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Roger Crowley's most recent book covers the final collapse of the crusader states in the Holy Land at

the end of the thirteenth century. This is his first foray into the Crusades but is also a return to his

Mediterranean heartlands after exploring Portuguese empire-building in the Indian Ocean in his

previous work. His earlier books have emphasised the often fractious interactions between East and

West and this account of the siege of Acre in 1291 is no exception - the bloody denouement to two

centuries of fragile territories clinging to the shores of the Levant.

Strategically placed for trade on both land and sea routes, Acre became extremely wealthy but also

had a long history as a military target. From antiquity to the foundation of modern Israel it has been

besieged many times, and even Napoleon made an unsuccessful attempt on the city. Crowley revels in

conjuring a mental picture of the places he describes and 'cosmopolitan'1Acre provides much material

for him to do so with its diverse peoples, factional rivalries and wide-ranging trade. Although half its

length is devoted to the siege of 1291, this book also attempts to place Acre's fall into context,

providing helpful and interesting background information. Much had changed since the Third Crusade

a century earlier, the most likely reference point for the lay reader. Taking that as a logical starting

point, the account begins with the capture of the city by the crusaders after a highly attritional siege in

1189-912. Then the eponymous fortification was the linchpin of the city's defence and would be again

a hundred years later.

Covering a century of complex and often confusing history in just over two hundred pages is a bold

undertaking and this book could easily have become a series of disjointed episodes, However,

Crowley's skill as a narrative historian manages to hold the account together and maintains a coherent

arc. The rapid rise of the Mamluks occupies large parts of it, describing their transition from the slave

army of Egypt's declining Ayyubid dynasty to becoming sultans themselves. The Mongol threat

briefly looms large, followed by a catalogue of Mamluk victories over the crusaders by the sultans

Baybars and Qalawun, picking off castles and cities year after year before a highly detailed account of

the final attack on Acre itself by Qalawun's son, Khalil.

While many events are necessarily reduced to a passing mention or omitted entirely, such as the loss

and recovery of Jerusalem in 1239 and 1241 respectively, this is not a vague history. There are small

and often horrifying details, particularly in the graphic account of Louis IX's invasion of Egypt in

1249-50. To give one example, the barbers in the crusader camp needed to cut away dead flesh from

2 Ibid., Prologue
1 R. Crowley, Accursed Tower (New Haven and London, 2019), p. 10
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around soldiers' mouths so that they could eat, probably a result of scurvy3. Crowley judiciously

integrates these anecdotes from the primary source material to add colour to his narrative while

maintaining a sceptical attitude in his attempts to see through the propaganda and hyperbolic

reminiscences to the true events, or at least the most likely scenario. This is particularly true of troop

numbers throughout but also for the date given in a Muslim chronicle for Acre's fall4, in which it was

adjusted to create symmetry between their success with the city's past history. He is clearly interested

in the mechanics of medieval warfare and goes into an unexpected but welcome level of detail, giving

over a whole chapter5 to the specifics of the siege engines used to pummel the walls of the city, and to

the efforts of the sappers simultaneously undermining them.

The events of 1291 rested on the military advances of the previous thirty years, and another chapter6

outlines the military and logistic achievements of Baybars. Improvements to the empire's

infrastructure and communications were made with the interests of the army in mind, the training of

which was also reformed. During his seventeen year reign, war was waged on many levels. There was

economic warfare underpinned by a scorched earth policy; diversionary raids concealed his strategic

aims; castles were stormed with overwhelming force or sometimes persuaded to capitulate by the use

of forged letters (as probably happened to the theoretically impregnable Krak des Chevaliers7); he

took a pragmatic approach to the making and breaking of treaties; he even attempted the assassination

of the future Edward I.

The crusade of this heir to the English throne in 1271-2 receives a few lines in many general histories

but Crowley gives more coverage to it than most. This may be partly because it provides a lens

through which many of Acre's weaknesses can be seen, as well as showing how the city's interactions

with its neighbours were more than simply military. The prince was shocked by the expediency that

had come to characterise Acre's diplomacy and trade. Before Baybars unified the former Ayyubid

lands, the heirs of Saladin had ruled a fractured collection of petty kingdoms, none of them strong

enough to drive out the crusaders. On the other hand, the crusaders were too weak themselves to

defeat their opponents. As a result, although they might theoretically be at war with the Muslim

world, treaties and even alliances were concluded, though the latter sometimes did more harm than

good, as shown in the devastating defeat at La Forbie in 12448.

