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Abstract
Religious orders of knights took on an important role in the defense of the Holy Land because of the shortage of Christian manpower in the region to effectively defend the Crusader states. This manpower shortage meant that the Crusader states needed constant reinforcement from other Christian powers, but these powers could not always provide aid because of the distance between them and the Holy Land and because they frequently had higher priorities than crusading. So instead, the religious military orders filled this need by recruiting men in Europe, filling out armies in the Crusader states, and garrisoning castles on the frontier. Despite their vital role in the Holy Land, however, they were always subordinate to the secular rulers of the Crusader states. In the Northern Crusades, the Teutonic Knights played a significant role but were not the only participants nor the most significant ones. And yet after these Crusades were complete, the Teutonic Knights were in control of the entire region of Prussia, independent of any foreign power except for a singular bishopric, and most of Livonia with only some power-sharing with the papacy and Denmark. Their success can be linked to two primary reasons: the difficulties of controlling the conquered regions and the other interests that distracted the secular powers from undertaking these difficulties.



In the early twelfth century after the First Crusade, Bernard of Clairvaux—later St. Bernard—wrote a treatise on the Knights Templar titled In Praise of the New Knighthood. In it he declared that “a new knighthood has recently appeared on the earth,” one that “may safely fight the battles of their Lord, fearing neither sin if they smite the enemy, nor danger at their own death” unlike the “worldly knighthood” who can achieve only “the mortal sin of the victor and the eternal death of the vanquished.”[footnoteRef:1] In Bernard’s view, the worldly knighthood was secular knights while the new knighthood was the institution of the religious military order then embodied in the Templars. The new knighthood was to become one of the defining features of the Crusades. [1: 	Bernard of Clairvaux, In Praise of the New Knighthood, trans. Conrad Greenia (Cistercian Publications, 1977), https://history.hanover.edu/courses/excerpts/344bern2.html.] 

	The Templars were not alone among Bernard’s new knighthood. The Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem was militarized in the mid-twelfth century, its members later to be known as the Knights Hospitaller. These Templars and the Hospitallers were the two most important military orders in the Crusades to the Holy Land, but several other orders also had their roots there. Among them, the Hospital of St. Mary of the German House in Jerusalem was militarized at the very end of the twelfth century, its members later to be known as the Teutonic Knights.[footnoteRef:2] [2: 	Alan Forey, The Military Orders: From the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Centuries (University of Toronto Press, 1992), 18-20.] 

	The military orders took on an important role in the defense of the Holy Land because of the shortage of Christian manpower in the region to effectively defend the Crusader states from the neighboring Muslim powers. This manpower shortage meant that there was a constant need for reinforcement from other Christian powers, but these powers could not always provide aid because of the distance between them and the Holy Land and because they frequently had crises at home that took precedence over crusading. So instead, the military orders filled this need by recruiting men in Europe, filling out armies in the Crusader states, and garrisoning castles on the frontier.[footnoteRef:3] Despite their vital role in the Holy Land, however, they were always subordinate to the secular rulers of the Crusader states. [3: 	Forey, Military Orders, 9.] 

In the Northern Crusades, the Teutonic Knights were significant participants but by no means were they alone. These Crusades had been in progress since the beginning of the thirteenth century, long before 1226 when the Teutonic Knights first began to become involved in Baltic affairs, and were being waged by the dukes of Poland, the king of Denmark, the king of Sweden, the various princes of Germany, and other military orders (most notably the Sword Brothers in Livonia, but also the Knights of Dobrzyn). And yet after these Crusades were complete, the Teutonic Knights were in control of the entire region of Prussia, independent of any foreign power except for a singular bishopric, and most of Livonia with only some power-sharing with the papacy and Denmark.[footnoteRef:4] The reasons for the Teutonic Knights’ significant role in the Northern Crusades when compared to the role of military orders in other Crusades, was the difficulties for secular powers in controlling the regions conquered during these Crusades and the potential for secular powers to become distracted by other crises and priorities. [4: 	Eric Christiansen, The Northern Crusades, 2nd ed. (Penguin Books, 1997), 93-122.] 

