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Preface

The crusader castles of the Teutonic Knights are the visible
survivors of an astounding medieval enterprise. While better-known
armies of crusaders fought Muslims in the Holy Land, the Servants
of St Mary of the German House, as the Teutonic Order was
officially called, took on the inhabitants of Prussia - medieval
Europe's last pagan frontier. During the 13th century they converted
the Prussian tribes to Christianity as much with force as with
faith, and carved out a kingdom for themselves while so doing.The
red-brick castles of Prussia are their architectural legacy.
The convulsions caused by centuries of conflict have meant that the
castles of the medieval Teutonic State of Prussia now lie within the
borders of three countries. Most of the sites are in modern Poland.
A few are in the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad, particularly along
the River Neman (Nemunas in Lithuanian) that marks Kaliningrad's
northern border with Lithuania.The important Teutonic fortress of
Memel (Klaipeda) is in Lithuania, where two other sites, Kaunas and
Trakai, come into the story because of their historic and stylistic
associations with the Teutonic Order.The stone-built castles of the
Order's northern branch, the Livonian Order, whose possessions
now form Latvia and Estonia, are covered in Volume 2 of this work:
Fortress 19: Crusader castles of the Teutonic Knights (2) Baltic stone
castles 1184-1560.

The crusader castles of Prussia represent a unique tradition of
fortification.The sites today range from barely discernible ruins to
magnificent restorations, but all have two features in common: their
close links with the religious life and the use of red brick as the
predominant building material.They look most spectacular when
illuminated by a low sun, highlighting the colour of blood across
these stunning memorials to the crusaders who first opened up the
pagan wilderness that was medieval Prussia, and then stayed on to
build and defend these magnificent castles.
As almost every place involved has two names, Polish and German,
I have tried to use both throughout, choosing one or the other for
first mention where the historical context makes it most suitable.

Artist's note

Readers may care to note that the original paintings from which
the colour plates in this book were prepared are available for
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The development
of the crusader castles

The castle builders of the Teutonic Order
By the end of the 12th century the extraordinary adventure that we know as
the Crusades had been in operation for 100 years. The crusaders had suffered
many disappointments, and the spiritual idealism that had created and
sustained orders of knighthood such as the Templars and the Hospitallers
seemed to be on the wane. Yet at precisely that point in time a new order of
spiritual knighthood appeared. The inspiration came neither from the clergy

The main tower and belfry of the
castle of Marienwerder (Kwidzyn)
is one of the most important
surviving monuments from the
times of the Teutonic Knights. It
was originally founded in 1232 as
a timber castle, and rebuilt on a
grand scale in red brick.4



nor the army, but from a group of German merchants of Bremen and Lübeck,
two cities of the Hanseatic League. The merchants had been active in the Holy
Land and took pity on their fellow countrymen who had been afflicted by
disease or wounds during the siege of Acre. They therefore built a makeshift
hospital that consisted of no more than large tents roofed from the sails of their
ships, but their leader obtained a pledge of a donation of land in Acre once the
city had been conquered.

When Acre fell a hospital and dormitories were built on the designated
plot of land and its leaders applied to the Pope for recognition as a spiritual
corporation. This was granted by Pope Celestine III in 1196 and confirmed by
Pope Innocent in 1199, the latter insisting that the corporation should become
a knightly order, taking its knightly rules from the Templars and its hospital
rules from the Hospitallers. Thus was created the Servants of St Mary of the
German House, better known as the Teutonic Knights.

The new order of German knights never distinguished itself in battle in the
Holy Land, nor did it enjoy the fabulous wealth that was to prove the ruin of
other orders. Even though a few members from other lands joined its ranks, the
Teutonic Order remained a purely Germanic movement, and one of its most
important features was its close association with the German burghers. As we
shall see, this was particularly strong in the context of its activities in Prussia,
where the development of castles and towns and participation in trade were
vital characteristics of the Order's work.

Castles and frontiers
The development of the crusader castles of the Teutonic Knights matched exactly
the expansion of the Order's Prussian territories. As the frontier advanced so
did the line of forts that defended it, and as time went by and newly conquered
lands became permanent possessions, so temporary forts gave way to permanent
castles.

