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Abstract 

The city of Akko served as a historic walled port-city with 
continuous settlement from the Phoenician period. It served as an 
important port during the Crusader Period linking the European 
mainland to the Outremer. After the Crusaders’ expulsion from 
Jerusalem, it served as the principal city of the Kingdom of 
Jerusalem until the complete expulsion of the Crusader forces in 
1291. 
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The Geographical Position of Akko 

The city of Acre, or Akko, formerly called “Ptolemais”, 
surrounded by mountains, sits in a natural harbour at the extremity 
of Haifa Bay on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. Its strategic 
position on a small peninsula served as coastal road from Israel to 
Lebanon in the North. It is, from Middle Bronze Age, one of the 
oldest continuously inhabited settlement on Earth, but subject to 
conquest and destruction several times. It is mentioned in the Book 
of Judges (1.31), where it is said that, following the death of Joshua, 

 
1 This paper was presented during the Symposium “Monks of War” held in Malta 

in May 2025 in combination with the Marian Pilgrimage of the Western 
Australian Commandery of the Sovereign Order of Saint John of Jerusalem to 
the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Blessed Virgin of Ta' Pinu, Gozo. 
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the Israelites drove out or killed the inhabitants of Canaan, but not 
all. In fact, the people of Akko were spared by the tribe of Asher.2 

 
There were five cities with the name of Ptolemais in Greek and 

Roman times. One was near El-Lahum, a small town of Middle 
Egypt, in the Nomos Arsinoïtes; another, today called “Menshieh”, 
a city of Upper Egypt, on the West bank of the Nile, below Abydus; 
another called “Theron”, or “Epitheras”, a port on the Red Sea, on 
the coast of the Troglodytae; another called “Tolmeïta”, or 
“Tolometa”, on the North-West coast of Cyrenaica, one of the five 
great cities of the Libyan Pentapolis, and the one we are treating 
here, Acco.3 With the name of Ptolemais, all five cities were 
somehow influenced or founded by the Ptolemaic Kings of Egypt in 
Alexandria. 

 
Akko was defended by an inner and outer wall, with a total of 

twelve towers built by European kings and rich pilgrims. This can be 
seen from an old map which shows its walls and quarters. 

 
This copy of an old map of Akko, produced by Dousther in what 

seems to read “1620”, which I saw by a wall within the Franciscan 
Monastery erected there, is definitely a reproduction of a much 
older one probably designed in the earlier part of the 14th century. 
The original reproduction was published by Petrus Vesconte, and is 
now stored at the Jewish National Library. It also appeared in the 
2019 edition of the Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis.4  

 

 
2 Vetus Testamentum, Book of Judges (New International Version). Judges 1.31-

32: “Nor did Asher drive out those living in Akko or Sidon or Ahlab or Akzib or 
Helbah or Aphek or Rehob. The Asherites lived among the Canaanite 
inhabitants of the land because they did not drive them out”. 

3 William Smith. A smaller Classical dictionary of biography, mythology and 
geography (London: John Murray W. Smith, 1876), s.v. “Ptolemais”. 

4 Charles Savona-Ventura. “Wine, women & song: female members of the 
Order”, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 3 (2019) pp.181-193 (p.183; n.3). 
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This map shows Akko, called “S. Jean d’Acre”, “Civitas Acon” 
and “Ptolemayda”, built on a small peninsula surrounded by the sea 
in the eastern, southern and western parts. The northern part is 
protected from the mainland by a wall. Second inner walls run from 
East to West, and from North to South, thereby creating two 
distinct quarters, the eastern and the western. The northern outer 
walls had stations guarded by the Templars (Custodia 
Templorioru[m]), Hospitallers (C[us]todia Hospitaliorum), and 
Venetians (C[us]todia Venetor[um]). There was also a tower called 
Turris Maled[er]a. Beyond these battlements were lands named 
after St Nicholas (t[er]ris S[ancti] Nicolaj), the Bridge (t[er]ris 
Po[n]tis) and the Patriarch (t[er]ris Patriarchae). In the space 
between the outer and the inner walls were the lands of the 
Pilgrims (t[er]ris Peregrinorum). Inside the inner wall and in the 
eastern quarter were the lands of the Germans (t[er]ris 
Alamannor[um]). 

