning.


  Henry, taking the lead as usual, invited his brothers to dine aboard his flagship. He hoisted the flags, raised the canopies, and ordered the trumpeters to climb the masts and strike up a merry
  tune. It was a Sunday, and the other captains were nonplussed. They rowed over, heard their departure was imminent, and rushed back to throw off their mourning clothes.


  Five days later, on Friday, July 25St. Jamess Daythe fleet weighed anchor and edged away from a subdued Lisbon. As crowds gathered on the hills and watched the sails recede
  toward the horizon, questions were being asked. How could the king have permitted such rejoicing while his wifes body was barely cold? Was it the influence of young Henry, whom the king had
  always held to be more of a man than his brothers? Hunting wild boar in the royal forests was one thing, but slaying armed warriors was quite another. Did the young princes
  think the looming battle would be yet another joust in which no one dared unhorse them? Perhaps, after all, it would come to a bad end.


  The doubters fears soon seemed to be confirmed, because the great mission quickly turned into a desperate fiasco.


  Two days out of port, King John ordered the fleet to anchor and finally let the troops in on their destination. The kings confessor preached a stirring sermon and read out a new papal
  bull that reiterated Portugals right to crusade against the Infidel and granted absolution to all who died in battle. Many among the ranks were so confused that they thought it was another
  trick.


  The army had barely been exhorted to glorious savagery when the winds dropped. For a week the fleet bobbed around off Portugals southern coast. Finally, on August 10, it headed into the
  Strait of Gibraltar, to the consternation of the Muslims who still controlled Ceutas opposite pillar. Boats set out toward the kings ship bearing all manner of costly gifts. He
  accepted them, and flatly refused to promise peace.


  The vast armada had equally astonished the Castilians who lived on the islet of Tarifa, just along the coast. According to one report they went to bed believing the ships were phantoms, woke up
  to a misty morning in which nothing could be seen at sea, and were only shaken out of their reveries when the sun suddenly illuminated the fleet as it drifted before their walls. When the
  Portuguese anchored outside the nearby Castilian port of Algeciras, the governor appeared on the shore with a sizable herd of cows and sheep and sent his son to offer them to the Portuguese king.
  John professed himself well pleased, but explained that his ships were well provisioned. Feeling the need to make a display of his own, the governors son leapt on a horse and galloped along
  the beach stabbing the animals to death. John politely praised the effort and thanked him for his deed.


  After that dramatic interlude, the king gathered his council and resolved to attack Ceuta the following Monday. They set sail just as a dense fog bank rolled in from the
  Atlantic. Worse was to come. Strong currents and high winds had always made the strait notoriously difficult to navigate, but the Portuguese sailors dearth of experience made it all but
  impossible. The troopships commanded by Peter were swept off toward Malaga, the main port of Muslim Granada, while the royal galleys were blown straight to Ceuta, only to be forced by a sudden
  change of wind to weigh anchor and beat their way around to the opposite side of the peninsula. The citys banners streamed from the hilltop citadel, their two keys symbolizing Ceutas
  control of the entrance to the Mediterranean and the exit to the Ocean Sea. Cannonballs hurtled from the walls, but the ships managed to stay out of range.


  When the rest of the armada failed to appear, the king sent Henry off on their trail. He found half his brothers crews in the grip of the plague and the others groaning with seasickness.
  Between that, the fog, and the tricky currents, they appeared ready to give up. Henry gave out his fathers orders, and eventually the troopships made it to Ceuta.


  Immediately a storm blew up and drove the entire fleet back to Spain. The king and his commanders took to their boats, waded up a Castilian beach, and held a council of war on the sand. Many of
  Johns advisers argued that he should heed the warning signs and head for home; others suggested launching a face-saving raid on nearby Gibraltar. He would rather choose certain death, the
  king stoutly replied, than abandon his Christian duty. In reality he had no choice: he had made such a big noise that to pull out at the last minute would have made him the laughingstock of
  Europe.


  Finally the fleet made it back to the African coast.


  From their observation posts, the bemused defenders had watched the first Portuguese ships approach and quickly vanish. The elderly governor had decided something at least was afoot, and as a
  precaution he had sent to the mainland for reinforcements. Plague and famine had been sweeping Morocco, and the citys defenses were badly undermanned. Yet since the
  Christians seemed incapable of steering in the right direction and had apparently retreated across the strait, he had sent many of the new troops home. For the Portuguese, the bad weather turned
  out to be a blessing in disguise.


