
Goldsmiths’ Grant for Teachers-Syllabus Related Travel 

I have recently begun to teach a medieval history unit on the Angevin 

Empire. It is a facinating and important period of history, encompassing 

the reigns of Henry II, Richard I and King John. It is full of stories of great 

battles, heroic deeds and tales of human frailties. 

Goldsmiths’ Grant for Teachers provided an opportunity for me to visit 

and record evidence from important archaeological sites associated with 

the Angevin Empire. I felt that such a venture would be worthwhile for a 

number of reasons: 

❖ An opportunity to visit these sites would help to develop my own 

knowledge and understanding of this fascinating and important 

period of history. Obviously, this would in turn enhance my 

teaching of the subject, enabling me to generate resources for 

classroom use and thus be of benefit to my students. 

 

❖ I intend to publish material and resources generated by my trip on 

the internet, thus enabling a broader audience to benefit from the 

exercise. 

 

❖ I want to challenge the common perception of these kings. They 

are essentially seen as powerful English monarchs who held 

extensive lands in France as part of their property portfolio, rather 

than as Counts of Anjou, who ruled extensive lands, including the 

English crown. 

 

❖ Such a venture offers a positive model to students, showing them 

that people are prepared to invest time and money in serious 

research to enhance understanding and learning. Furthermore, 

they see that this type of exercise is interesting and rewarding. 

 

My ‘study tour’ was undertaken in two distinct parts. Firstly, I travelled to 

France and visited a number of important sites associated with the 

Angevin Empire. Secondly, I flew to Israel to follow the progress of the 

Third Crusade. 



France (Monday 7th June-Thurs 17th June 2010) 

I travelled to Angers by train. Along with Tours and Le Mans, Angers 

forms the central triangle at the heart of the Angevin Empire and 

seemed the appropriate place to start. Once there, I hired a car to 

enable me to visit a greater range of sites. 

Fontevrault 

 I decided to start my exploration of Angevin territories 

at Fontevrault Abbey. This is a remarkable site; the 

resting place of the Angevins. Here, in the abbey 

church, lie the tombs of Henry II, his wife Eleanor of 

Aquitaine, Richard I (see picture) and Isabella of 

Angouleme, wife of King John. John's heart was also 

buried here. Such a stark, in your face, direct 

connection to the past helps to catapult the viewer 

backwards, particularly in the timeless setting of this 

beautiful church. Fontevrault has strong links to the 

Plantagenet's; Henry and Eleanor gave a great deal 

of money to the foundation. Moreover, Eleanor spent a number of years 

here following Henry's death. John also spent a good deal of time living 

here as a boy. In more recent years, Napoleon used the abbey as a 

prison and it retained this function until 1963. Actually, this new function 

helped to preserve the abbey buildings, which have now been fully 

restored. 

Located in the Loire valley, the abbey was established in the early 

C12th. It was unusual in that there were both monks and nuns living at 

the same site. Some of the original buildings survive, including the 

kitchen block. This is particularly impressive structure with five separate 

alcoves for cooking and preparation, each with three windows. Twenty 

one chimneys helped to dispel the smoke. They did not eat meat and 

their diet was based around vegetables and fish, supplied from their own 

gardens and fish ponds.  

 

 

 



Chinon 

 Chinon is probably the finest of the Angevin castles, rising majestically 

above the waters of the River Vienne. It was here that Henry II died, 

after months of ill health; emotionally and physically shattered by his 

conflict with his son Richard and the Capetian king Philip Augustus. The 

castle itself has been carefully restored in places. This reflects the 

castle's importance in French history following its surrender to the 

French crown in 1205. Thus much of the restoration favours the castle 

during the C15th and a particular focus is the visit of Joan of Arc. While 

this does detract from the importance of the Angevin stronghold, there 

are enough C12th remains standing up and refusing to be ignored to 

maintain a strong Angevin presence. 

 

The castle at Chinon 

 

 

 



Around Poitiers 

In May 1152, Henry II married Eleanor of Aquitaine in Poitiers. She had 

previously been married to Louis VII, King of France, but they had 

separated a few weeks earlier on grounds of consanguinity. It was a 

good match; Eleanor had retained control of her lands and Henry was a 

powerful protectore for her. Their marriage gave Henry control of the 

county of Poitou as well as the duchies of Aquitaine and Gascony. They 

were married in the Cathedrale St. Pierre and the stained glass window 

in the centre of the apse probably commemorates their marriage. 

There are various castles of importance scattered around Poitiers 

including Loudun, Mirebeau, Lusignan and Chalus Chabrol. They are 

important for different reasons and each has its particular story to tell. 

