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Was the Holy Land Betrayed in 12917?

Malcolm Barber
University of Reading

‘By their fruits we can know them’, declared the French royal
lawyer, William of Plaisians, ‘since through their fault the Holy
Land was said to have been lost and they are said often to have
made secret pacts with the Sultan.” William of Plaisians was one
of Philip the Fair’s chief ministers and a close confidant of the king,
On 29 May, 1308, in a great speech delivered in a public consistory at
Poitiers, he sought to bully an obdurate Clement V into reopening
the proceedings against the Templars, suspended by the pope
the previous February after initial confessions of apostasy made
by the leaders had been withdrawn. The choice of quotation was
highly appropriate because Plaisians knew that his listeners would
understand that he was referring to the gospel of Matthew, chapter
7, which concludes the three chapters St Augustine had called the
Sermon on the Mount. This seemed to fit the Templars very well,
for Christ had warned the disciples to beware of false prophets,
‘which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are
ravening wolves’ (verse 15). On the face of it the Templars were the
faithful servants of Christ, yet in ceremonies cloaked in secrecy
they were really idolaters and traitors. ‘Do men gather grapes of
thorns, or figs of thistles? Even so every good tree bringeth forth
good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit’ (verses 16-17).
The answer was contained in verse 19: ‘Every tree that bringeth not
forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire.” Surely the
head of God’s Church on earth could not continue to protect such
an organisation. Indeed, John Burgunyd, the Aragonese ambassador
at the papal court, reported to King James Il that the oral delivery of
the speech was even more direct and explicit. It was, said Plaisians,
‘the general belief that the Holy Land was lost by their actions” and
that in Spain they had actually gone over to the Saracens and joined
in attacks upon the kingdom of Aragon. How this contrasted with
the sacrifices of the royal house of France; both the present king’s
father and grandfather had died on crusade, as had so many barons
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and others from France. “The Church of God has been extended
and put down roots and foundations in the blood of these and other
kings.”

William of Plaisians’ audience had, of course, an obvious
reference point in the loss of the city of Acre to the Mamluks in
May, 1291, an event still a raw memory for many contemporaries,
for its fall had been the catalyst for the complete collapse of what
remained of the crusader states in Palestine and Syria. ‘Know, fair
lords’, said an eyewitness, the chronicler known as the Templar of
Tyre, ‘that no one could adequately recount the tears and grief of
that day. The pitiful sight of the little children, tumbled about and
disembowelled as the horses trampled them ...! There is no man in
the world who has so very hard a heart that he would not have wept
to see the slaughter. And I am sure that all the Christian people who
saw these things that day wept, because even some of the Saracens,
as we learned afterwards, had pity on these victims and wept.”

However, as the French government presented it, the worm of
corruption within the Temple had burrowed much deeper. In the
order for the arrest of September, 1307, the Templars were accused
of holding secret reception ceremonies in which new entrants were
obliged to deny Christ and spit on a crucifix and then, naked, were
kissed by their receptors on the base of the spine, navel and mouth.
Once accepted into the Order, they became part of a system in
which compulsory sodomy and the worship of idols were central
tenets. The loss of Acre was therefore the external manifestation
of this internal decay, indeed, the culmination of a betrayal which
had found its origins over a century before in the time of Saladin.
When, during his second appearance before the papal commission
in Paris on 28 November, 1309, the Grand Master, James of Molay,
attempted a stuttering declaration of the Order’s qualities, he was
brusquely interrupted by William of Nogaret, the royal Keeper of
the Seals, and Philip IV’s chief minister. Nogaret claimed that ‘in the
chronicles of Saint-Denis it was written that in the time of Saladin,
the Sultan of Babylon, the then Master of the Order of the Temple
and other leading members of the Order had done homage to this
Saladin, that the same Saladin, on hearing of the heavy defeat the
Templars had just suffered, had publicly declared that the Templars
had suffered the said defeat because they were labouring under the
vice of sodomy and had violated their religion and their statutes’.’
Molay expressed his astonishment at this story — and, indeed, it
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does not appear in any known version of the chronicles ~ but the
contemporary collection known as Les Grandes Chroniques de France,
which was similarly produced at the monastery of St Denis, does
allege that the belt which all Templars wore was a symbol of their
treason with the Muslims.®