  That night the people of Ceuta set lamps in every window to make believe that the city was defended by a great multitude. Out at sea, the light of more torches and lanterns spilled across the
  water as the army made ready for the assault. At sunrise the Portuguese sprang into action, sharpening their swords, riveting their heavy plate armor, taking practice swings with their axes,
  confessing their sins to the priests, and breaking open barrels to tuck into the choicest food. The day had arrived for Europes first colonial war since the time of the eastern Crusades.


  The fleets flounderings had revealed how little King John knew about navigation, but he had a lifetimes experience of fighting on land. His unintended sojourn outside Ceuta had
  given him ample time to form a plan. Its outline was simple. The objective was to take the fortress. Without it, the Portuguese would be exposed to attack, but with it, the town would be at their
  feet.


  The king moved the main body of his war fleet in front of the city walls. It was a decoy: the attack would begin with an assault on Monte Hacho. A smaller group of ships sailed around the hill
  and anchored off the beach at its foot. Among them was Henrys royal galley. Long before the armada had set out, he had begged his father to let him lead the first action, and the king had
  given in to him as usual.


  As they sweated in the hot sun and their enemies taunted them by waving their weapons on the shore, several hotheaded knights took to the boats without waiting for the order to attack. To his
  intense annoyance Henry was left watching from his galley as they waded to land and the fighting began. He leapt into a boat, commanded the trumpets to sound, and threw himself into the melee.


  The Portuguese quickly pushed the defenders back to the wall that encircled the base of the hill and swarmed after them through a gate. Amid the confusion Henry suddenly saw
  his brother Edward fighting ahead of him. When he caught up, the two reportedly found time to exchange niceties. He thanked God, Henry beamed through his disappointment, for giving him so good a
  companion. And to you, Lord, Edward replied, rubbing in his brothers late arrival: I thank you a thousand times for your goodwill in coming thus to our aid.


  One Muslim warrior, a head taller than anyone, was making mincemeat of the Christians; he was armed only with stones, but he threw them with the force of a catapult. A Portuguese chronicler
  noted, picturesquely, that he was naked and black as a crow, and he had very long and white teeth, and his lips, which were fleshy, were turned back. Altogether he made a terrifying
  figure, but he fell, pierced by a lance, and his cornered comrades backed through a second gate that led into the city itself.


  Five hundred Portuguese shouldered after them into the narrow alleys. Soon they were hopelessly lost, and to get their bearings Henry and his brother climbed what looked like a little hill and
  turned out to be the city dung heap. As the defenders closed in on them, they stood on their mountain of ordure, fending off attacks and waiting to be rescued. No one came. A large group of
  Henrys men had decided to cover themselves in glory by ignoring the open gates and attacking a firmly shut one. As they hacked away with their axes and tried to set fire to the planks, the
  defenders shied stones at their heads from the walls above and most were killed.


  The two princes divided their troops into groups and finally fought their way off their dunghill. Edward headed for the steps that led up to the city walls, unbuckling and casting off his plate
  armor so he could climb faster in the mounting heat. Once again Henry was left behind, and he stripped down to his mail coat and ran after his brother.


  King John was still on board his galley on the opposite side of the city, unaware that the battle was already joined, and impatiently waiting for some enemies to appear on
  the shore. Finally he sent Peter to the second fleet with the order to attack. When the prince returned and explained that there was no one left on the ships, the king sounded the signal for a full
  assault. John, it was diplomatically reported, by no means betrayed his joy, but his knights made their feelings even clearer. They rushed at the walls, jealous that their comrades
  had seized the day and panicked at the prospect that the best booty had already been scooped up. Once inside, they fanned out and set about looting with intent. There was plenty to detain them;
  Ceutas streets were lined with gorgeous mansions and palaces. Our poor houses look like pigsties in comparison with these, one witness frankly reported. More soldiers smashed
  through the low, narrow doorways of smaller houses and came face-to-face with dozens of frightened families. Some were armed; many simply threw themselves at their attackers. Others dashed to drop
  bundles of their belongings into wells or bury them in a corner, hoping to retrieve them when the city was retaken. Gradually the attackers overwhelmed them, and many were killed.


  The king was in no fit state to halt the mayhem, even if he had wanted to. He had been wounded in the leg as soon as he had reached the shore, and he sat down outside the city gate. To preserve
  his dignity, it was later reported that he had decided to reserve his royal person for the attack on the fortress, rather than join in the fray when the town was as good as taken.


