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One of the most important events in the medieval 
history of the Eastern Mediterranean was the Cru-
sades, which influenced the life of millions in the 12th 
and 13th centuries and its memory is still vivid in our 
days. Besides the historical and political events of the 
two centuries, important processes took place in the 
field of interrelationship between economy and settle-
ment pattern and there were at least one group of new-
ly created institutions: the Military Orders that seem 
to have played a large part in it in the 13th century.

The economy of the Levantine cities was largely 
built on being the sea-gate of the products of the high-
ly developed Syrian interior – and the transit station of 
imported goods from territories farther East and the 
West.2 Many coastal cities taken over by the Europe-
ans, however did have their own products – especially 
in such long established industries as silk production, 
glass manufacture, dyeing and sugar production, the 
last having been introduced to southern regions of 
contemporary Europe from the Crusader states.3 It is 
also generally accepted that in spite of the often inten-
sive military activity, European presence in the Holy 
Land brought an economic boom to the Levant, which 
had its positive effects felt by neighbouring Muslim 
cities as well.4 The territories of the Latin states also 
witnessed a kind of rural and urban renaissance with 
the expansion of existing towns, the resettling of a 
number of long abandoned sites and the establishment 
of new settlements.5 A leading role in this – especially 
in the 13th century – was played by the Military Or-
ders, themselves also new creations owing their exist-
ence to the Crusades.

What makes a Crusader period settlement a town 
or city is hard to identify precisely,6 but one can’t deny 
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that there were several dozens of settlements in the 
Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem alone,7 that could com-
pete for the title, sometimes on more than one bases 
(size, legal status, ecclesiastical stand, economic im-
portance, infrastructure, etc.). Besides ancient cities of 
the Levantine coast with well renowned industries, 
huge fortified centres established by the Military Or-
ders by the beginning of the 13th century developed 
into settlements possibly rivalling towns or even lesser 
cities in many aspects. While some of those established 
in the former Kingdom of Jerusalem, like ‘Athlīth re-
ceived serious scholarly attention from an early date,8 
sites further to the north were often rather neglected. 
One such property belonging to a Military Order; the 
Knight’s of St John, was Margat (present day Qal’at 
al-Marqab) in the Syrian coast, always cited as a mag-
nificent castle but never considered as an important 
centre in the settlement pattern of the 13th century 
Levant.

Margat is a good example of how the transfer of 
ownership to one of the most important medieval inter- 
national organizations could change the fortunes of a 
settlement. Being established by a local Muslim tribe 
approximately three decades before the Crusaders ar-
rived to the Holy Land, the castle had Byzantines, 
Muslims, the Princes of Antioch and finally one of the 
most outstanding Crusader baronial families; the Ma-
zoirs as its overlords, but without reaching real signifi-
cance.9 In February the first 1187, a few months before 
the catastrophic defeat of the Crusaders and the fall of 
the first Kingdom of Jerusalem, Margat and its de-
pendencies were bought by the Order of St John10 and 
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the decision was made to develop it into its main mili-
tary and administrative centre in Syria. The impor-
tance the order attached to the site is reflected in the 
speed with which it was expanded. Periodization  
studies connected with the study of earthquake effects 
indicate that the vast fortifications on the mountain 
plateau were raised in less than 15 years.11 The castel-
lans of the new Hospitaller centre counted amongst 
the highest officers of the Order12 and it was amongst  
the few castles that had their own chancellery and 
treasury.13

Margat was evidently the administrative centre of 
the region: it had a seigneurial court and although no 
document has been found yet on the existence of a 
burgess court, the site did have a Cour des Syriens.14 
What also strengthens the legal status of Margat to be 
considered as a medieval “city” is the fact that follow-
ing the devastation of his town in 1188 by Saladin, the 
bishop of Valenia set up his residence in the castle and 
Margat remained the seat of the bishopric until its fall 
in 1285.15