 
Inside this eastern quarter, there was the female convent of 

the Order of St Lazarus (Mo[n]iales S[ancti] Lazari) toward its 
central part, surrounded, clockwise, by the German quarter 
(Alaman[n]i), a tower, the Church of the Patriarchate 
(P[at]riarchat[us]), the Holy Cross (S[anc]t[a] Crux), the residences 
of the Venetians (loc[ationes] Venetor[um]), the Iron Gates of the 
Pisans (Port<a>e Ferre<a>e Pisan[orum]), The Church of St Andrew 
(S[anctus] Andreas), the Templars (Templj), the A[m]mazota, the 
place of the Genoans (Locus Ianuerij), the Dominican Order 
(f[ra]tres P[rae]dicato[r]es), the Church of St Michael (S[anctus] 
Mi<c>hael), Bonerel, the Knights of St John (Hospitale), the 
entrance for the camels (s[ynthe]mata de Camelerijs), the Castle 
(Castellum) and the Sdomariu[m] De Zardino. 
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At the centre of the western quarter was the public space of 

St Giles (S[anc]t[us] Egidius), surrounded clockwise by the ditch 
from Sassari (Ruga a Sasoria), the Convent of the Franciscans Minor 
(F[rat]res Minores), the Church of St Anthony (S[anctus] 
Anton[ius]), the area named after St Dionysius (S[anc]t[us] 
Dionisi[us]), the area of Montmusard (Strata de Mumusard), the 
suburb of the Templars (Burgus Templi), the area named after St 
Catherine (S[ancta] Catarina), the ditch of Bethlehem (Ruga 
Betlemitana), the Hospice of the Hospitallers (Hospit[i]u[m] 
Hospitalor[um]), the Knights of St Lazarus (S[anctus] Lazarus), and 
Hospice of the  Templars (Ksenaia Templi). 

 
In between the western quarter and the sea to the South-West 

were the Gate of St Lazarus (Porta S[ancti] Laz[a]ri), built by the 
Knights of St Lazarus before 1265,5 St Lawrence of the Knights 
(S[anctus] Laurentius de Cavallerijs), St Brida (S[anc]t[a] Brida), the 
Carmelite Friars (f[rat]res Ca[r]melita[n]i) and the shrine of the Holy 
Trinity (Trinitas).6 

 
5 Philippe Jourdain. “Histoire Militaire et Hospitalière de l’Ordre de Saint-Lazare 

des origines a 1830”, Connaissance des Religions. Les Hospitaliers de Saint-
Lazare de Jérusalem, September 1990, 28. 

6 Editorial Note : The Acco Map actually compliments a 14th century manuscript 
in the British Library 'Pardouns d’Acre' which relates the itinerary of pilgrimage 
to various sites in the Outremer. The proposed Jean d'Acre pilgrimage route 
covering forty sites started outside the city walls close to the Church and 
Cemetery of St Nicholas. The route visited a number of churches including 
those belonging to the Military Orders: the Teutonic knights, the Templar 
Knights, the domus infirmorum of the Hospitallers, Order of St Lazarus, and the 
Order of St Thomas of Canterbury. Acre was not generally considered by the 
Christians as claiming sanctity or housing any holy sites. The pilgrim route 
served however as a substitute pilgrimage for pilgrims who had travelled to the 
Outremer but, because of the prevailing political conditions, were unable to 
proceed to Jerusalem and other major Christian shrines. See : David J. Jacoby. 
'Pilgrimage in Crusader Acre: The Pardouns dAcre'. In: Yitzhak Hen (editor). De 
Sion exibit les et verbum domini de Hierusalem - Essays on Medieval Law, 
Liturgy, and Literature in Honour of Amnon Linder (Belgium: Brepoilis publ., 
2001), pp.105-117 
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Akko in the Crusader Period 

Akko was a hugely important city during the Crusades as a 
maritime foothold on the Mediterranean coast, and was the site of 
several battles, including the 1190-1191 and the 1291 sieges of the 
same town, when it was the last stronghold of the Crusaders in the 
Holy Land. At the end of the Crusader rule, the city was destroyed 
by the Mamluks, thereafter existing as a modest fishing village until 
the rule of Zahir al-Umar in the 18th century. 