There are three phases to the developmental history of the Order's crusader
castles. The first lasted from about 1230 to 1283, the time of the conquest of
Prussia, and saw the building of the first wooden forts and their replacement
by the brick structures seen today. During this period the castles were used both
defensively and offensively against the pagan Prussians. The second phase
began with the start of the Lithuanian crusade in 1283, when the castles
provided the bases for a further advance by the Teutonic Knights into pagan
lands. The third phase began when the crowns of Poland and Lithuania were
united in 1386 and the Order's Prussian castles began to come under serious
attack from their Christian neighbours. This culminated in a series of invasions
of Prussia during the 15th century, the first of which produced the famous
battle of Tannenberg (Grunwald) in 1410. The war concluded with the Second
Treaty of Torun in 1466, which handed over all the castles to Poland.

The Prussian crusade
The conversion of pagan Prussia, of which the crusader castles of the Teutonic
Knights were a weapon and remain as a memorial, was carried out using the stick
and carrot approach of mission and warfare from the year 1230 onwards. The
Order was first invited into Prussia at the request of a Polish dignitary, but it
always needed the help of allies from the Hanseatic League, Polish knights, Papal
legates and German colonists to do its job properly. The Order also displayed
considerable diplomatic skills to avoid having to share the sovereignty of the
lands that they conquered. This land, on which the castles were built, was
jealously guarded as the property of the Teutonic Order, who owed allegiance
directly to the Pope and to no one else.

When the Prussian crusade began at the beginning of the 13th century
Prussia was inhabited by a number of pagan tribes. They had no organised state
system and were ruled by lords who cherished their independence from both 5



Map showing the location of the
most important crusader castles of
the Teutonic Knights in Prussia.
(© Osprey Publishing Limited)

their Christian neighbours and each other. Their small territories bore such
exotic names as Pogesania, Nattangia and Warmia. The Prussians farmed and
hunted, sometimes raiding across their ill-defined borders and at other times
trading with foreign merchants through the Vistula (Wisla) delta. Theirs was a
wild land of swamps and forests stretching from the Baltic Sea in the north to
the borders of Poland in the south and west and the Lithuanian forests to the
east. Attempts had been made in the past to colonise and Christianise the
Prussians, but until the Teutonic Order arrived on the scene they had
stubbornly resisted all attempts to conquer and convert them.

A valuable lesson was learned in 1223. A motley crew of German and Polish
crusaders gathered for a raid against the Prussians near Kulm (Chelmno). This
provoked a fierce counterattack by the pagans and the there were many
casualties on the crusader side. As a result of this debacle Duke Conrad of
Masovia, a Polish nobleman, invited the Teutonic Order into Poland to help in
the noble endeavour. In return for their services the Order would be granted the6



The Prussian Crusade of the
Teutonic Knights, from a painting in
the Torun Historical Museum. The
Teutonic Knights are depicted in
their characteristic white mantles
with a black cross. The conversion
of Prussia was the enterprise that
led to the establishment of the
crusader castles.

territory of Chelmno and any further lands they conquered in the course of
the operation. The current Grand Master, Hermann von Salza, immediately
recognised the opportunity that had come his way. With the support of Emperor
Frederick II, in 1226 the Pope granted the Golden Bull of Rimini which set out
in minute detail the constitution of the future state that the Order already
intended to win for itself.

The Teutonic Knights' Prussian crusade thus began, and the first castle to be
associated with the Order as part of the campaign was given to them by Duke
Conrad of Masovia. It lay on a hill on the south bank of the Vistula across the

The city of Thorn (Torun), viewed
from across the Vistula (Wisla).
Thorn was another of the earliest
settlements of the Teutonic Knights
in Prussia. The castle of Thorn was
founded in 1231.
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One of the towers in the town
walls of Kulm (Chelmno). Kulm
preserves the most complete
example of a Teutonic Order
fortified town wall in the whole of
Poland. It was one of the earliest
settlements of the Teutonic Knights.

river from the place where the city of Thorn (Torun) would be
established, quite near to the point where the River Drewenz (Drweca)
joined the Vistula. It was a modest affair, and was garrisoned by only
seven knights under the Brandenburger Conrad von Landsberg. They
were supported by up to 100 squires and sergeants, with servants to
bake bread, brew beer, wash clothes and look after the horses. The
joint roles of monk and soldier established in the Holy Land were
continued at the castle, and doctors were also present to maintain
the Order's function as a provider of hospitals. They called the castle
Vogelsang, or 'bird song', an ironic name that referred to the cry of a
dying swan, according to the Order's chronicler.

