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To what extent did Crusaders have a sense of shared identity?

When discussing the Crusades, it can be tempting to imagine the assembled hosts of Western Europe embarking as a unified whole upon their journey to the Holy Land, the setting for the most famous and remembered of these Campaigns fought at the behest of the Pope and the Catholic Church. However, this is in truth far from the case. As the history of Europe and the Middle East progressed, the politics of the era and personal ambitions of many of the most powerful figures of the age meant that when Jerusalem fell to Turkish armies, it was only a question of time before the assembled nations of the Western World would launch an attempt to restore Palestine to the West. First Crusade was comprised of diverse and varied populations and regional dialects, not to mention lead by men who rarely were willing to share the glory of victory with their peers, many of whom were bitter rivals. Despite this and the wide cultural gaps there undoubtedly were between the various groups in terms of culture and language, there was a strong common identity in terms of the religious beliefs that drew them all together to fight for the cause they had assembled for. This essay shall examine the commonalities between any distinct groups that can be identified and attempt to assess the extent that there was a shared sense of identity between the different factions of the First Crusade.
When examining the disunity of the Crusaders, one need look no further than the very start to see how disunified the various forces actually were. From the of set, they departed from Europe in diverse groups, under different leaders, via different routes until they came to Constantinople. The first of the groups that departed what is now France was led by Peter the Hermit and his convoy’s arrival in Constantinople was documented by the unknown writer of the Gesta Francorum:
“But the abovementioned Peter was the first to reach Constantinople, on the Kalends of August, and with him was a very large host of Alemanni. There he found assembled Lombards, and Longobards, and many others. The Emperor had ordered such a market as was in the city to be given to these people. And he said to them, "Do not cross the Strait until the chief host of the Chritians has come, for you are not so strong that you can do battle with the Turks." The Christians conducted themselves badly, inasmuch as they tore down and burned buildings of the city and carried off the lead with which the churches were constructed sold it to the Greeks. The Emperor was enraged thereat and ordered them to cross the Strait.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gesta Francorum, ‘The End of the Popular Crusade’, Fordham University Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/gesta-cde.asp#mainarmies (Accessed: 27/03/2018).] 

Far from helpful as this was for relations with Byzantium—whose lands they had to pass through and whom they were supposed to be helping—a further division was yet to happen. As the Crusaders reached the city of Nicomedia, the Lombards, Longobards and Alemanni took their leave of the Franks, “because the Franks were constantly swelled with arrogance.”[footnoteRef:2] With this division the various departing groups each selected new leaders for themselves and continued on their way to a fortress then unoccupied called Xerogord. While there, they were attacked and besieged by the Turkish forces and confined within. It would seem that any concepts the Crusaders had of themselves as an unshakable, unified force was shattered here: in order to preserve himself and his people, the lord of the Alemanni chose to surrender to the Turks and departed from the city under the ruse of entering battle. Of the two other groups that left from France the first was led by, “Raymond, Count of St. Gilles, and the Bishop of Puy”[footnoteRef:3] who chose to go to the Holy Land through Slavonia. The second “[…] however, went by the ancient road to Rome. In this division were Bohemund, Richard of Principati, Robert, Count of Flanders, Robert the Norman, Hugh the Great, Everard of Puiset, Achard of Montmerle, Ysooard of Mousson, and many others.”[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Gesta Francorum, ‘The End of the Popular Crusade’, Fordham University Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/gesta-cde.asp#mainarmies (Accessed: 27/03/2018).]  [3:  Gesta Francorum, ‘Account of Main Crusader Armies’, Fordham University Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/gesta-cde.asp#mainarmies (Accessed: 28/03/2018)]  [4:  Gesta Francorum, ‘Account of Main Crusader Armies’, Fordham University Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/gesta-cde.asp#mainarmies (Accessed: 28/03/2018)] 

[bookmark: raymond3]By the time of their arrival in the Holy Land the Crusaders were already divided into separate groups and rivalries among the leaders did not help at all. However, both the Gesta Francorum’s account of the fall of Antioch and the account Raymond d'Aguiliers of the same both testify to a leadership that, despite problems, were still willing to co-operate and to agree to lay their problems aside in order to achieve their goals. Granted, Antioch was given to Bohemund essentially because of Bohemund’s political scheming, although he had taken Antioch before the garrison’s reinforcements had arrived. This all said, there were other unifying factors for the Crusaders beyond political convenience. Among these are relics, one of the most significant of the time being the Holy Lance, which the cynically inclined would point out was rather conveniently ‘revealed’ at the time of the Crusaders passing through the region of Antioch. The Lance, believed by the Crusaders to be the one that pierced Jesus’ side at his Crucifixion, became a great unifying symbol for the Crusaders and they rallied around it and were inspired to continue further, something reinforced by the accounts of people who had received visions of the Apostle Andrew and of Jesus Himself, accompanied by the Virgin Mary and the Apostle Peter. Raymond d’Aguiliers opens his account of the matter with a description of the perceived need for such an artefact to the Crusaders and what it was believed to symbolise:
“And so, as we said, when our men were in a panic and while they were on the verge of despair, divine mercy was at hand for them; and that mercy which had corrected the children when they were wanton, consoled them when they were very sad, in the following way. Thus, when the city of Antioch had been captured, the Lord, employing His power and kindness, chose a certain poor peasant, Provençal by race, through whom He comforted us[…].”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Historia francorum qui ceperint Jerusalem, ‘The Discovery of the Holy Lance’, Raymond d’Aguiliers, Fordham University Sourcebook, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/cde-antioch.asp#raymond5 (Accessed:29/03/2018)] 

The account continues at length and again the Apostle Andrew is mentioned, but in this account he is accompanied by another and no mention of the vision of Jesus that the Gesta Francorum records is made.
	To say that the Crusaders were a unified group is at best limited to their beliefs that united them for their campaign to retake the Holy Land, but in the case of the First Crusade the fact of the matter is that many of their leaders were out for personal gain, as a bonus at the very least, and they were very much unwilling to share the glories of their victories. The people under them were comprised of diverse groups that did not always share the same language and when they left Europe, they did not even travel the same route. In conclusion, the Crusaders shared sense of identity came from the Catholic Faith, but although they had a strong unifier in this they were as various as ever in this era of history. Upon arriving in Palestine and colonising it as part of the effort to hold it the various populations that were established there did intermingle and form a semblance of common identity, but as these people were settled after the Crusade and never took a specific oath to journey to fight in the Promised Land (aside from when they joined a militant order active in the region) these peoples who settled in the East do not count as Crusaders and do not count toward a common Crusader identity.
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