
The ʻPeoples Crusadeʼ in 1096
After hearing Pope Urban’s message, many ordinary people left their homes to 
fight in the Crusades. These crusaders, made up of men, the old, the sick, 
women and children were the first to reach the Holy Land led by a person 
called Peter the Hermit. This ‘army’ was poor, did not have any weapons and 
was very disorganised. Many people died on their way to the Holy Land because 
of hunger. They also died because they ended up fighting other Christians on 
the way as they stole from them to feed themselves.

Alexius, the ruler of the lands near to Jerusalem was horrified when he saw 
the crusaders. He thought a well equipped army that was organised and armed 
would fight the Seljuk Turks. Although he was disappointed, he could not feed 
and keep control of such a large number of people. They were sent to the Holy 
Land where they even killed and tortured Christians. Alexius wanted them to 
wait for the main force that was arriving the next year. However, many of 
them did not want to wait and while Peter the Hermit was away, an army of 
20,000 went to attack a place called Nicea. They were ambushed and nearly 
all of them were killed by the Seljuk troops.

Activity: Think back to your definition of a Crusade. Did the 
‘People’s Crusade’ act according to your definition? Give ONE 
example where they did, and ONE example where they did 
not.

A medieval picture of Peter the Hermit leading the 
crusaders.

   They ravaged the outskirts of Nicea, acting with horrible    
     cruelty to the whole population; they cut in pieces some of   
     the babies, impaled others on wooden splits and roasted 
them over a fire; old people were subjected to every kind of 

torture.

Anna Comnena, daughter of the Emperor Alexius in the Alexiad 
describing the crusaders attacking the area around Nicea. The 

people they killed were Christians.



The ʻFirst Crusadeʼ 1097
There were about 30,000 foot soldiers and 10,000 knights on 
horseback, among them Robert, the eldest son of William the 
Conqueror.  They made their way through Europe and into Turkey, 
finally reaching Jerusalem three years after they set off. 

However, their journey to the Holy Land was filled with tragedy. 
Because the Jews were not Christians, many crusaders thought 
they should kill them too. In Germany at a place called Mainz, many 
Jews had gone to the Bishop for protection. He even took money 
and precious gifts from them. However, when the crusaders 
arrived, he decided to give them the Jewish people he was supposed 
to protect. All of the Jews were killed with some even killing 
themselves. 

Once they arrived at Constantinople, some of the crusaders even fought with Alexius! They eventually reached Nicea and were 
very lucky to find that the man who was supposed to defend it had left the city. He thought the new crusaders were as badly 
organised as Peter the Hermit’s crusaders! They were not; they quickly beat the men that had come to support the city. They 
were very happy as a result: they cut off the heads from the dead Seljuks and threw them over the city walls and put them on 
pikes which they carried around the city walls. 

They then tried to blockade the city but left one side unprotected so food could still arrive. However, the people in the city 
realised that Alexius was helping the crusaders and they decided to surrender to him. Alexius was pleased because he did not 
want the city in ruins. However, the crusaders felt cheated as they wanted to kill more people and rob the city of its riches. 

 Activity: Think back to your definition of a Crusade. Did the start of the ‘First Crusade’ act according to your definition? 
Give ONE example where they did, and ONE example where they did not.