There were not many pagans left in the immediate area of
Chelmno, nor did they consider the new arrivals a threat until Conrad
led his men out of their new castle to pillage and burn the homes of
anyone who refused to accept baptism. In 1230 reinforcements
arrived under Herman Balke, who was to head the crusade in Prussia
for many years. He first built another castle next to the river below
Vogelsang to act as a harbour and, with this as a base, armed strikes
across the Vistula began. Previous moves against the Prussians had
headed east into the forests of the interior, but Balke decided first to
secure the prominent bend in the line of the Vistula to the north.
Within a short space of time all the inhabitants of the lands around
Chelmno had been converted, so Duke Conrad of Masovia kept his
word and handed over the conquered territory to the Order. In 1231

Thorn was founded on the north bank of the river opposite Vogelsang. They
renamed Chelmno Kulm and the district Kulmerland, and rebuilt the previously
destroyed castle at Kulm in 1232.

The fortress line expands
With Kulm and Thorn secured, the war continued with great brutality on both
sides. The Prussian leaders killed anyone they captured who had converted as
a result of Teutonic pressure, and the Order responded with equal ferocity.

The fortress of Reden (Radzyn
Chelminski) was established in
1234 to protect the traditional
invasion route into Kulmerland
from the east. Reden was rebuilt
in brick at the end of the 13th
century. It was partly devastated in
1410, but its ruins still show signs
of a high level of artistry in a
fortress built when military needs
were paramount. Here and there
the use of patterned brick for no
other reason than decoration can
be seen. Its windows are tall and
narrow, making the whole place
look like a fortified church.
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However, the line of fortresses moved on and, in 1232, a very important castle
was founded. It was called Marienwerder and is now known as Kwidzyn. It
would appear that Herman Balke had experienced some difficulties the previous
summer from nobles who regarded it as beneath their knightly dignity to have
their followers involved in labouring work, so a message from the Pope was
circulated urging them to recognise the importance of this form of service.

The Pope's message was highly effective, and names such as Conrad of
Masovia and Henry the Pious of Silesia (who was to lose his life against the
Mongols at Liegnitz) are noted among those present at the holy building site.
An added incentive was provided by the presence at Marienwerder of a
fragment of the True Cross, which was a considerable lure. By the time the
crusaders gathered at Marienwerder the enthusiastic Balke had already begun
digging the foundations and stockpiling supplies. He also assured the visiting
crusaders that there would be some military action when Marienwerder was
finished and so many labourers were supplied that the timber castle was
completed in just four weeks. Many crusaders then went home, but others
stayed on as winter began, hoping for the action they had been promised. This
action finally took place beyond Pomesania in Pogesania on the Sirgule River,
where the Teutonic Knights and their Polish allies crossed the frozen surface
and inflicted a severe defeat on a Prussian army.

When the Poles finally went home the Teutonic Order no longer had the
military capacity to follow up the victory, so they concentrated instead on
strengthening their defensive line. Their next foundation was Reden (now
Radzyn Chelminski) in 1234, which protected Kulmerland from the east. Two
more years were to pass before anything else was accomplished. The inactivity
is partly explained by the fact that the Sword Brothers of Riga suffered a disaster
at the battle of the Saule in 1236. The survivors were incorporated into the
Teutonic Order. This meant that the obligations of the Order now included
relations with Novgorod and Lithuania as well as Prussia and their ongoing
commitments in the Holy Land.