Mirebeau, for example was the scene of King John’s most notable 

military triumph. In the early years of his reign, he had to fight to 

maintain control of his French lands. Many nobles in Anjou and Poitou 

felt that Arthur, son of John’s elder brother Geoffrey, had a stronger 

claim to the throne. In 1202, news reached John at Le Mans that Arthur 

had captured Eleanor, his mother, at Mirebeau. John force-marched his 

army from Le Mans, a distance of over one hundred miles, in 48 hours 

and took Arthur completely by surprise, as he was eating his breakfast. 

John managed to capture two hundred French knights, an unparalleled 

success in the wars of this period, as well as Arthur himself. John does 

not have a strong military reputation, as the nickname ‘Softsword’ 

suggests, and this was his one credible military triumph. Some 

commentators, notably John Gillingham, suggest that he was able to 

take Arthur by surprise precisely because he had such a poor reputation 

as a military commander. 

Today, the castle is tricky to locate and it took a chance encounter with a 

local historian to find the remains. The motte is still visible, but exists as 

part of someone’s farmyard. The outer walls are rather more complete 

and offer some evidence of the site’s previous importance. 

 

 



Chalus was not quite as near to Poitiers as I had imagined and it took 

over four hours to get there, partly because of road works in Limoges. 

Richard I travelled to Chalus in 1199 to punish viscount Aimar of 

Limoges for his alliance with Philip Augustus, King of France. It took his 

experienced soldiers little time to force the castle’s garrison to the point 

of surrender. However, after supper on the evening of 26th March, 

Richard left his tent to inspect the progress of the siege. There was only 

one man on the battlements and the fact that he was using a frying pan 

for a shield suggested that he was harmless. Moreover, Richard’s party 

were some distance from the walls. With rather more luck than 

judgement, the lone defender managed to hit Richard in the shoulder 

with a crossbow bolt. Richard returned to his tent and tried to pull the 

bolt out, but only succeeded in snapping its wooden shaft. A surgeon 

was called and he managed to cut out the rest of the bolt, but it quickly 

became apparent that the wound had become infected and Richard died 

in his tent a few days later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chalus-Chabrol 

 



Rouen and Normandy 

It is difficult to imagine, as you wander around the narrow streets or sit in 

the peaceful squares that characterise this ancient town, the devastation 

caused by the Allied bombing raids in 1944. What survives is largely a 

reconstruction. Nevertheless, Rouen, as the principal city in Normandy 

was of great importance during the period of Angevin rule and was the 

centre of government for Normandy. 

Normandy became part of the empire following the marriage of Geoffrey, 

count of Anjou and Matilda, daughter of Henry I, King of England and 

Duke of Normandy. The importance of Normandy to the Angevins is 

reflected in the amount of time they spent here. Henry II, for example 

spent more time in Normandy than in any of his other territories. 

I visited various castles in Normandy. Most are particularly associated 

with Richard’s attempt to regain his lost territories following the Third 

Crusade and his subsequent imprisonment. His absence was ruthlessly 

exploited by Philip Augustus, who managed to take over most of eastern 

Normandy and the Norman Vexin. These sites included Drincourt, 

Neufmarche, Gisors, Chateau Gaillard, Vernon and Verneuil. I managed 

to visit and photograph all of these sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Castle at Gisors 



Le Mans 

Le Mans, rather than Angers seems to lie at the heart of the Angevin 

Empire. It was here, in the Cathedrale Saint-Julien, described by one 

commentator in 1120 as “the most beautiful church in the West”, that 

Geoffrey of Anjou married Matilda, daughter of Henry I in 1128. 

Moreover, Henry II was born in the royal palace and christened in the 

cathedral. Geoffrey Plantagenet was buried here and Queen Berengaria, 

Richard’s widow, lived here until her death. She is buried nearby at the 

Abbey d’ Epau. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enamel plaque from the tomb of Geoffrey Plantagenet 

 



Israel (21st June-2nd July 2010) 

My aim here was to follow Richard’s movements during the Third 

Crusade, from his arrival in the summer of 1191 until his departure from 

Jaffa in October 1192. Having flown in to Tel Aviv, I began my journey in 

Jaffa. 