If Plaisians was exaggerating when he portrayed the Catholic
Church as nourished by the blood of French kings, it was nevertheless
true that recent members of the Capetian family had sacrificed their
lives in the conflict with Islam. Philip IV's grandfather, Louis IX,
canonised in 1297, was the king’s evident role model, and he had
ended his days before Tunis in 1270 on his second attempt to come
to grips with the infidel. Twenty years before, during St Louis’ first
crusade, the great expedition against Egypt, his younger brother,
Robert of Artois, had been hacked to death in the narrow streets of
the city of Mansourah. Yet, in the early fourteenth century, there
was little to show for two centuries of suffering; the Holy Land
was firmly in the hands of the Mamluks, while the main Christian
possession in the eastern Mediterranean, the island of Cyprus,
maintained only a shaky presence in a world the Christians had
believed was their own heritage. Plaisians knew that past events
had engendered resentments. The Mansourah debacle had clearly
been caused by the recklessness of the count of Artois, yet it had
been preceded by a shouting match in which the Templars had tried
to prevent what they evidently saw as a suicidal assault.” Although
they were right, in some quarters this had hardly redounded to their
credit, for it was said that the military orders had a vested interest
in continuing the holy wars which legitimised their existence and
therefore did not wish to see the Muslims decisively defeated.®
After 1201 western Christians needed a focus for their grief and
disillusionment; Plaisians’ rhetorical brutality and Nogaret’s sly
insinuations were calculated to depict the Order of the Temple as
the canker within the body of Christendom itself.

These perceptions of the Temple have had a long life. It was
firmly embedded in the popular imagination in Britain in the early
nineteenth century, not the least through the immensely successful
novels of Sir Walter Scott. In Ivanhoe (1819), the Templar, Sir Brian de
Bois-Guilbert, a haughty villain whose contempt for the principles
of the founders of the Order is unrestrained, stains the reputation
of the Order irredeemably with his conduct; but the action takes
place in England, far from the lands where contact could be made
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with Islam. More pertinent is The Talisman, published six years
later, in which Brother Amaury, the Grand Master, is at the centre
of all the intrigues which undermined the armies of the Third
Crusade and the efforts of the hero-king, Richard the Lion-Heart.
In a scene based on Saladin’s execution of Raynald of Chatillon, his
chief enemy among the Christians, after his victory at Hattin in
July, 1187, Saladin decapitates the Grand Master with a single blow.
Alone among the Christian leaders, Brother Amaury is not allowed
to accept the hospitality for which the sultan is famous. Saladin
knew of the Master’s numerous treacheries, while King Richard
condemned him as a devil-worshipper and a necromancer, actions
ultimately based on an obsessive desire to further the interests of the
Order before all else. Not surprisingly, such a man did not baulk at
making secret pacts with the Muslims.

Scott dealt in the currency of fiction, but modern historians have
foundtheidea of suspicious contacts withthe Muslimsnolessattractive.
In Britain, the most influential historian of the crusades in the second
half of the twentieth century was Sir Steven Runciman, who died in
2001. Runciman’s great three-volume history, which was published
between 1951 and 1954, remains in print, and is still chosen by most
readers who wish to follow a narrative history of the crusades in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, despite the half century of intensive
research which has taken place since he wrote. He thought that, to a
degree, the Templars had brought their misfortunes on themselves
through the friendships they had made in the Muslim world and the
financial dealings which this involved. These contacts had then led
to an interest in Islamic religion and culture.” Runciman appears
to have transposed this view directly from E. J. Martin’s Trial of the
Templars, published in 1928. According to Martin, William of Beaujeu,
the Master of the Temple who died at Acre in 1201, ‘was accused of
friendship with the Sultan, an accusation which persisted so strongly
that it may have had some truth behind it"** More recently, the French
biographer of Philip the Fair, Jean Favier, in a study published in 1978,
was similarly convinced although, unlike Runciman, he was not
even willing to credit the Templars with any intellectual curiosity,
believing that they had been contaminated by a process he describes
as ‘osmosis’. They were, he felt, too ignorant to have imbibed Islamic
culture in any other way."

The connections are therefore obvious. By 1291 the Templars had
had a continuous history in Syria and Palestine stretching back to













































