
RICHARD THE LIONHEART

Richard I, king of England from 1189 to 1199, 
was a brilliant soldier and military strategist. 
His fierceness in battle during the Third 
Crusade won him the title of Coeur de Lion, 
or Lionheart. Even his most formidable enemy, 
Saladin, respected Richard and feared his 
army. Saladin’s own emirs were terrified 
of the warrior they called Malek Rik. For 
decades following Richard’s crusade, Muslim 
mothers called upon his name to frighten their 
children into behaving. 

Despite his legendary heart of a lion in 
battle, he was honorable and generous as a 
king—at least for a king of his time. Richard 
the Lionheart was a king, a warrior, a hero, 
and a legend in his own time.  
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A HOLy WAR

CHAPTER

ONE

�

For the Kingdom of Jerusalem, 1185 CE was a bad year. Their able 
and beloved king, Baldwin the Leper, died. During his short reign, 
Baldwin had worked tirelessly to keep the peace between his 
Christian subjects and the Muslims who surrounded his kingdom. 

Christians, Jews, and Muslims all claimed the holy city as their 
own, but Christians had ruled the Kingdom of Jerusalem since the 
Second Crusade. Under Christian rule, all three religious groups lived 
and worshiped as they pleased in the holy city. It was a tense peace, 
but it was peace just the same.

Grief turned to fear and disgust when Guy of Lusignan became 
Jerusalem’s new king. He was weak and thought nothing of his 
subjects. His quest for war led him to Reginald (or Raynald) of 
Châtillon. As much as Guy loved war, Reginald hated Muslims. When 
Guy asked for war, Reginald led an expedition against Muslim-held 
Mecca and Medina (both in modern-day Saudi Arabia). 

In 1186, Reginald captured a caravan and took a grand prize. The 
sister of the Great Salah ad-Din was in that caravan. Outraged, Salah 
ad-Din, called Saladin (SAL-ed-in) by Christians, called for a jihad (a 
holy war). He called for Muslims to fight the Christians and reclaim 
their holy city of Jerusalem. 

Richard the Lionheart book.indd   7 10/13/08   10:21:14 AM



A HOLy WARChapter ONE

�

A HOLy WARChapter ONE

The two armies met on the searing hot plains known as the 
Horns of Hattin near Lake Tiberias (the Sea of Galilee) in July 1187. 
The Christian army wilted in the hot sun while Saladin’s army stood 
between them and the lake, their only source of water. The Muslims 
lit fires to create thick clouds of smoke. 

Saladin’s men were born and raised in the dry, hot air of the holy 
lands. They were accustomed to fighting in the heat. Saladin had the 
upper hand, but King Guy was confident. His army carried the True 
Cross. Christians believed this cross was the cross on which Jesus had 
been crucified. They believed an army that carried the True Cross 
could not be defeated. They were wrong: Saladin’s Muslim army won 
a great victory that day. 

Saladin spared King Guy, but Reginald wasn’t so lucky. When 
Reginald refused to convert to Islam, the Muslim religion, Saladin 
thrust his sword through the Christian’s stomach. (Some sources say 

Lack of water was the 
enemy at the Horns of 
Hattin. The Crusaders 
marched through the desert 
to meet Saladin’s army, but 
they took no water with 
them. Saladin was smart 
enough to position his army 
between the Crusaders and 
Lake Tiberias. 
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Statue of Richard I in 
Shrewsbury, England

Reginald was executed for drinking water without Saladin’s 
permission.)

A few months later, on October 2, 1187, Saladin’s army entered 
the city of Jerusalem after a negotiated surrender. Christians and Jews 
with enough money bought their freedom. Everyone else became 
slaves to the Muslims. 

When Saladin closed the city to Christian pilgrims, Christians 
around the world called for a new war: the Third Crusade. 

Richard I, the King of England, heard the cry and took the cross, 
promising to march an army to the Holy Land 
and reclaim the kingdom of Jerusalem. By late 
1191, the Great Saladin had suffered two 
major defeats at the hands of Richard I. 
Surrendering Acre (AH-kree) to the crusaders 
had damaged Saladin’s military reputation.1 
Even so, Richard didn’t let his victories go to 
his head. His real quest, Jerusalem, still lay 
ahead. 

Progress was slow. Richard’s army 
stopped many times to repair castles destroyed 
by Saladin’s army. While camping, men 
searched for grass and hay to feed their horses 
and mules. It was dangerous work because 
Saladin’s army was always close by. 

One afternoon, an exhausted knight rode 
into camp, collapsed before Richard, and 
asked for help. A small party of knights was 
under attack, he reported. They were so 
outnumbered by the Muslims that the 
crusading knights had surrendered at once. 

Richard gathered several other knights 
and rode out, hoping to rescue his men. In the 
distance, he saw hundreds of Muslim soldiers. 
His companions warned him not to ride out 
against such a large army. They all knew that 
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Richard was the driving force behind their crusade. If he died, their 
crusade would die with him. 

An impatient Richard shouted, “I sent those men here. If they 
die without me, I do not wish to be called king any longer!”2 With 
that, he spurred his horse and led an attack against the Muslims, 
falling upon them “like a thunderbolt.”3 

Richard’s attack was so fierce and sudden that the Muslim force 
retreated. Richard returned to camp with all the captured knights. 

His heroism that day won him the devotion of his men and the 
admiration and respect of Saladin.4 Just the mention of Richard’s name 
struck such terror that for many years following the skirmish, Arab and 
Turkish mothers warned their children that Malek Rik (King Richard) 
would come for them if they didn’t behave.5

Chapter ONE

The bloody Battle of 
Acre, as imagined 
by French illustrator 
Gustave Doré in the 
1800s. On the Third 
Crusade, Richard and 
his knights breached 
the walls of Acre and 
defeated the Muslim 
army there.
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