A commentary on the’ Foundation of the Order of Knights Templar’ 
by William of Tyre.
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A Seal of the Knights Templar demonstrating two knights having to ride on one horse due to their poverty and the Temple of Soloman.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wikipedia, Knights Templar (2024) https://www.en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/knightstemplar [accessed 23 March 2024].] 

The Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Soloman, otherwise known as the Knights Templar, were a military order, formed after the first crusade and were active throughout Christendom for approximately two hundred years from 1120 until their dissolution in 1312. They were and are still the subject of much literature and have been the theme of many stories and legends. Their foundation was described by William of Tyre in 1170 who although not alive during their formation, thus relying on older contemporaries for his information, was able to write about them contemporaneously during the earlier years of their existence.[footnoteRef:2]  William was born in Jerusalem, educated in France and became Archbishop of Tyre during 1175-1186. He wrote what some have stated was the most comprehensive guide of the Kingdom of Jerusalem during the 12th century in Historia Rerum in Partibus Transmarinis Gestarum, Patrologia Latina, (History of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem), commissioned by King Amalric of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:3] This commentary will take an excerpt from his history describing the Foundation of the Knights Templar, explaining and expanding on some of his observations.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Helen Nicholson, The Knights Templar, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,2021), p.12.]  [3:  Ibid, p.11.]  [4:  Internet Medieval Sourcebook, William of Tyre: Foundation of the Order of Knights Templar (1997) https://www.sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/tyre-templars.asp [accessed 24 March 2024].] 

William sets the scene in his piece on the Knights Templar by implying that they formed in 1118, although they generally have been cited as forming in 1120. He describes how some noble men led by Frenchman Hugh de Payens and Flemish Geoffrey (Godfrey) de Saint Omer, asked to form an holy society in order to protect the pilgrims who after the first crusade and taking of Jerusalem by the Christians, were flocking to the Holy Land on pilgrimage, facing much danger from attack from enemies and animals.[footnoteRef:5] They were to remain devoted to God and according to William, they were bound to the Lord Patriarch (Leader of the Church in Jerusalem). They swore the three oaths of the monks, of chastity, poverty and obedience and having nowhere to live, were given part of the palace of the Lord’s Temple to live and to practice their skills as knights. He also states that they were given donations of food and clothing by the King, the Patriarch and other nobles.  The knights who were originally known as ‘the poor knights of the temple’,[footnoteRef:6] had to rely on donations and in the first years, wore rusty armour and did not worry about their appearance unlike secular knights, as they were living their lives as true monks when not defending the pilgrims.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Dan Jones, The Knights Templar With Dan Jones [video],2017  https://www.access.historyhit.com/videos/da-jones-on-the-knights-templar [accessed 21 March 2024].]  [6:  New Advent, The Knights Templars (1995)< https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14493a.htm> [accessed 24 March 2024].]  [7:   Melvyn Bragg, The Knights Templar,[podcast] BBC Radio 4, In Our Time, 6 October 2022, https://www.bbc.co.uk/The Knights Templar [accessed 20 March 2024].] 

William states that the knights remained as nine for the next nine years although there may have been as many as thirty knights.[footnoteRef:8] They were still wearing donated clothes which William emphasises were given for salvation of the donator’s souls. Although the idea of brethren taking up arms was initially viewed with suspicion and sinful,[footnoteRef:9] at the council of Troyes in 1129, with support from St Bernard of Clairvaux[footnoteRef:10] and others, an order was established by command of the Pope and Patriarch of Jerusalem.  The members wore white robes similar to the Carmelite order of monks, which later had a red cross affixed to distinguish themselves from other knights and orders. They had a rule established which was based on the rule of St Benedict’s but adapted and added to, in order to suit their life as monks and knights.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Jones, The Knights Templar,2017.]  [9:  Jonathon Riley Smith, The Oxford Illustrated History Of The Crusades ,(Oxford: Oxford University Press,1995),p.185.]  [10:  Internet Medieval Sourcebook, St Bernard Of Clairvaux(1090-11-53) In Praise Of The New Knighthood (1997), https://www.sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/Bernard-praiseofnewknighthood.asp [accessed 24 March 2024].]  [11:  Bragg,The Knights Templar,2022.] 

After the formation of the order, their reputation as a highly disciplined force had become widely known and the numbers of knights and support multiplied. The soldiers formed two ranks of elite knights and lesser skilled sergeants, with many other people helping with their establishment, who William states were countless.  At this point, William’s commentary, which is thought to have been written in1170, appears to be less enamoured with their motives as although in praise of their humility to start with, he now explains that they had immense possessions and treasures in the Holy Land and overseas. This would have been due to  donations of land, castles and money from throughout Christendom, firstly in order for people to prove their own virtuosity and for their own salvation,[footnoteRef:12] secondly to support the order which was becoming so popular due to their success in protecting pilgrims and cities from the Muslims who although fearing the knights, held them with healthy respect.[footnoteRef:13] The wealth they had accumulated allowed them to own their own fleet of ships to transport pilgrims to the Holy Land but also they were able to act as bankers, protecting pilgrims’ money in safe houses on their points of departure and handing back their money having safely arrived in the Holy Land .[footnoteRef:14] Having so many people attached to the order and with its  vast wealth, its organisation, although still overseen by a Grand Master, also required intermediate tiers of government which made things more difficult to control,[footnoteRef:15] therefore William’s comment  of neglect of humility may have been a true observation.  [12:   Nicholson, The Knights Templar, p.13.]  [13:  Jones, The Knights Templar,2017.]  [14:  Bragg,The Knights Templar,2022.]  [15:  Riley- smith, The Oxford Illustrated History, p. 204-6.] 

William describes at the end of the piece how they did not have to pay tithes to the churches. This privilege was granted by the Pope who they were solely answerable to.  In 1156 the Church had attempted to stop the exemptions, but the Pope did not agree therefore angering the clergy.  Nicholson questions whether William’s mentioning  of the importance of  the Patriarch and King in the formation of the order, and the Templars’ subsequent withdrawal  from the Patriarch although he was so generous at their inception, is designed to emphasise their reduction of humility and over independence.[footnoteRef:16] His comment about how they had made themselves exceedingly troublesome appears slightly cryptic but is most likely in response to Amalric, who, having recognised the Templar’s prowess in fighting , had asked them to help him invade Egypt which ,being unbeholden to him, they refused to do.[footnoteRef:17] William, who it appears was close to Amalric, would have needed to appear to not support them in his history.  [16:  Nicholson, The Knights Templar ,p16.]  [17:  Jones, The Knights Templar,2017.] 

This commentary by William, does demonstrate how the order was established with truly honourable intentions but it also shows the beginnings of the feeling of antipathy which were being directed towards the Templars by some, despite their prowess at defending and protecting people and places in the Holy Land. This was as a result of following their own policies, being extremely powerful due to their vast wealth through exemption of taxes, donations and business prowess and finally being only answerable to the Pope’s authority,
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