Although it is only a hop, skip and a jump from Tel Aviv, Jaffa feels like it 

is from a different moment in history. While Tel Aviv is 100 years old, 

Jaffa is thousands. It was supposedly founded by Japheth, one of 

Noah’s sons after the flood and it was from here that Jonah sailed before 

being swallowed by the whale. It was also here that Perseus saved 

Andromeda from being used as live bait for a particularly gruesome sea 

monster. It has been subjected to numerous conquests and sackings 

throughout its long history, but has somehow survived as a thriving, 

lively and utterly absorbing town.  Old Jaffa is a mesmerising warren of 

flagstoned alleys leading down to the harbour. On the other side of town, 

the flea market offers a bewildering array of memorabilia from old army 

motor bikes and side cars to life size models of Mike Tyson.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jaffa 



As an important port, it has changed hands many times. The Egyptians 

captured it about three and a half thousand years ago by hiding inside 

clay pots. It was captured by the early Crusaders and as the nearest port 

to Jerusalem, it quickly developed into a thriving centre. In 1187, Jaffa 

was captured by Saladin’s brother, who sold the inhabitants into slavery 

and destroyed the port and the town’s defences.  

Richard realised the importance of the port to any Crusading venture 

and, having secured Acre, marched to Jaffa. When Richard finally 

arrived at Jaffa in 1191, having defeated Saladin at Arsuf, he spent 

some weeks rebuilding the town's broken fortifications and re-

establishing the port. 

In July 1192, Saladin attacked the town while Richard was away in the 

north. His army managed to collapse a section of the defensive wall and 

entered the city. Richard arrived with his fleet in the nick of time, threw 

off his leg armour and jumped into the sea. Others followed his lead and 

the town was saved.  

 

 After the Crusaders left in the C13th, the Mamluks destroyed Jaffa in 

order to stop the Crusaders ever wanting to come back. As a result, 

there is no archaeology from the Crusader period above ground to see. 

And yet, there is something Medieval about the spirit of the Old Town, 

albeit a rather sanitized version. 

 The town developed again under the Ottoman Empire until it was again 

destroyed, this time by Napoleon in 1799 who executed most of the 

inhabitants. Following his departure, hastened by outbreaks of cholera 

and military defeat at Acre, the Ottomans re-established control and the 

town was rebuilt under the command of a new governor, Abu Nabut. 

(His name literally means 'Father Cudgel' as he liked to walk around the 

town armed with a club!) He was responsible for building new town walls 

as well as many new buildings within the town. As the town began to 

thrive as a commercial centre, Jewish settlers arrived, ‘pulled’ by the 

economic opportunities, and ‘pushed’ by persecution in Europe. This led 

to civil unrest and race riots, culminating in an earlier prototype of the car 

bomb when two men hid explosives in an orange cart under a pile of fruit 

and blew up the main government/administrative building in the town. 



In more recent years, following the 1948 War, the town has developed 

again. It is very much a mixed town, accommodating both Arab and Jew, 

and while orange groves have declined, a new economy, based on 

tourism, offers much hope for future years. 

Acre 

From Jaffa, I drove north to Acre. Acre has been an important port since 

the time of Alexander the Great. Moreover, it was here that Vespasian 

landed with his invasionary force to subdue the Jewish Revolt in AD66. 

The Crusaders captured it in 1104 and Acre rapidly became a crucial 

base and centre for trade. It fell to Saladin's seemingly invincible force in 

1187 and it was here that Richard began his campaign to re-conquer the 

Kingdom of Jerusalem. After his successful siege, it became the capital 

of the Crusader kingdom and a major commercial centre. In May 1291, 

the Crusaders were defeated and driven out by the Mamluks.  

 

Acre itself still feels like a Medieval, Crusader town with its massive 

stone walls and narrow alleyways and bewildering souq. In reality, after 

its capture in the C13th it fell into ruin and was then effectively re-

established in the 1740's by Ahmed Pasha al-Jazzar, whose name 

translates as "The Butcher"! Napoleon tried to capture the town in 1799, 

but "The Butcher", with some English support, managed to defeat him. 

There is some interesting archaeology from the Crusader period here. 

While much of the  town today dates back to the Ottoman Empire, there 

are extensive Crusader remains upon which these more recent 

structures were built. During the second half of the C12th, The Templars 

settled in Acre. They had originally established themselves on Temple 

Mount in Jerusalem as self-appointed guards of the Temple. Their task 

was to protect pilgrims on the journey to the holy city. They constructed 

a huge fortress in Acre with underground tunnels running 350 metres 

from the fortress to the port. These were discovered by chance in 1994 

after a complaint about a blocked sewer led to underground excavations! 

