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Military Incursions of the Third Crusade’s Fleets on the Coasts of Portugal 

  
In the aftermath of the Second Crusade (1147-1148) in Iberia, the Portuguese monarchs realised that their success 

in recapturing the city of Lisbon in 1147 was in part the result of the large contribution by crusaders from Northern 

Europe. Among the international coalition that helped the Portuguese take Lisbon, the Normans and their Anglo-

Norman kinsmen played a significant role. Although a substantial number of these participants settled down in 

the newly conquered city, the failures of the Second Crusade further east in the Eastern Mediterranean were to 

cause the decline of the crusading movement in Western Europe for the next forty years. In 1187, however, Sultan 

Saladin (r. 1174-1193) of Egypt captured Jerusalem and, as a result, revived the relatively dormant enthusiasm 

for crusading. As was the case during the Second Crusade, a large fleet of crusaders from the lower ranks of the 

nobility and the merchant casts of the Anglo-Norman domains, the Rhineland, Flanders, Friesland and elsewhere 

in northern Europe heeded the call for a Crusade proclaimed by Pope Gregory VIII (r. 1187) and organised by his 

successor Pope Clement III (r. 1187-1191). The purpose of this article is to explain the reason why so many low-

ranking crusaders decided to travel by sea to the Holy Land during the Third Crusade and the consequences for 

Portugal. Also, it reviews the surviving evidence to discern how, after half a century of relative inactivity of the 

northern European crusaders in Iberia, these contingents understood the importance of the wars there, within the 

revived crusading ideology of the period. 

 
By Lucas Villegas-Aristizábal1 

 
Sources of information  
 

The Third Crusade fleets’ involvement in the Portuguese campaigns against the Muslim-controlled 

areas of Iberia is described in a group of surviving chronicles from Germany, England, and Morocco. 

For the German crusaders, we have the near-contemporary Narration of a Naval Seaborn Itinerary. For 

England and Normandy, there are the Chronicles of Roger of Howden (c. 1201) and Ralph of Diceto 

(c. 1202) and the anonymous work known as The Deeds of King Richard (c. 1201). For the Muslim 

perspective, we have a few short notices in Ibn Idhari’s Book of the Amazing Story of the History of the 

Kings of al-Andalus and Maghre (1312). The varied geographical origins of these texts provide modern 

historians with the ability to compare and contrast different versions of the same events. Of these five 

texts, the most comprehensive is, by far, the German one. It was written by an eyewitness Rhenish 

participant and describes with a high level of detail the crusaders’ journey from the delta of the Rhine 

to their arrival at Silves (nowadays in the Algarve region of Portugal) in the Summer of 1189. It also 

has the most complete narrative about the crusaders’ conquest of that city. With regards to the role of 

the English and Normans in the capture of Silves, Ralph of Diceto’s work provides further insight. 

Roger of Howden’s Chronicle and The Deeds of King Richard (probably written by Howden) provide 

most of the information that survives about the actions of the fleet of crusaders that departed Dartmouth 

in England in the Spring of 1190 as part of the official crusade led by Richard the Lionheart (King 

Richard I, r. 1189-1199). And Idhari’s Book of the Amazing Story provides further details about the 

atrocities committed by the crusaders in Alvor and Silves. 

 
Background to the Third Crusade 

 

After hearing the news of the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin (1187), many members of the warring 

aristocracy were moved by the events. Expecting the Pope would issue a call for a crusade, they decided 

to take the cross to rescue the Holy Land. In many cases, they made the decision before their overlords. 

 
1 Lecturer in Medieval History at Queen's University (Canada): Bader College at Herstmonceux Castle in East Sussex, UK. 
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Despite the urgency of the situation in the Latin East, where the remaining Frankish forces started to 

besiege the coastal city of Acre (now in north Israel) in the summer of 1189, these lower-ranking knights 

and merchants had to try to set their lives in order before taking the arduous journey east. First, they 

had to vifgage2 their lands and possessions to raise enough money to pay for the voyage. Then they had 

to find a way to reach the Holy Land at the lowest cost. By the end of the twelfth century despite its 

many dangers, this had already been established to be by sea. 
 

