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Although Charlemagne was indeed a real person, 
he is often celebrated as conquering folk hero. This 
painting shows him leading an army into battle. 
His success on the battlefield made Charlemagne 
a legend both among common people and in the 
church.



CHAPTER1

5

A Man with a Plan

The plan had been carefully constructed. First, 
the king set up a base of operations for his soldiers. 
He filled this headquarters with vital supplies 
such as food and weapons. Just as important, he 
made sure that his men could find vital informa-
tion here. He dispatched spies to gather this 
information. Even before his soldiers began their 
battle, they knew their enemies’ strengths—and 
weaknesses.

In addition to the spies, the king sent diplomats 
to the surrounding regions. Ideally, these 
representatives would win the support of his 
enemy’s neighbors. At the very least, he hoped the 
neighbors would refrain from helping his enemies. 
With no one to come to its aid, the other side 
would only become weaker.

On the eve of battle, the king sent a small 
number of troops ahead of the others. These men 
reported back to the rest. If the terrain was rough 
or the enemy had shifted its positions, these 
situations wouldn’t take the main body of troops 
by surprise. He often divided this main body in 
half. Each group would advance towards the 
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target using a different route. Then, at the last minute, the two halves 
would join together and attack. The enemy didn’t stand a chance.

This king, whose name was Charlemagne,* used this simple yet 
effective strategy over and over for more than thirty years in the latter 
part of the eighth century. It helped him turn his modest kingdom in 
what is now France into a vast empire stretching across most of 
western and central Europe. The king himself would go down in 
history as one of the greatest rulers of the continent.

As Charlemagne expanded his realm, he also increased the size 
and strength of his army. This army was centered around young 
noblemen from the heart of his kingdom, known as the scara. They 
were heavily armed and armored. History professor Carl Otis Schuster 
writes, “[Their] primary weapon was the lance, and most carried long 
and/or short swords.”1

Schuster adds, “Each conquered people brought their own 
equipment and organizational flavor to the army.”2 Breton soldiers 
from what is now northwestern France rode horses and threw javelins. 
They protected their horses with leather or chain-mail skirts. The 
French regions of Burgundy and Gascony provided lightly armed 
soldiers on horseback who were useful in skirmishes. The Alemanni 
from the upper regions of the Rhine River used longbows. Lighting 
their arrows on fire proved to be devastating to masses of enemies 
who lacked armor and protective helmets.

Charlemagne seemed to be ahead of his time in many ways. But it 
was his passion that appeared to drive him the most. A deeply 
religious man, he was largely responsible for spreading Christianity 
across the European continent. He insisted that everyone in his 
kingdom convert to this faith, which he considered the one true 
religion. Today some historians think he used religion as an excuse 
for the expansion of his kingdom. Whether that was the case or not, 
he was inarguably one of the most influential men of his time—and 
for many years afterward.

*For pronunciations of words in bold, see page 46.



77

Putting a Face to the Name
Charlemagne is most often depicted 
as an older man with a long face 
and beard. But did he really look 
like these images? After all, they 
were created long after his death. 
No known portraits from his 
lifetime exist.

The best information from the 
era comes from a Frankish monk 
named Einhard, who spent more 
than twenty years with the emperor 
and called him by his given name of 
Charles. His biography The Life of 
Charlemagne was published within a 
few years after the famous ruler’s 
death.

In one passage, Einhard wrote, 
“Charles was large and strong, and 
of lofty stature, though not 
disproportionately tall (his height is 
well known to have been seven 
times the length of his foot); the 
upper part of his head was round, 
his eyes very large and animated, 
nose a little long, hair fair, and face 
laughing and merry. Thus his 
appearance was always stately and 
dignified, whether he was standing 
or sitting; although his neck was thick and somewhat short, and his 
belly rather prominent; but the symmetry of the rest of his body 
concealed these defects. His gait was firm, his whole carriage manly, 
and his voice clear, but not so strong as his size led one to expect.”3

Einhard memorial in the 
German city of Eschweiler



Charlemagne’s father Pepin the Short ruled the 
Franks from 751 to 768. His reign was successful, 
though it would be greatly overshadowed by his 
son.
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Would Be King
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Charlemagne is known by several names. The 
English refer to him as Charles I. The Germans 
call him Karl der Grosse. His Latin name is 
Carolus Magnus. All of these names mean 
basically the same thing. The name Charlemagne 
comes from the old French Charles le Magne, 
meaning “Charles the Great.” Some historians 
also refer to Charlemagne as the father of Europe.

Born in 742, Charlemagne was the son of King 
Pepin III and Queen Bertrada. Pepin was the 
ruler of Frankland, a kingdom in western Europe. 
No one knows for certain where Charlemagne 
was born. Some scholars think it may have been 
in Liège, a city in modern-day Belgium. Other 
experts point to Aachen, a city in what is now 
Germany, as the famous ruler’s birthplace.

Much of what is known about Charlemagne’s 
boyhood is also somewhat a matter of guesswork. 
Einhard was the first person to write about 
Charlemagne. Having known him personally, the 
monk was considered the best authority on the 
subject. But even he didn’t know everything about 
his royal friend.
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