 The impressive Ottoman citadel is constructed on top of the foundations 

from the Hospitaler Compound. They were a religious order founded in 

Jerusalem at the end of the C11th while the city was still in Moslim 

hands. Their function was to care for the sick. Their influence in Acre 



grew after Richard had re-captured the city, following grants of land from 

Guy of Lusignan in January 1192 and later Henry of Champagne.  The 

compound consisted of a central courtyard around which were 

positioned a collection of great halls. These are magnificent structures 

with huge columns, all built out of slabs of local sandstone and depicting 

the obvious power of this organisation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Arsuf 

I followed the route of Richard’s army as they travelled south from Acre 

towards Jaffa and Ascalon. Moving such a large army must have been a 

logistical nightmare, particularly as they were vulnerable to attack from 

Saladin’s versatile and mobile mounted archers. Richard’s army hugged 

the coastline as they moved southwards, partly because it offered cover 



on their left flank, but also because it meant that they could be supplied 

and supported by their fleet. The heat would have been intense and 

many suffered from sunstroke and had to be carried to the ships. 

As they slowly made their way down the coast, they found that each 

settlement or Crusader stronghold had been destroyed, depriving them 

of a potential base. One example was Caesarea. This was one of the 

great cities of the ancient world; founded by Herod the Great in 22BC 

and dedicated to his patron, Augustus Caesar. When Palestine became 

a Roman province, Caesarea became its capital and it was here that the 

Roman procurators, including Pontius Pilate, resided. Like so many 

other coastal cities, Caesarea was taken by the Crusaders in the early 

C12th and then developed into a thriving, defended commercial centre. 

The city fell to Saladin in 1187 and was largely destroyed. It was 

developed again in the C13th and the defences visible today are from 

this period. It was captured by the Mamluks and afterwards abandoned 

and left to decay. 

 

 

Crusader stronghold at Apollonia (Arsuf) 



Saladin was desperate to stop the Crusaders’ advance and the 

inevitable clash occurred at Arsuf on 7th September 1191, on the coastal 

plain beneath what is now Apollonia National Park. Richard’s great 

victory here meant that he was able to secure the coastline as far south 

as Ascalon. 

Ascalon 

Ascalon had been an important town since ancient times and was 

developed during the reign of King Herod. The modern town is 

essentially an Israeli seaside resort and while it possesses beautiful 

beaches, there is precious little else to comment on. The old Crusader 

city is now part of a National Park. Although this means that it has 

escaped modern development, there is not a great deal of evidence left 

above ground, though the numerous archaeological excavations testify 

to the historical importance of the site.  

Ascalon surrendered to Saladin in 1187 in exchange for Guy de 

Lusignan, King of Jerusalem, who had been captured after his defeat at 

Hattin. Saladin, anticipating that Richard would attempt to retake the 

town, destroyed it.  

Having secured Jaffa, Richard marched to Ascalon and refortified the 

site, largely at his own expense. Potentially, it was an important base for 

a possible attack on Egypt. Moreover, control of Ascalon meant that it 

was more difficult for Saladin to be supplied from Egypt as it guarded the 

main route. The importance of Ascalon is reflected in its central role in 

the negotiations between Saladin and Richard in 1192. The final terms 

of the agreement stated that although the Crusaders could retain control 

of the coast, Ascalon had to be 

destroyed. 

 

 

 

 

Crusader defences at Ascalon 



Summary 

I have visited an extraordinary number of fantastic archaeological sites 

in both France and Israel. While some possess substantial remains and 

are well documented, others are less so. The Mamluks desire to destroy 

all evidence from the Crusades in order to stop the Europeans from ever 

returning has obviously had a devastating effect. However, clues still 

remain, whether they are hidden below ground, for example at Acre, or 

whether they are buildings that survived due to changes of use or 

convenience. At Ramla, for example, the Great Mosque started life as 

St. John’s Cathedral in the 1150’s.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Great Mosque, Ramla, formerly St. John’s Cathedral 

 

 

 I realise that this is effectively a summary of my trip and it is not possible 

to include all aspects here. I haven’t, for example, mentioned Banias on 

the Lebanese border, where the Crusader settlement was destroyed by 

Saladin, or Tiberias, on the Sea of Galilee, which suffered the same fate, 

or Jerusalem, where I spent an incredible three days in the Old City. 



I don’t know if I have managed to communicate to you just how 

wonderful this adventure was. This experience has enhanced not only 

my knowledge and understanding of aspects of the Angevin Empire, but 

also my passion for the subject and I am deeply grateful for the 

opportunity I have been given. 

I have spent a considerable amount of time preparing materials for use 

in the classroom and to be published on the internet and I will, of course, 

pass copies of this work on to you once they have been completed. I 

know that they will benefit both my own students and others who study 

the period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Olive tree in the Garden of Gethsemene; over 2000 years old! 

 

With Best Wishes, 

Tom Plant 