 
In the 1190-1191 siege, the catapult, called “the mangonel”, 

was used by King Richard to batter the fortresses.7 At that siege, 
however, the Christian soldiers were so few to resist attacks from 
outside, that, according to Saracen sources, women had to fight in 
armour alongside with men. These were only recognized as women 
when they were captured or slain and stripped of their armour. 
Only 1,000 soldiers from the army of Frederick Barbarossa survived 
to join that siege.8 Arab sources reveal that naphtha was thrown to 
burn siege towers and soldiers alive. This was “Greek” fire, and the 
term is Greek, naphtha being fire sent in pots made of copper, glass 
or pottery used as “grenades”. To resist such catastrophes caused 
by this fire, King Richard even went that far as to cover, at great 
expense, his tower with iron sheets.9 

 
After the siege of 1191, St Francis of Assisi visited Akko 

between 1219 and 1220. We know that the Franciscan Bro. Elias of 
Cortona founded his monastery there soon afterwards. The present 
Church of St John the Baptist, next to Akko’s lighthouse, belongs to 
them. It was built by them in 1737, on the site of a previous church 
dedicated to St Andrew, already marked in the old map within the 
eastern quarter. After the expulsion of the Franks by the Mamluks 

 
7 Terence Wise. The Wars of the Crusades. 1096-1291 (London: Book Club 

Associates, 1978), 210. 
8 T. Wise, op. cit., 76, 84. 
9 T. Wise, op. cit., 161, 213. 
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in 1291, the Franciscans returned to the Holy Land a few decades 
after.  

 
The Order of St Lazarus established itself here in Akko, where 

it already possessed lands donated to it in the 12th century by 
Walter Brisebarre and Humphrey of Toron. The Lazarites also 
occupied an area leased by the Templar Order in the Montmusard 
region bounded by the public road to the East, the sea to the West, 
the house of Saint Thomas Martyr to the North, and the lane near 
the house of Nicholas the Englishman to the South. There, in the 
northern Montmusard region, the Lazarites possessed the Tower of 
Lazarus, as well as a fortress-hospice and a church called “the 
Church of St Lazarus des Chevaliers”. On that site they built their 
new Domus Militum Sancti Lazari. This convent was of a defensive 
structure overlooking the sea, as seen in the city plans drawn up by 
Matthew Paris in 1245-1259 for his Chronica Maiora. This building 
confirmed the military quality of the Order, manned by Knights and 
sergeants, some of whom being lepers.10 As shown above in the old 
map, the Order of St Lazarus also had, in the eastern quarter, a 
female section of its members.11 

 
During this period in which the Chronica Maiora were written, 

exactly in 1254, King St Louis IX of France returned to France from 
this city after his Crusade, together with the Grand Master of the 
Order of St Lazarus, Frère Raynaud de Flory, whom he installed at 
Boigny, thereby establishing the new home for the Lazarites 
following the capture of Akko by the Moslems in 1291.12 

 
10 Charles Savona-Ventura. “The Order of Saint Lazarus in the Kingdom of 

Jerusalem”, Journal of the Monastic Military Orders, October 2008, 1:60; 
Charles Savona-Ventura. “The economical sustenance of the Order of St 
Lazarus in the Kingdom of Jerusalem”, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 1 
(2016), pp.8-9 

11 Charles Savona-Ventura. “Wine, women & song: female members of the 
Order”, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 3 (2019), p.182. 

12 Count D’Évora. “Structures, Ranks, Styles & Forms of Address in the Order of St 
Lazarus of Jerusalem”, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 7 (2024), p.135. 



 

34 

 
In 1256, Akko was the site of internal fighting between 

Christians themselves, that is, the Italians hailing from Genoa and 
those from Venice. Although initially these joined the Crusaders to 
help them, rivalry between them often flared up as happened in 
that year in Akko over the ownership of a monastery. Then the 
Pisans and the Hospitallers sided with the Genoese, while the 
Templars and Teutonic Knights, together with Knights of St Lazarus, 
backed the Venetians. All the Knights who fought for the Venetians 
in this battle were killed by the victorious Knights of St John. In this 
turmoil, the Crusaders themselves were too weakened to remain 
alert at outside dangers and opportunities of the war between the 
Mamluks and the Mongols.13 