Poland serves as an excellent case study for the examining these reasons. The Teutonic Knights entered into the Northern Crusades for a similar reason that the military orders had become so significant in the first place: assistance in defending the domains of secular rulers. Since the death of Boleslaw I in the twelfth century, Poland had been on a steady path of territorial division. By the start of the thirteenth century, the domain that Boleslaw had ruled was divided into five separate parts.[footnoteRef:5] Seeking to expand and secure their domains, Duke Conrad of Mazovia and Duke Swantopelk of Pomerania organized small Crusades to Prussia in 1217, 1222, and 1223. However, these succeeded only in conquering the territory of Chelmno and prompting retaliation by the Prussians who invaded and devastated Conrad’s lands. In 1226 Conrad appealed to the Teutonic Knights for help in fending off incursions by the Prussians and in subsequent years their forces would steadily flow into his lands.[footnoteRef:6] [5: 	A. Bruce Boswell, “Territorial Division and the Mongol Invasions,” in The Cambridge History of Poland: From Origins to Sobieski (to 1696), ed. W. F. Reddaway, J.H. Penson, O. Halecki, and R. Dyboski (University of Cambridge Press, 1950), 86.]  [6: 	Nikolaus von Jeroschin, The Chronicle of Prussia, trans. Mary Fischer (Routledge, 2016), 43-7.] 

Polish forces would do most of the fighting in the Prussian Crusade, so why then did Prussia not fall under Polish overlordship? This raises the first problem of successfully conquering a region such as Prussia: control. It was a relatively simple task for a crusading force to defeat the Prussian armies, but Prussia was a land inhabited by various tribes and lacked much of the structures that would make conquest and control an easy task for a medieval state. For the region to be permanently pacified would require a long, sustained effort of building the required infrastructure, establishing the proper administrative systems, and converting the local population to Catholicism, all the while keeping a significant enough force in the region to defend against any rebellion, a force that would have to face the harsh Prussian winter.[footnoteRef:7] [7: 	William Urban, The Teutonic Knights: A Military History, (Greenhill Books, 2003), 41-51.] 

This was where the Teutonic Knights proved to be extremely useful. While Polish armies were inclined to go back to homes and families after the campaigning season was over, the propertyless and celibate Teutonic Knights could remain in Prussia to undertake the task of controlling the region.[footnoteRef:8] Being a religious order as well, they were also much better equipped to effectively convert the local population than a secular force would be (this was a Crusade, after all). [8: 	Urban, Teutonic Knight, 56-7.] 

However, it was assumed by the dukes of Poland (at least, in the beginning) that after the Teutonic Knights had done their job, their territories would pass under Polish overlordship. This was prevented through clever politicking on the part of the Teutonic Knights, in particular Grand Master Hermann von Salza.
Upon being invited into Prussia by Duke Conrad, Hermann von Salza secured first from the Pope the Golden Bull of Rieta in 1234 confirming the Teutonic Knights’ authority over the region, and then from Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II (who was a close friend of his) the Golden Bull of Rimini also in that same year[footnoteRef:9] granting the same status to the Teutonic Knights as an imperial prince in the Holy Roman Empire. Hermann Balk—the Prussian Master of the Teutonic Knights—leveraged the authority of these privileges and exploited Duke Conrad’s desperation to secure his domain to persuade him to sign the Treaty of Kruschwitz in 1235, which confirmed the privileges granted by the Pope and the Emperor.[footnoteRef:10] Legally, the Teutonic Knights were now the legitimate, independent rulers of Prussia. [9: 	The Golden Bull of Rimini is dated to 1226, however it was likely issued in 1234 and backdated to 1226 either to lend it more legitimacy or because to referred to deals made in 1226.]  [10: 	Aleksander Pluskowski, The Teutonic Knights: The Rise and Fall of a Religious Corporation, (Reaktion Books, 2024), 57, ProQuest Ebook Central.] 

However, these privileges were pieces of paper. The Teutonic Knights would need to secure their territories through force of arms, in which they were much weaker than the powers surrounding them. To solve this problem, the Teutonic Knights were able to exploit rivalries among secular rulers to secure their position. When Duke Swantopelk of Pomerania joined with rebellious Prussian tribes and attempted to claim some of the territories controlled by the Teutonic Knights in 1242, they were able (with papal assistance) to convince the Polish dukes as well as King Ottokar II of Bohemia—all of whom were interested in reducing the power of Swantopelk—to come to their assistance.[footnoteRef:11] [11: 	Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 106-7.] 