The crusade in Prussia was revived in 1236 when 18-year-old Count Henry
of Meissen arrived with 500 soldiers and an equal amount of fanaticism. He
first pacified the Pogesanians, destroying their timber forts, and in 1237 packed
all the tools that would be needed to build a castle into two cogges, the sturdy
ships that were among the assets that gave the Order a military advantage.
Henry sailed down the Nogat River to the lagoon known as the Frisches Haff
(Zalew Wislany), which is separated from the Baltic by a long spit of land, and
turned up the Elbing River to an island where he built his fort. This was the first
castle at Elbing (modern Elblag). It was to become a very important foundation
that provided the base for subsequent naval operations against the Prussians of
Warmia, Nattangia and Bartia. But the Prussians, who had been used to raids
by Vikings over the ages, hit back and, during one crusader attack on a fort
called Balga (Veseloe in Kaliningrad) 35 miles northeast of Elbing, they cut
off the raiding party and killed every man in it. In 1239 a major Teutonic
expedition moved against Balga and captured it. The local Warmian Prussians
surrendered and Balga became the Order's latest possession, although the
Convent (local headquarters) of the Knights had to be located some distance
away because of the swampy ground.

Balga, now the Order's furthest outpost, soon received its first 'guest
crusader'; a phenomenon that was to become very important to the Order's
fighting strength and finances over the following century. Duke Otto von
Braunschweig arrived by sea, bringing his entire court with him. He was a
devotee of hunting, which helped to relieve the monotony of such a remote
location until the Prussians obligingly attacked Balga and gave Duke Otto
some very welcome military action. At one time the garrison of Balga also
entertained a pagan prince from Sambia, the neighbouring territory across the
Pregel River that was the Order's next intended target. His report back to the 9



This section of Thorn (Torun)
castle, left exactly on the spot to
which the enthusiastic citizens of
Torun toppled it, provides a
dramatic illustration of the notion
of the 'fall of a castle'. Without any
outside help they demolished
almost all of one of the Teutonic
Order's grandest edifices in 1454.

The castle of Marienburg, now
known as Malbork, is deservedly
one of Poland's finest tourist
attractions and is one of the most
spectacular medieval castles in
Europe. This view is taken looking
directly across the Nogat River to
the twin towers that once provided
an entrance to the castle from the
long-demolished bridge.

Sambian leaders is a fascinating outsider's view of life in the early Prussian
castles. He was particularly amazed when he saw the brothers eating cabbage.
He concluded that they were eating grass, and wrote 'who can withstand such
a people, who can feed themselves in the wilderness and eat grass for food? He
also noted in admiration that:

The brothers are of flesh and bone like we are and they wear clothes, carry
weapons and eat food like us. But they are different in one practice, in which
they are superior to us. They have the custom of getting up in the night and
going to their church together; and also often in the daytime, and praying
to and praising their God, and that is something we do not do. Therefore,
they will overcome us in battle, and we cannot come out victorious.

As noted earlier, the native Prussians had at first been surprisingly
unconcerned by the threat that the Order posed to them, and did not even
attempt to interfere with the strange castles that were beginning to spring up
beside their river banks. When the Prussians finally realised what was going on
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and rebelled, they were defeated by a numerically inferior crusader army that was
better organised both militarily and economically than they were. This economic
factor was very important. Unlike the crusader castles of the Holy Land, which
knights built and then returned home, the ties between the military and
commercial worlds of the Prussian castles were very strong. Settlers came from all
over Germany to work the newly opened lands and populate the towns that grew
up beside the castles.

From a military point of view, the fact that the Teutonic Knights were always
outnumbered by their new Prussian subjects led to the adoption of a way of
warfare that was prudently defensive, and in this the crusader castles played
a vital role. It also encouraged the Order not to attempt to convert the
Prussians in large numbers for fear of giving them political equality with their
new masters. This was such a cynical attitude that the Order's avowed aim of
evangelising among the heathen was called seriously into question, and people
began to suspect that territorial aggrandisement was all that really mattered. In
fact, in 1237 the Pope found it necessary to intervene against the Order on
behalf of the Prussians, but until 1241 the progress of the crusade continued
almost unimpeded.

The first Prussian revolt
A challenge was also posed to the dominance of the Teutonic knights by former
allies who had originally been sympathetic to the Order's advance until they
saw them as economic competitors. The most serious of these was the Polish
Duke Swantopelk of Pomerania, who was based at the port of Danzig (Gdansk).
The Teutonic Knights had initially helped him by defeating the Prussians, but
now the merchants of Thorn, Elbing and Marienwerder were threatening his
trade, and their settlements challenged the domination that he exerted over
the Vistula delta. So, in 1242, he formed an alliance with the free Prussians
against the Order and supported them with his fleet of river boats.

