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Knightly Hospitallers or Crusading 
Knights? Decisive Factors for the Spread 
of the Teutonic Knights in the Rhineland 

and the Lo,v Countries, 1216-1300 
Klaus van Eickels 

In the Rhineland, as in other parts of the Empire, the Teuronic Knights did 
not begin their expansion until about a generation after their Order was first 
founded as a field hospital during the siege of Acre in 1190. In 1216 they 
received their first donations at Koblenz and Cologne and by the end of the 
1220s they had acquired most of the nuclei from which the bailiwick of 
Koblenz and irs main houses were to emerge later in the cemury. 1 

It is obvious that the years after 1216 were crucial in the rise of the Teutonic 
Knights to their later position as one of the three great military orders. Although 
they had already been established as a knightly order in 1198, it was only during 
this period that they received the decisive papal privileges that granted them 
cqrwlity with the Templars and the Hospitallers of St John.2 Within a few years, 
a wave of donations transformed the hitherto relatively insignificant community 
inrn the leading military order in the Empire. 

It is therefore by no means unimportant to ask how the Teutonic Knights 
conceived of themselves during these years and how they were perceived by 

1 Thi.s paper is h;1seJ on my PhD thesis, published as: I(. van Eickcls, D;e Deutsdwrrle11.rbullll'i 
1,·,,r,1r,,,-, 11t1d ilrrr r.•·imrlrnftlid,r t•:111.:·i,·L·/i111f!. im Spiitmille/nlttr QuStDo 52 (l\larhurg, 1995), pp. 
17-35. le therefore l<x:uses m.1inly on the Rhineland and rhe southern Low Cou11rrie.1>, that is, the 
hailiwi,·k of Kohlcmi. The corr<esponding dcvdnpmcnt in rhc northern I ,ow C'..ountrics has heen 
,tuJieJ recently by J.,\. l\fol, '\'c~-hten ofvcrplcgcn. Oncsman en hcgintijd van her huis en de balijc 
,·an l ltrecht ,·an de Duirsc Ordc', Jaarboel: 011d l!trerht (1993), 45--66. 

'The papal privileges fhr the Teutonic Order arc mmt ,·onvenicnrly accessible in Tabuloe ordi11is 
Tlr,·111,mi,i ,-x talmlarii rrgii l/eroli11m.<is rrxliri poti.uimfltn, ed. E. Srrchlkc (Berlin, 1869, rcpr. Toronto 
anJ Jcr11salcm. 1975). nos 296 ff.; et: J. Voigt, Ge.rrhirhtet/e;J De1,/srhfll Ordm,; i11sei11m zwolf/Jalfeim 
i11 Dt·111.<,ld1md(lkrlin, 1857), I, pp. 352-449; 11. Klugcr, Hor/Jmeister Henna11t1 vo11 Salz.a 111ul Kaiser 
Frie,/,id1 II(:\ brhurg, 1987), pp. 20--30; \'an Eickels, pp. 36--40. 

From Tlrr ,l/i/i111n- Orders. VQ/11me 2. Wdfnre and Wa,jnre. ed. llclcn Nicholson. Copyright© 1998 
by Jlclcn Nichol~on. Published by Ashgatc Publishing Ltd, Go,..er I louse, Croft Road, A!dcrshot, 
1 lampshirc. GUI I 3JIR, Great Brit:tin. 
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their contemporaries and especially by their benefactors. \\'ere they seen as 
hospitallers of knightly origin or as knights of Christ who, like the Hospitallers 
of St John, administered hospitals alongside their main cask of defending the 
Holy Land? 

In a series of articles published between 1962 and 1969, one of the then 
leading Rhenish regional historians, Herbert ~eu, argued that the early spread 
of the Teutonic Knights in the Rhineland was primarily fostered by their 
ability to manage hospitals. This ability was rooted, according to '.\'eu, in their 
original vocation to serve the sick and especially in their acquaintance with the 
highly developed culture of Eastern hospitals.-' 

At first glance this explanation is far from implausible, since most ofche e;1rly 
donations the Order received in the Rhineland and in Fbmkrs consisted of 
hospitals. The main house of the emerging Rhenish bailiwick at Kobknz was 
probably created in 1216, when the archbishop of Trier conveyed to the Order 
the dilapidated possessions of a local hospital founded by one of his 
predecessors.4 In the same year, a second comnundery \LIS founded at Cologne, 
where a wealthy citizen, Henry I falvero1;.ge, endowed the Order with a hospital 
he had recently founded. 5 In 1219 the Order n!cci\·cd a hospiul ac Oudcnburg 
in Flanders6 and at least two, probably three, funhcr don:1tions of Flemish 
hospitals were to follow before 1225.7 

The number of hospitals transferred to the Order is indeed impressiYc, all 
the more so as the other bailiwicks in the Empire also received similar 
donations in their early years. Yet it would be short-sighted to infer from this 
observation that the Order owed its early expansion to its reputation as a 
good administrator of hospitals. 