The war with Swantopelk reveals the second problem of a secular power attempting to conquer Prussia: the potential for unexpected crises to arise elsewhere. Nowhere is this better encapsulated than in the Mongol invasion of 1241. In an event so surprising that many attributed it to the wrath of God, the Mongols swept across the steppes into Europe, conquering all the Russian principalities except for Novgorod and decimating the armies of Poland and Hungary. Poland was already in a state of disunity, but the Mongol invasion made its situation much worse as the dukes of Poland now barely had enough forces to defend themselves against their opportunistic neighbors such as Brandenburg, Bohemia, and Galicia. Of course, the various dukes of Poland also sought to take advantage of the weakness of the other dukes leading to more internal conflict as well. Indeed, although it would take some time for them to do so, none other than the Teutonic Knights would also eventually take advantage of a divided and weakened Poland.[footnoteRef:12] [12: 	Boswell, “Territorial Division and Mongol Conquest,” 94.] 

There were two other major political powers interested in the region of Prussia along with Poland: the Holy Roman Empire and the Papacy. However, they were also foiled in their attempts to gain overlordship of the region for the same reasons that Poland was.
The Holy Roman Empire was prevented from conquering Prussia, mainly for the reason that it spent most of its time feuding with the Pope or suffering from internal feuds between its various princes. These conflicts drew resources away from any potential conquest. In addition, the feud with the Pope caused the emperor to treat the Teutonic Knights with respect, as he hoped that they would eventually be incorporated into the empire thereby increasing the emperor’s authority.[footnoteRef:13] [13: 	Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 108-9.] 

Although the papacy was never going to outright conquer Prussia, it did want to carve several bishoprics out of Prussian territory. However, it got rather minimal returns on its investment. The papacy had a similar reason to support the Teutonic Knights in Prussia as the Holy Roman Emperor, which was the feud between the Pope and the emperor. The Pope was inclined to bestow privileges on the Teutonic Knights in the hopes that they would not join the Holy Roman Empire, which would increase the emperor’s authority and thereby weaken the Pope’s.[footnoteRef:14] [14: 	 Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 108-9.] 

In addition, the Pope had several other reasons to support and bestow favor on the Teutonic Knights. The papacy was frequently the only source of arbitration in feuds between the Christian powers in the region, and it had obvious incentive to favor the Teutonic Knights in these feuds: being a religious military order they were much more inclined to abide by papal decrees than the secular powers that they were in conflict with.[footnoteRef:15] The Teutonic Knights also kept a system of proctors (representatives) at the papal curia, something none of the other powers had. This meant that they were frequently the first to raise concerns and the first to receive a response from the Pope.[footnoteRef:16] [15: 	 Anti Selart, “The Popes and Livonia in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century: Means and Chances to Shape the Periphery,” The Catholic Historical Review 100, no. 3 (2014): 441, JSTOR.]  [16: 	 Selart, “Popes and Livonia in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 446-47. ] 

In addition to Prussia, the Teutonic Knights also managed to gain control over much of Livonia during the Northern Crusades. However, the most important military order in the Livonian Crusade in its beginning in the late twelfth century was not the Teutonic Knights, but the Livonian Brothers of the Sword (also known as the Sword Brothers), created by Albert von Buxhoevden, the Bishop of Riga. Much of the land in Livonia was under the control of the Sword Brothers through similar processes that the Teutonic Knights brought land under their control in Prussia. Secular Crusading armies would arrive to campaign in the summer, then return home in the winter, leaving the task of controlling the conquered territories to the Sword Brothers.[footnoteRef:17] However, by the end of the Northern Crusades, it was the Teutonic Knights that were in control of Livonia. [17: 	Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 99-100.] 

The downfall of the Sword Brothers was due to their greed and incompetence. They viciously exploited the people that they ruled over and attempted to take Denmark’s possessions in Estonia; both of these actions led to the order being rebuked by the Pope. Eventually in 1236, the Sword Brothers, eager for more land and resources, launched an ill-planned invasion of Lithuania and suffered a crushing defeat.[footnoteRef:18] Neither Denmark nor the papacy was willing to help them afterwards and in 1237 the Sword Brothers were incorporated into the Teutonic Knights.[footnoteRef:19] [18: 	Urban, Teutonic Knights, 86-8.]  [19: 	Urban, Teutonic Knights, 90-1.] 