 
Also, during this period between the 1191 and the 1291 sieges 

of Akko, the Order of St Lazarus continued to accept lepers into its 
hospital, from many of the Crusading Orders, including the 
Templars who were specially allied to them. Also, several Popes 
supported the Order of St Lazarus through indulgences granted to 
those who would help the Order.14 

 
Before the final siege of 1291, the Mamluks, who were 

superior to their enemies on land rather than at sea, compensated 
for their poor naval power by attacking cities by the coast of 
Palestine, including Ascalon, Arsuf, Caesarea, Jaffa and Akko.15 

 
On the death of Sultan Qalawun, his son, Al-Ashraf Khalil, 

broke the relations with the Crusaders at Akko. He imprisoned their 
delegation for peace in Cairo and set out against Akko in March 
1291. Although Khalil’s contingent by far outnumbered the 

 
13 Ch. Savona-Ventura (2008), op. cit., 62; T. Wise, op. cit., 35. 
14 Raymond Gatt. “Actions and transactions of the Lazarite and the Hospitaller 

Orders and the Papal Bull Cum Solerti”, Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 7 
(2024), pp.107-108. 

15 T. Wise, op. cit., 61. 
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Crusaders, still he got reinforcements from Damascus, Hama, 
Tripoli and Al-Karak. Hama sent their enormous catapults. 
Meanwhile, the Crusaders received very little support from Europe. 
There were some desertions, while many women and children were 
evacuated to Cyprus in March. 

 
Khalil and the Egyptian army arrived at Akko on the 5th April, 

1291, and the Syrian contingents came two days later. The Sultan’s 
tent and headquarters were on a small hill West of the Legate’s 
Tower. After eleven days of preparation, the besiegers began 
mining and bombarding the walls. The Crusaders launched multiple 
attacks on the Mamluk camp. The Templars defeated 1000 
Mamluks and returned with trophies and captured supplies. These 
Templars were led by William de Beaujeu, and his army included 
240 Templars, 140 Hospitallers of St John, 25 Knights of St Lazarus, 
15 Teutonic Knights and 9 Knights of St Thomas.16 The few numbers 
of Lazarite Knights participating in this Templars’ attack proves that 
the majority of them had already shifted to Boigny in 1254 when 
the Master General returned to France accompanying King Louis IX 
at the end of the 7th Crusade.17 Henry II of Cyprus arrived on the 4th 
of May with reinforcements of 700 troops aboard 40 ships, and 
attempts of negotiation with Khalil proved unsuccessful. Then 
followed the Mamluk assault when, by the 18th of May, multiple 
towers and parts of the wall collapsed through undermining, and 
sections of the fosse were filled in. The Tower of the King in Akko 
also collapsed and the evacuation of women and children 
accelerated. On that fatal day, the Mamluks captured the Accursed 
Tower on the inner wall and thus forced the Crusaders to retreat to 
the Gate of St Anthony. On the Montmusard walls, the Lazarists 
remained, while the Templars and Hospitallers made a failed 
attempt to retake the Accursed Tower. Meanwhile the Hamans 

 
16 Ch. Savona-Ventura (2008), op. cit., 63. 
17 Charles Savona-Ventura. “The Lazarite Masters during the Outremer period”, 

Acta Historiae Sancti Lazari Ordinis 6 (2023), pp.43-57, 48. 
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broke through the Montmusard walls and killed the Lazarists,18 
while the Mamluks gained more penetrations as the Crusaders 
abandoned the walls. The Mamluks pushed into the city, looting 
and massacring anyone they met. Organized Crusader resistance 
collapsed, and the retreat to the harbour and the ships was chaotic. 
Henry II and Jean de Villiers, Grand Master of the Knights 
Hospitaller, were among those evacuated. Poor weather did not 
help this evacuation. By the end of the day, only the Templar 
fortress at the western tip of the city remained in the Crusaders’ 
hands, and within it were remnants of the Templar, Hospitallers 
and Teutonic Knights, and thousands of civilians. These Teutonic 
Knights had established their headquarters in Akko itself, and they 
originated from a small hospital set up on the shore in front of Akko 
during the siege of 1191 by a group of merchants from Bremen and 
Lübeck. They followed the Cistercian Rule. They had Commanderies 
in Germany, Sicily, southern Italy and Greece. The Hospitallers 
included in their contingent the Order of St Thomas of Canterbury, 
which also followed the Cistercian Rule and had lands in Cyprus, 
Sicily, Naples and Greece.19 Akko held out for ten more days, during 
which some Templars escaped with the treasury to Sidon. On the 
20th May, the Templars asked for amnesty to allow women and 
children leave the city. These, however, were not spared by 400 
enemy horsemen, and were then entrapped inside the complex. A 
fierce battle with them ensued, when most of them were killed. 
Noise created by the beating on drums carried by 300 camels, 
according to Mamluk sources, helped in defeating the morale of the 
few surviving Christians inside the town.20 Khalil further beguiled 
the Templars when he apparently asked for an amnesty, but the 
Templars who went to the enemy’s encampments were killed. On 
the 28th May, the final tower surrendered.21 