  With Edward and his troops busy fighting their way to the top of the city walls, Henry decided to regain the initiative by single-handedly storming the castle. As he made his way down the main
  street that led up to the citadel, he met several hundred Portuguese running away from an angry mob of Moroccans. Henry lowered his visor and thrust his arms through the straps of his buckler. He
  waited until his countrymen had passed him and flung himself at their pursuers. When the Portuguese recognized their prince they turned to follow him, and the Muslims fled down the street with the
  Christians in hot pursuit.


  As the defenders reached the backs of the merchants factories along the shore, they turned around and attacked again. Again the Portuguese soldiers fell back. Henry
  ran at the enemy in a rage, and they retreated through the nearby gate that led to the citadel.


  The gate was set in a thick crenellated wall; behind it was a tower pierced with arrow slits protecting a second gate, followed by a passage ending in a third and final gate that led inside the
  castle. As fire rained down from the battlements, Henry pushed through the first gate with just seventeen menso it was reportedat his side. Many of the rest had disappeared to plunder
  or find water, and others had simply become exhausted. Several had been killed, including the governor of Henrys household, who died while rescuing his rash young friend. Henry had tried to
  drag the wounded man away and had got into a gruesome tug-of-war over a corpse.


  For two and a half hours, it was later said, the young prince battled his way forward in hand-to-hand combat. His seventeen companions were reduced to four, but somehow, perhaps because the
  defenders on the walls were wary of hitting their own people, they slipped inside the second gate. They stormed ahead, pushed through the third gate, and took the fortress. When King John finally
  arrived on the scene, he found it already abandoned. So claims the official account; far more likely is that the few remaining defenders saw the way the wind was blowing and decided to fight
  another day. Most of the civilians had already fled by the time the order was given for the garrison to withdraw; the rest, if they could, followed suit.


  The next morning the city echoed with the cries of the wounded and the clanging of soldiers trying to unearth new treasure. In their frenzied search for gold, they managed to destroy tapestries,
  silks, oils, and spices of immense value. This destruction caused much wailing among some of those of lowly origin, a chronicler reported, dutifully if unconvincingly adding that
  respectable and noble persons did not trouble themselves about such things. Some Genoese traders who had been caught in the cross fire belatedly offered to help
  the conquerors, but the Portuguese, hopped up on victory, accused them of the invented crime of trading with the Infidel, and at least one was tortured to make him disclose the whereabouts of his
  valuables. Another band of soldiers broke into a huge underground cistern, and as they peered into the gloom, marveling at the walls covered with painted tiles and the vaults held up by three
  hundred columns, they made out huddles of Moroccans hiding in its depths. They destroyed the cistern with the townspeople inside.


  That Sunday, King John ordered a mass to be held in the soaring space of Ceutas main mosque. First it had to be scoured clean. The Moors, the chronicles explain, were in the habit of
  laying down new prayer mats over old worn-out ones, and they had to be dug up with spades and carted out in baskets. After the ritual scrubbing, the king, princes, and nobles assembled while the
  priests exorcised the ghosts of Islam with salt and water. Then, to trumpet blasts and Te Deums, they dedicated the building to Christ.


  After mass, the three princes strapped on their armor and hung their mothers swords from their belts. They marched to the new church behind a file of trumpeters and drummers, knelt before
  their father, and were knighted. Soon afterward they sailed home to a victors welcome, leaving three thousand troops behind to defend the city from the Moroccans who were already sniping at
  them from beyond the walls.


  The conquest of a famous fortress city in a single day astonished the whole of Europe, even if it was overshadowed a month later by the news that King Henry V of England, like the Portuguese
  princes a grandson of John of Gaunt, had embarked on his long-awaited invasion of France. The three young princes had announced their nations arrival as a crusading power in spectacular
  style, and at least one of the three had no intention of stopping there. The Portuguese had pursued their former masters across the same turbulent strait by which they had arrived, and stumblingly
  at first, then with gathering momentum, they would proceed to stalk Islam across the face of the earth.


  It was only much later that the assault on Ceuta would be seen as a snapshot of Portugals entire overseas odyssey. It had been fathered by the bitter struggle between
  Christians and Muslims in Iberia. It had been hatched in the zeal of youth. It had been nurtured by the collective effort, willing or otherwise, of an entire people. It had nearly met with a
  painfully premature end. Thanks in part to stout courage and in part to sheer luck, it had made a deep impression on the world. And it had left a legacy that would burden the ambitious young nation
  for centuries to come.
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