The land route, which had been the preferred way for the nobility of Europe, was very slow, 

involving crossing Europe’s mountains, rivers, and many other natural obstacles, including the malaria-

infected areas of the Mediterranean in summer and cold mountain passes in winter. Additionally, human 

obstacles were greater. Horses and carriages could only carry very limited supplies, which forced the 

moving armies to impose the burden of feeding themselves on the realms they visited along the way. 

This, in turn, triggered major shortages of food in many regions of Europe, causing inflation of food 

prices that resulted in disputes with the locals. These disagreements, as the examples of the First 

Crusade (1095-1099) show, produced full-scale riots and destruction of Christian cities and lands across 

Central and Eastern Europe. The local rulers, as well as the clergy, therefore tried to dissuade these 

crusading armies from entering their territories, sometimes even by force. Such disputes among 

Christians were sometimes retrospectively blamed for the failures of the crusades to the Holy Land in 

an age where divine intervention in human affairs was widely believed by all members of society. Also, 

the crossing of Turkish-controlled Asia Minor continued to be difficult, not only because of the 

problematic terrain but because of sustained harassment by the Turks who, in many cases, managed to 

wipe out entire armies in field battles. 

 
The Reconquista 
 

The sea route promised not only a less expensive option, but also allowed the crusading armies to 

encounter the Muslim enemy much sooner, since the journey by sea forced the northern crusaders to 

sail around the Iberian Peninsula to reach the Mediterranean. The Iberian Peninsula in 1189 was still 

partly dominated in the South by Muslim rulers who, from the mid-twelfth century, belonged to the 

Moroccan Sunni sect known as the Almohads. The local Christians had been engaged there in a series 

of wars for political control of the territory. These are collectively known by the Spanish and Portuguese 

word Reconquista, which means re-conquest, based on the Medieval Christian assumption that the 

Christians had a legitimate obligation to restore their political domination of the peninsula. Wars 

between Christians and Muslims had been raging there almost since the original Muslim conquest of 

Iberia (711). However, by the early twelfth century Popes had equated them with the eastern crusades, 

granting the crusaders the same indulgences given to those fighting the Muslims in the Mediterranean 

Levant.  
 

The Iberian Muslim-controlled coastal cities of the Iberian Peninsula provided these crusaders with 

tempting plunder opportunities. Commandeered resources, such as food, slaves, and money, allowed 

these poorer crusaders to finance the remainder of the journey without having to rely solely on Christian 

lands. Examples of this had been the sieges of Lisbon (1142 and 1147) and Tortosa (1148) during the 

Second Crusade, where large numbers of crusaders from England, Scotland, Wales, Normandy, 

Flanders, Friesland, the Rhineland, Denmark, and Gascony had managed not only to sack these cities 

for their movable wealth but in some cases receive some lands from the Iberian rulers in return for their 

support. 

 
2 Under a vifgage, income from an asset was used to repay the debt  
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The Third Crusade 
 

These lower-ranking nobles and merchants from varied regions of northwestern Europe succeeded in 

organising their first venture east in the spring of 1189. According to the Naval Itinerary, on 22 April 

1190, a fleet of 11 cogs from the Rhineland and the Low Countries set sail towards England, where 

they met up with groups of crusaders from other origins. From there, on 19 May, they travelled towards 

Brittany. Another group of crusaders with 37 ships, according to Ralph of Diceto, sailed from 

Dartmouth on the same day. This composite fleet from multiple origins then sailed along the coast of 

France to the Bay of Biscay and from there to Galicia (northwestern Spain) following the coast as was 

common in the period. In Galicia, they visited the famous shrine of Santiago de Compostela as part of 

their sacred journey of absolution. From there they travelled south to Lisbon. At Lisbon, according to 

both narratives, the Portuguese King Sancho I (r. 1185-1211) convinced this heterogeneous fleet to help 

him conquer the city of Silves. Another detachment of Flemish and German crusaders had been 

involved in an earlier sack of the coastal fortified town of Alvór near Silves, where they slaughtered the 

entire population of the town, according to both Ibn Idhari’s work and the Naval Itinerary. Both texts 

state that despite several attempts by the Portuguese to dissuade the crusaders from taking Silves by 

force, the city was assaulted by the multinational crusading army on 3 September, after a six weeks 

siege that starved its citizens. 
 