The actual remains and their ongoing research by 
the Syro-Hungarian Archaeological Mission indicate 
that the site was more than a simple castle with an  
attached civilian settlement. The flat mountain top 
covering 6 hectares was enclosed in a single fortifica-
tion system that comprised of a huge multi-storey ci- 
tadel covering more than 1 hectare, but the rest of the 
plateau was taken up by a civilian settlement. Recent 
archaeological research has revealed that around the 
time of the Hospitaller takeover a new fortified suburb 
covering roughly 10 hectares was also constructed on 
the western slope of the mountain, thus tripling the 
size of the civilian settlement in Margat and making it 
rival many long established cities of the coast in terms 
of size.16 Besides remains of a town wall, finely painted 
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chapel and an attached cemetery, the excavation sea-
sons in 2010 and 2011 detected more than a dozen 
finely executed buildings resembling town houses in 
their high quality of execution. They also contained a 
very rich assemblage of domestic utensils also rather 
characteristic for urban settlements. The finds which 
seem to date from the end of the 12th century and from 
the 13th, combined with the indirect testimony of the 
sources make it very likely that the outer suburb is 
nothing else than the nearby town of Valenia (present 
day Bānyās) re-established under the protection of the 
castle after the original site was destroyed by Saladin in 
1188. It is also likely that the 1212 text of the canon of 
Hildesheim; Wilbrand of Oldenburg describing the 
five hundred and nine waggon-loads of income that 
the mountain under Margat yielded for the castle17 
refers to the goods produced by the outer suburb. Re-
cent field surveys have also revealed a very dense net-
work of rural settlements around the castle in the 13th 
century, with as many as one settlement per two km2 
in some areas.

Just like many considerable urban settlements, 
Margat seems to have been in the focal point of the 
contemporary trunk-road system too. Treaties between 
the Hospitallers and their Mamluk rivals also reflect 
on the dense network of ports belonging to the castle 
sometimes less than ten kilometres apart.18 This facili-

Kingdom of Jerusalem varied between 5 ha and 85 ha. (Pringle 
1995: 95). Margat with its 15 ha was larger than the suburb of 
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same area as Sidon (15 ha).
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Figure 1.  Plan of Margat Citadel.
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tated the movements of goods and personnel especially 
after land routes became dangerous as a result of the 
conquests of Saladin following 1188.

The site of Margat can also be linked with another 
often characteristic feature of medieval urban centres: 
industrial activities. The huge 13th century war ma-
chine comprising of thousands of troops and civilians 
supplying them, alone created in itself an enormous 
demand of many sorts, which is faithfully reflected in 
archaeological remains such as the huge quantities of 
iron slags – the leftover of very intensive iron produc-
tion at the site. Margat in 1193 is mentioned to have 
had a dyework19 and peace treaties concluded with the 
Mamluks refer to such industrial installations belong-
ing to the castle as mills, treshing floors, saltpans, fish-
eries.20 Other elements of infrastructure pointing to 
the importance of the site include the recently excavat-
ed ovens (one with an inner diameter around 5 m) that 
produced bread in industrial quantities, and until now 
no less than five Crusader period bathhouses of vary-
ing size were brought to light.21 
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The monumental constructions on the mountain 
of Margat and the apparent well being of the site im-
mediately after the cataclysm caused by the reconquis-
ta of Saladin in 1187-1188 is rather surprising and 
might not be explained solely by the scarcely docu-
mented help coming from Europe. According to a re-
cent study,22 surviving documents show that the Hos-
pitallers kept to a strategy of agricultural investment 
and the development of the infrastructure connected 
to it not only in Europe but also in the Holy Land. The 
most profitable crop was evidently the sugarcane.  
It was produced in industrial quantities and its com-
merce was made even more lucrative for the Hospi-
tallers by their tax exemptions documented in many 
areas of the Holy Land.23 Sugar cane plantations are 
relatively well attested to both in the written sources 
and the archaeological record in the southern part of 
the Levant and the region of Tripoli, however there are 
some indications for the existence of plantations  
further to the north in Crusader times. The geograph-
ical work of Abu’l-Fidā’24 makes explicit mention of 
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Figure 2.  Margat 
Castle stands on a 
hill over looking the 
Mediterranean coast.
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the sugar canes around Valenia and Margat, which  
in the 13th century must have formed the property  
of the Hospitaller centre. It is not hard to imagine that 
the rising fortunes of 13th century Margat depended 
not only on its “self-created” consumption demand 
and on the abundance of the ordinary agricultural 
products, but also on its active participation in the lu-
crative Levantine sugar industry.

Although existing only in a certain areas and for a 

limited timespan, central sites of the Military Orders 
in Syria like Margat did fulfil an essential role as cen-
tres of administration and production in the settle-
ment pattern of the Latin States in the Levant and as 
such might be taken into some consideration when 
enlisting Levantine urban centres of the Middle Ages. 
Detecting more possible candidates however needs a 
combined study of the scanty written sources and the 
archaeological remains.
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