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The Third Crusade could claim to be the greatest crusading expedition ever. It boasted three rulers from 

the West: Emperor Frederick Barbarossa of Germany, King Richard I of England 

and King Philip II of France. News of the disaster at Jerusalem soon reached the West. In 

October 1187, Pope Gregory VIII called to recapture the holy city.  

 

The crusade preparations of Richard the Lionheart  
 

Once Richard I became king of England, he channelled the resources of his lands towards the cause of 

the crusade. Richard had good attention to detail and was very well-prepared. He was an experienced 

military man who had been campaigning for almost two decades by the time of the crusade. Over 100 

ships were hired and 60,000 horseshoes were purchased. About 17,000 troops assembled in Sicily 

(Italy) in 1191. King Philip's preparations had been slower, but he had gathered around 650 knights 

and 1300 squires.  

It had been hard for Saladin to assemble his forces, which came from different areas of the Muslim 

world, but his ability to regain Jerusalem meant he became more prestigious (meaning he had a greater 

and better reputation). Yet, his power in the Muslim world was not unquestioned and there was an 

ongoing siege at a town called Acre (where neither Muslims or Christians could take the town completely).  

Kings Philip and Richard made slow progress East. In April 1191, the crusaders set out from 

Sicily, but a storm near Cyprus scattered the fleet, and some were driven ashore and were captured by 

Issac Comnenus, an ally (meaning friend) of Saladin. Isaac mistreated his English prisoners and 

Richard attacked Cyprus, and eventually conquered all of it, quickly and effectively. 

Richard’s conquest of Cyprus showed his strength and determination. 

 

The conclusion to the siege of Acre in the Holy Land 
 

Richard arrived at the siege of Acre in June 1191, where he received a rapturous (meaning 

enthusiastic) welcome from the crusaders fighting there. Philip’s presence had done little, but 

Richard’s wealth, siege-engines and vigour (meaning ‘energy’ and ‘enthusiasm’) had an effect. After a 

month of intense bombardment, mining and attack and counter-attack, Acre surrendered on 12 July 

1191. So 1,500 Christian prisoners and the True Cross were returned to the Crusaders. The Christians 

entered the city in triumph. 
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Philip left for home in August (he had suffered serious ill-health and there were issues at home). His 

swift departure did little for his reputation. In the meantime, Richard decided to march south to Jaffa. 

However, Saladin didn’t pay money to the Christians and so Richard had 3,000 Muslim prisoners 

marched out and killed. This brutality shocked the enemy. It must be remembered, however, that 

Richard had little choice: the prisoners needed to be fed and guarded – if he released them, they would 

return to fight him. Saladin’s delay in payment may have been a delaying tactic to keep him tied down 

in Acre. But Richard set out for Jaffa in August 1191. 

 

The Battle of Arsuf 
 

The march to Jaffa required strict discipline in conditions of intense heat and relentless enemy 

bombardment. The crusader army marched in close formation and the fleet of ships sailed alongside to 

keep it supplied.  Saladin’s army made endless attempts to provoke the crusaders into battle and rained 

down a constant barrage of arrows and missiles, but the crusaders made progress. Saladin realised he 

needed to risk battle and so, on 7 September 1191, on the plains of Arsuf, he chose to 

fight. Saladin’s trumpeters and drummers set up a terrible noise. Yet the crusaders stood firm, 

suffering heavy losses of horses but little else. As the day wore on, patience began to fray and some men 

charged forward.  Richard’s skill as a general was then revealed: he had forbidden the men to break 

ranks, but he knew the attack had to be supported or the Frankish force would be divided and defeated. 

He ordered the full might of the Christian cavalry to charge and hammered into the enemy. The entire 

Muslim force was beaten back and Saladin retreated. Richard personally cut down the 

enemy vigorously and his clever leadership dealt a second terrible blow to Saladin’s reputation.  

 

The march on Jerusalem   

Richard reached Jaffa on 10 September where he decided to rest and refortify the town.  

Richard realised that it would be almost impossible to hold Jerusalem once it was 

captured. Who would defend it after the crusaders went home? But, his army wanted to recapture 

Jerusalem as they had said in their vows – so Richard had to agree to march on Jerusalem first.  

 

Truce  

By this point, the two sides had fought each other to a standstill. Both leaders were suffering from 

ill-health, their resources were running dangerously low and they needed to settle political problems at 

home. Richard, in particular, had to attend to matters in England and so a 3-year truce was signed. 

Christian pilgrims were permitted to enter Jerusalem. On 9 October 1192, the king set sail from Acre. 