More damaging still, the Italian mercantile republics sold war materials to the Mamluks, undeterred

by papal condemnation. The Genoese went further and provided them with slaves from the Black Sea

for their army. (The text conveys the extent of these trading connections but a map would have been a

8 Ibid., p. 17
7 Ibid., pp. 77-8
6 Ibid., Chapter 3
5 Ibid., Chapter 9
4 Ibid., p. 206
3 Ibid., pp. 34-5
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useful addition to those already included9.) Acre itself minted its coins in the style of its Muslim

neighbours10. There appears to have been a belief that this trade was sufficiently valuable to both sides

that it would protect the crusader-held ports11. However, while the Mamluks did acknowledge its

value12, unlike the Ayyubids they had other priorities and sought instead to redirect trade13.

Finally, and most crucially, Acre was riven with internal dissensions. Templars and Hospitallers,

Genoese and Venetians, different contenders to the title of King of Jerusalem - all these and more

divided the city and kingdom and crippled its ability to defend itself effectively. Crowley leaves the

comparison implicit but there is a stark contrast with the brief unification of Ayyubid and Mamluk

rivalries to defeat the Mongols at Ayn Jalut in 126014, a similarly existential threat. The port of Tripoli

fell to Qalawun in 1289, the attack prompted by Venetian-inspired fears that a coup was being planned

by the Genoese15, who had themselves been thrown out of Acre after a war with the Venetians

escalated to engulf the city16. During the siege itself, the Genoese and Venetians were officially

neutral17, though the latter did play a part in the defence. The Pisans on the other hand were more

committed and offered their expertise with trebuchets. It is thus ironic that it was two Genoese galleys

that tried to save some of those fleeing the sack of the city, and unlike others did so without regard to

the financial inducements desperately offered by wealthier citizens18. All this was reminiscent of

Crowley's first book19, where the ambivalence of the Genoese and Venetians contributed to the fall of

Constantinople in 1453. On the one hand they contributed some defenders, including the famous

Genoese Giovanni Giustiniani, but their governments were primarily concerned not to offend their

Ottoman trading partners20. One Venetian source even alleged that the Genoese passed critical

information to the enemy21.

The context provided helped the reader to understand the siege itself, and how it came about.

However, although it might have diluted the narrative, one area that could have been further

elaborated was the lack of help from Europe when Acre was tottering. There was mention of some of

the reasons, such as the feud between the papacy and the Hohenstaufens, and later between the

21 Niccolò Barbaro in his account of the siege, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, among other allegations
claims the Genoese revealed the planning of a secret attack on the Turkish fleet to ensure its failure. (Available
in part at https://deremilitari.org/2016/08/the-siege-of-constantinople-in-1453-according-to-nicolo-barbaro/ from
a 1969 translation by Prof. John Melville-Jones)

20 Ibid., pp.62-3
19 R. Crowley, Constantinople: The Last Great Siege (London, 2005)
18 Ibid., p. 192
17 Ibid., p. 128
16 Ibid., p. 44
15 Ibid., pp. 90-2
14 Ibid., pp. 46-8
13 Ibid., p. 57, 101
12 Ibid., p. 101
11 Ibid., p. 75
10 R. Crowley, Accursed Tower (New Haven and London, 2019), pp. 11-2

9 For example, there is one showing trade links in J. Riley-Smith (ed.), The Atlas of the Crusades (London,
1991), pp. 100-101
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Aragonese and Angevin claimants to the throne of Sicily, as well as Edward I's preoccupations with

Scotland (his enemies including the families of former crusading companions22). Despite this, relating

Acre's plight to the wider European picture would have been helpful.

Overall though, this is an extremely informative and accessible book, its vivid portrayal of Acre's fall

detailed yet written with a lightness of touch. It disentangles a complex period and does justice to a

lesser known aspect of the crusades. In doing so it should bring both the thirteenth century Latin East

and the Mamluks who opposed it to the attention of a wider audience.

22 A. Macquarrie, Scotland and the Crusades, 1095-1560 (Edinburgh, 1997), pp. 57-63. Note that the
involvement of Robert the Bruce's father in Lord Edward's expedition is now considered doubtful (see the entry
Brus [Bruce], Robert de, earl of Carrick and lord of Annandale by A. A. M. Duncan in the Oxford Dictionary
of National Biography), but his grandfather was probably present.