 
18 T. Wise, op. cit., 107. 
19 T. Wise, op. cit., 107-108. 
20 T. Wise, op. cit., 162. 
21 On the presence and resistance of the Lazarites in Acre, see also Michel Billard 

& Guy Coutant de Saisseval. “Les Chevaliers de Saint-Lazare de Jérusalem en 
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Khalil celebrated his victory over Akko by first going to 

Damascus with 280 chained Crusader prisoners and captured 
standards. He then returned to Cairo with the gate of the Church of 
Saint Andrew from Akko, which was used to construct a mosque.  

 
Two short accounts dedicated to the siege were produced by 

eye-witness accounts: the Historia de desolatione of Thaddeus of 
Naples, and the anonymous Excidium Acconis. These survive in four 
and six manuscripts respectively. The Gestes des Chiprois, written a 
generation later and surviving in a single manuscript, is the other 
main source from the Crusaders’ perspective. It does not suffer the 
partial flaws of the Excidium Acconis. 

 
Akko in the Post-Crusader Period 

The loss of Akko by the Crusaders meant the end of further 
Crusades to the Levant. Although they lost their major stronghold 
of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, they still maintained a fortress at the 
northern city of Tartus, now in north-western Syria. They also 
engaged in some coastal raids and attempted an incursion from the 
tiny island of Ruad, which they lost in the siege of 1302, thus losing 
all control over the Holy Land. Earlier in 1299, a Mongol army, 
assisted by Armenian and Georgian Christians, as well as 12,000 
Druzes from the Lebanon and Hauran area of Syria and some rebel 
Mamluks of the Bahri Regiment, swept through Syria and defeated 
the Mamluks at Homs and held Jerusalem for a brief period. In 1304 
Islam was declared the official faith of the Mongols.22 

 
The Latin Kingdom continued to exist, theoretically, on the 

island of Cyprus. Attempts of the Latin kings to recapture the 
mainland were in vain. One last effort was made by King Peter I in 
1365, when he successfully landed in Egypt and sacked Alexandria, 

 
Terre Sainte au Moyen-Age”, Connaissance des Religions. Les Hospitaliers de 
Saint-Lazare de Jérusalem, September 1990, 40-53 (52-53). 

22 T. Wise, op. cit., 30. 
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but soon after, the Crusaders returned to Cyprus. These Crusades 
were different from those of the 11th and the 12th centuries: they 
simply checked the advance of the Ottoman Empire into Europe. 
No direct attack upon Palestine or Syria were conducted. Further 
coastal raids led in 1410-1411 to a destructive counterraid by the 
Mamluk Sultanate, and in 1426 Cyprus was forced into Mamluk 
vassalship with a high yearly tribute. 

 
Akko in Modern Times 

In 1947, Akko formed part of Mandatory Palestine, and had a 
population of 13,560, of whom 10,930 were Muslim, and 2,490 
were Christian. During the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, the Palestinian-
Arab population was expelled or forced to flee and resettled by 
Jewish immigrants. In 2022, the population was 51,420, made up of 
Jews, Muslims, Christians, Druze and Bahá’ís. In particular, Akko is 
the holiest city of the Bahá’í Faith in Israel. It is one of Israel’s mixed 
cities, where 32% of its population is Arab. 
 

 
Modern areal view of St Jean d’Acre  © Google Maps, 2025 