The Portuguese, according to the Christian texts, were uneasy about the northern crusaders’ 

savagery towards the Muslim inhabitants and their tactics in taking the city. To the Iberian rulers, as 

recent academic papers have shown, the capture of a city should have been followed by arrangements 

to maintain it. The Muslim captives could, in some scenarios, be allowed to stay, in exchange for 

providing the new rulers with taxes and labour. In other cases, they could be sold back to Muslim-

controlled areas for a substantial ransom. Furthermore, if a city was taken by assault, it usually meant 

that its defences would have been heavily damaged and, as a result, would require major repairs. This 

was especially the situation in Silves. There, most of the crusaders were interested in movable wealth 

alone, so they ransacked the city and left it to the Portuguese to settle and maintain. Only a small fraction 

of the Flemish crusaders stayed behind to help the Portuguese restore the city to keep it under Christian 

control. Among them, a certain crusader named Nicholas the Flemish was elected bishop of the newly 

conquered city. 
 

The following spring, in 1190, Richard the Lionheart, after putting his affairs in order and raising 

enough resources, launched his own crusading fleet from England. Fearful, perhaps, of sailing on the 

Atlantic, he sent his fleet around the Iberian Peninsula to meet him at Marseilles on the Mediterranean 

coast. Since the king was not going with the bulk of his seaborne army, he chose deputy commanders 

to manage it instead. These chosen leaders were Robert of Sable (the future Grand Master of the 

Templars), Richard of Camville, Archbishop Gerrard of Auch, Bishop Bernard II of Bayonne, and 

William of Forz. As in the previous year, the fleet departed from Dartmouth and sailed towards Lisbon 

following the coasts of France and Iberia. However, according to the narrative of Roger of Howden and 

The Deeds of King Richard, the fleet encountered storms in the Bay of Biscay, which scattered it. 

Consequently, the ships reached their destination of Lisbon at different times. One section, led by some 

English crusaders from London, passed Lisbon and then stopped at Silves. The newly captured city was 

still heavily damaged, and its settlers managed to convince the passing crusaders to help them to 

improve the defences of the city. 
   

Another wave of crusaders from the English king’s fleet arrived in Lisbon a few days later as 

Almohad Caliph Abu Yusuf Yaqub al-Mansur (r. 1184-1193) launched his predicted counterattack deep 
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into the Portuguese kingdom. On hearing this, King Sancho I of Portugal, according to The Deeds of 

King Richard: 

 

‘Sent his messengers to the crusaders that had arrived on ships to the city of Lisbon 

and asked them for help against the Saracens, telling them that if they did not, all his 

lands would be lost’. 
 

The argument here alluded to the theological justification for crusaders, that it was their duty to 

aid their fellow Christians against the Muslim aggression. This had been one of the original 

justifications made by the papacy to encourage participation in all previous crusades, based on the 

concept of a ‘Just War’ elucidated by Saint Isidore of Seville and Saint Augustin of Hippo centuries 

earlier. It seems that the argument was persuasive enough since a group of 500 rushed to reinforce the 

Portuguese. They managed to reach the city of Santarém on the banks of the Tagus just in time to help 

the Portuguese monarch repair its defences. The crusaders’ arrival, together with an illness suffered by 

the caliph, according to Ibn Idhari’s text, convinced the Almohad leader to temporarily withdraw his 

forces back to Seville. 
 

As the Portuguese and English crusaders prepared for the defence of Santarém, another wave from 

the English king’s fleet arrived in Lisbon. This group was led, according to Roger of Howden, by Robert 

of Sable and Richard of Camville. Unfortunately for the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish population of 

Lisbon, once the crusading troops entered the city they began to misbehave and started to attack the 

locals. This prompted the citizenry of Lisbon to send a complaint to the Portuguese monarch. Roger of 

Howden, despite being of Anglo-Norman stock, narrated the events perhaps as a bit of an 

embarrassment. It seems that many of these crusading troops were mercenaries or knights under 

vassalage obligations who, without Richard the Lionheart’s direct control, tended to lack discipline. 