Most of the conquest of Livonia had been accomplished by the Sword Brothers when the Teutonic Knights arrived, and since the Sword Brothers were founded by a bishop the papacy was able to extract more concessions from them than from the Teutonic Knights. When the conquest of the region was complete, about half of the region was controlled by various bishoprics, most importantly the archbishopric of Riga. Once again, the same reasons that the papacy tended to favor the Teutonic Knights in Prussia caused it to tend to support them in Livonia as well.[footnoteRef:20] [20: 	Selart, “Popes and Livonia in the First Half of the Thirteenth Century,” 441.] 

Denmark under King Valdemar II managed to conquer and control the region of Estonia, contrary to the trend demonstrated previously in this paper, but further success in the region was hindered largely by the same mechanisms that hindered Poland in Prussia. Denmark had problems elsewhere that soon drew its attention away from the Baltic, namely the kidnapping of King Valdemar II by Count Henry I of Schwerin and a subsequent rebellion in Denmark’s German territories. This distraction allowed the Sword Brothers to begin encroaching on Denmark’s holdings in Estonia. Denmark managed to retain control of Estonia through the intervention of the papacy and incompetence of the Sword Brothers more than through their strength of arms.[footnoteRef:21] Eventually, the difficulties of controlling such a province would prove to be too much for Denmark, and after the St. George’s Night uprising in 1346 King Valdemar IV sold Estonia to the Teutonic Knights.[footnoteRef:22] [21: 	Christiansen, Northern Crusades, 112.]  [22: 	Pluskowski, Teutonic Knights, 76.] 

Directly neighboring Livonia was the principality of Novgorod, the sole Rus state that escaped the Mongol conquest. Perhaps the most important reason Novgorod did not conquer Livonia was that they were an Orthodox power, not a Catholic one. As such, they had no interest in Crusades to convert pagans to Catholicism.
There are other reasons that states conquer regions besides religious conversion, but throughout most of its existence Novgorod adopted a policy of frontier defense towards the region of Livonia. Novgorod was a principality whose wealth and power was largely built on trade (mainly in furs) from Siberia down the Neva to the Baltic or down the Volga to the rest of the Rus. Livonia did not lie on any of Novgorod’s important trade routes and held no resources that they found to be especially useful or profitable.[footnoteRef:23] Novgorod only attempted to conquer Livonia when it saw the rising power of the Teutonic Knights, and the subsequent success of German merchants,[footnoteRef:24] in the region. But by then it was too little too late; the Teutonic Knights were firmly established.[footnoteRef:25] [23: 	Janet Martin, Medieval Russia: 980-1584, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 49.]  [24: 	Most of these merchants were from the Hanseatic League, a league of merchant cities in Northern Germany and the Baltic. The League was one of the key supporters of the Teutonic Knights in their conquests, as the success of the Teutonic Knights meant that the merchants of the League could more easily exploit the resources of the conquered regions.]  [25: 	Martin, Medieval Russia, 139-40.] 
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The success of the Teutonic Knights in the Northern Crusades had wide-ranging effects on history. It began the Germanization of the Baltic, laying the foundations for the state of Prussia. As well, the legacy of the Teutonic Knights in the Northern Crusades has varied immensely, such as being appropriated as an example of German superiority by the Nazis or as an example of Russo-German enmity such as in Sergei Eisenstein’s 1938 movie Alexander Nevsky, depicting the conflict between the Teutonic Knights and Novgorod. Overall, the success of the Teutonic Knights in the Northern Crusades can be linked to two primary reasons: the difficulties of controlling the conquered regions and the other interests that distracted the secular powers from undertaking these difficulties.
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Appendix A
	The Order’s territories in the medieval Baltic, with boundaries in Prussia from c. 1400 and Livonia c. 1450, including the outline of the former Danish Duchy of Estonia, which was sold to the Teutonic Order in 1346. From The Teutonic Knights: The Rise and Fall of a Religious Corporation by Aleksander Pluskowski.
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