The Teutonic Knights hated Swantopelk like no other, seeing him as a traitor.
He was after all a Christian who had fought beside them at the battle of the
Sirgule River. This had also made him experienced in their ways, and he realised
that when the Order's troops were fighting on dry level ground within reach of
one of their castles their heavy knights and crossbowmen had the advantage.
When they were besieged, the knights
brought in supplies on riverboats, and
crossbow fire usually drove the Prussians
away unless they could somehow burn
the stronghold down. However, under
Swantopelk's direction the Teutonic forts
were attacked using the element of
surprise. Bartenstein (Bartoszyce), Rossel
(Reszel) and other minor fortresses were
soon lost and 4,000 Germans were killed.
Soon only Elbing and Balga survived in
the eastern area. Then Marienwerder also
fell, leaving untouched only the area
bounded by Thorn, Kulm and Reden. The
situation seemed desperate, but new heart
was given to the Order when Dietrich von
Bemheim led a raid into Pomerania,
sacked the Polish castle of Sartowitz
downstream from Kulm and brought
back as booty, of all things, the head of
St Barbara.

Years of raids and counter raids
followed. Marienwerder was regained and,

This model on display inside the
museum of Kwidzyn castle shows
how little remains of the original
magnificent Marienwerder.The
section on the left towards the top
is what we now know as
Marienwerder (Kwidzyn). The
sewage tower may be identified,
projecting then into the river, and
its section of the castle connects
with the church that is now
Kwidzyn's cathedral.
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The ruins of Christburg (Dzierzgon)
castle as they appeared in the
17th century. Nothing now remains
of this once important crusader
castle.

Konigsberg, one of the most
important of all the Teutonic
Knights' fortresses. Nothing now
remains of this once mighty castle,
the site of which is now within the
city of Kaliningrad in the Russian
enclave of the same name.

on Christmas Eve 1247, the Teutonic
Knights captured the most important
enemy fort in Pomesania. The castle
was rebuilt nearby, and renamed
Christburg (Dzierzgon) in memory
of the day on which it fell. In the end
it was negotiation, not force, that
ended Swantopelk's intervention. He
agreed to share the Vistula delta
with the Teutonic Knights. But
Swantopelk had other cards to play
and made an unusual deal. The
peninsula of Sambia was ripe for
conquest and the Teutonic Order was
the obvious candidate to carry it
out. However, Swantopelk indicated
that if the King of Norway conquered
it first then he would receive his
support, not the Order.

Naturally enough, the Order stepped up its efforts to cross the Pregel River,
and were helped in this by King Mindaugas of Lithuania. Alliances with
Lithuania were to become almost as common as warfare with that country over
the next century. Mindaugas allowed the Order to build a castle at Memel
(Klaipeda in modern Lithuania) at the northern end of the Curonian Spit in
Samogitia (Zemaitija in Lower Lithuania). This enabled the Order to outflank
Sambia. Memel withstood a Prussian attack from Sambia using a bridge of
boats, and then provided a base for an attack on Sambia from the north by the
Livonian chapter of the Order. But the Teutonic Knights knew that they could
not conquer Sambia alone, even from two sides. Fortunately for them King
Ottokar of Bohemia then joined the Prussian crusade. His army marched via
Elbing and Balga and crossed the frozen Pregel in January 1255. Sambian
resistance collapsed and, as usual, a new fortress was established to control the
new territory. It was named Konigsberg, the 'King's Mountain' in honour of
Ottokar. It is now the capital of the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad.

The second Prussian revolt
The castles came under threat again in 1260 when the Prussians rose in revolt
for a second time. One of their leaders was Henry Monte, who had been taken
to Germany as a hostage and educated there, so he, like Swantopelk, was able

to play the Order at its own game.
There was an early and very dramatic
incident when a certain dignitary of
the Order invited some Prussians to
his castle. They attacked him during
the feasting, so he swore a terrible
revenge:

Later the brother invited them to
visit him in his castle many times
as if nothing had happened, and
he treated them kindly. But when
they were drunk they began to
talk about killing him, and when
he heard that talk about him, he
went out and barred the door.
Then he set it on fire and burned
his guests and his castle together.12