Also, they were a little seasick from the journey. Furthermore, unlike the crusaders of the Second 

Crusade who had captured Lisbon 43 years earlier and who had chosen their leaders and rulers at 

Dartmouth before setting sail, this group was placed under the leadership of a heterogeneous assembly 

of nobles from different origins who did not possess enough standing with their troops to keep the 

fleet’s cohesion. The lack of unity of the different contingents and the arrival of the leaders separately 

from many of their men, might also have contributed to their disorderly actions. Roger of Howden 

praised the actions of the Portuguese king for capturing the perpetrators and forcing the leaders of the 

expedition to swear an oath of loyalty to him and to abstain from any further disrupting behaviour while 

in his domains. It is noticeable that Roger was prepared to applaud the deeds of a non-English monarch 

against his compatriots. In the end, the crusader fleet was supplied, and it continued on its way to meet 

Richard in Southern France at the end of the summer of 1190, ending the Third Crusade’s involvement 

in Iberia. 

 
Concluding remarks 
 

The reduced cost of travelling to the Holy Land by sea in comparison to the land route had convinced 

multiple waves of lower-ranking participants to take this option soon after the First Crusade. Therefore, 

the Third Crusade’s engagements in the Iberian Peninsula represent a continuation of these maritime 

crusading campaigns. These organised seaborne ventures to the Holy Land were forced by the 

boundaries of the technology of the period to navigate, in most instances, close to the coast. Also, they 

were required by the limited capacity of their cogs, to stop at ports for freshwater and supplies every 

six days or less. Consequently, they sailed from the southeastern harbours of England, such as 

Dartmouth, down to Brittany and from there south along the French shores to the Bay of Biscay and 
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then around the Iberian Peninsula. There, they encountered a continuing series of conflicts between 

Christians and Muslims that seemed to mirror the wars in the East. Furthermore, the papacy, as well as 

the local clergy, had framed these wars under the same language as those conflicts. They promised these 

northern crusaders remission of sins for their interventions in Iberia.  
 

Therefore, during the Third Crusade, multiple waves of crusaders stopped in Iberia on their 

obligatory layovers and were persuaded to participate in the enterprises organised by their fellow 

Christians. However, despite their success in capturing the Southern fortress of Alvór and the city of 

Silves, these two victories were ephemeral conquests as the Almohads managed to recapture them in 

the summer of 1191 after most of the crusading fleets had departed to join the siege of Acre in the Holy 

Land. On the other hand, for the crusaders, these ventures represented, except for the 1190 Lisbon 

incident, something to be imitated in later expeditions. This is evident in the narratives of the Fifth 

Crusade (1217-1222), when another fleet of northern crusaders was encouraged by the then Bishop of 

Lisbon with promises of sacred and material rewards to help the Portuguese capture the city of Alcacer 

do Sal (1217), in imitation of their predecessors. 

 
—— ooOOoo —— 
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Livermore, H. V. A New History of Portugal. Cambridge, 1966, pp. 61-80. 

O’Callaghan, J. F. Reconquest and Crusade in Medieval Spain. Philadelphia, 2004, pp. 58-60. 

Powers, J. F. “The Creative Interaction between Portuguese and Leonese Municipal Military Law, 1055 to 

1279”. Speculum, 1987, vol. LXII, pp. 55-57. 

Ribeiro, O. A formação de Portugal. Lisboa, 1987, pp. 47-49.  

Tyerman, C. England and the Crusades. Chicago, 1988, pp. 33-35, 73 and 166-167. 

 
—— ooOOoo —— 

Lucas Villegas-Aristizabal is a lecturer in Medieval History at Queen's University (Canada): Bader College at 

Herstmonceux Castle in East Sussex, UK. His PhD thesis focused on the participation of the Norman and Anglo-

Norman nobility in the Iberian Wars of Reconquest (1000-1250) because of the changing theological arguments 

for crusading (University of Nottingham, 2007). He is particularly interested in the involvement in the Iberian 

Peninsula of crusaders from England, Wales, Scotland, France, Flanders, Scandinavia, and the Low Countries 

from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. He has published multiple peer-reviewed papers in English and 

Spanish in several international journals and books. Also, in recent years, he has presented papers at the 

International Medieval Congress at Leeds, at the Haskins Society Conference in Chapel Hill, at the Conference 

of the Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East (in Odense 2016 and London 2022), and at the 

Medieval Meeting at Lleida (2023). He is presently working on a Spanish translation of the De expugnatione 

Lyxbonensi, to be published as a monograph by the University of Caceres.   