.1 ll. Neu, Die Entwi,·N111JK ,ks Drutsrhm Rit1t"mrdm.,· im Rh,·i11lrmrf ,-\J"(J,/,.,,,;_,,1,r Fr.rt,-rdttm.< :111/ilO 
der Rel:torat.<iibrrgabe in rler i'iidagogisrlim !lo,list!iu!t- f,;;;/n ( Bonn. l'H,.?}; id,·m. 'Die :\ufnahmc ,h:, 
Deutschen Ordens im Rheinhlnd (mit besnnderer Berih:k,i,h1iµ:nnµ: tier nr,priinµ:li,her. 
Zielsetzung des Ordcns)', in Arht lahrh1111r/,.,-r,• /),•ut.<du-,- Ordot f Ft·,ts,hnft .II. "fi,mf,.,-J. ed. h:. 
Wieser, QuSrDO, I (Bonn, 1967), pp. 165-74; id,·111. ·Das Rheinbnd und ~kr lkurwhc Orden·; 
idem, Zur Geschid1tedes Deut.<1/Jet1 Orr/ms (Cologne, 196'}). pp. 1-2(,, esp, p. 4. 

4 Urkunrle11bmli der jetzt die preu/Jis,-hm Re1-;1i·m1,!!..<br;,i,-/,·1•A"o/,/or::; 1111,/ "/iirr /,i/,lm,/01 "/initorifll. I. 
ed. ll. Beyer (Koblenz, 1860), no. 419; 3. ed. I.. Elre,rer and,\. (;oeu. (1--:nbknz, 18741. no. 5.,: 
cf. A. Diederich, Das Srifr St Florin ZII Koblmz (Ciirringen. 1%7). pp. 204-7; R~!!.r.<M f'm,tifimm 
Roma.1wmm: (;'ennmlia Po11tifiria X (l~rzbistum Trier), ed. E. Bo,hnf((;,inin_gen. ]9'12). pp. JS0--Z; 
van 1'.ickels, pp. 19-21. 

5 Ud:1111rlm/11,ch des D,·lltsdw11 Orm'1JS, 2, ed. J.11. I knnes (,\Liinz. 18hl). nos 9--11: cf. \\". l'crcrs. 
'Zur Grlindung des St Karharincn-1 lospirals in Kiiln An fang des B. J,ihrh II nderts, }al,r/111,h ,k, 
Killt1isrhet1 GeschidlS'l.'erei11s, 61 (1990). 59-70; van Eiekcls. pp. 21-4. 

6 cf. note 12 below. 
7 In 1221 Reatrix of Ma~semcn endowed the Order with a hospiul she had foumkd hcrself(/)t 

ou,i:ot1dm va11 Pitsmburg, I, cd, A. Janiees (Antwcrpen. ]'J<Jl ). nos ] 7 ff.) and in 1225 :\rnnld of 
Oudenaarde did the same with a hos,,·1r:1l t \" •I· •k • ( ·1 ·., - ') I · h•,, a • c zc e 1 >lu., no.:,-, . r was prnlublv during t c~c 
years that the Order received the hospital ar \'ilvoordc which it resi~ned i~ 12.18 (ibid .. 
appendix IV). 

https://falvero1;.ge
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In fact, there are several reasons for calling this assumption into question. 
First of all, the rule of the Order does not give any priority to hospital service. 
Although the circumstances in which the Order had first emerged did not fall 
into oblivion, the new knightly Order established in 1198 was given the rule 
of the Templars, and it was only a supplementary stipulation that, as ro the 
hospitals of the Order, the respective clauses of the rule of the Hospitallers were 
to be followed. Moreover, these clauses did not undergo any specific modifi-
cations. They were taken over unchanged when the Teutonic Knights finally 
put their statutes into writing in the mid-thirteenth century.8 Obviously these 
clauses did not play a central part in the everyday life of the Order, and thus 
they escaped the process of gradual adaptation. 

Secondly, a medieval hospital must not be mistaken for an institution of 
efficient social welfare. The founders of hospitals were interested in the 
efficient administration of their hospital only insofar as it was necessary for the 
salvation of their own souls. In committing their foundation to the Teutonic 
Knights they made clear that in their eyes this step promoted their own 
blessedness. This does not necessarily mean, however, that they thereby 
wanted to further the functioning of their foundation as a charitable institution 
for the sick, the poor and wandering pilgrims. 

Thirdly, all the donations of hospitals mentioned above coincide with the 
incense propaganda that accompanied the Fifth Crusade.9 The Fourth Lateran 
Council had promulgated indulgences for those who supported crusaders; 
these indulgences far exceeded the spiritual benefits a founder of a hospital 
could hope to gain from the prayers of the poor who were supported by his 
foundation. It was therefore in the interest of the founder or his successors to 
convert the hospital into a donation to a military order. The protection which 
canon law provided for charitable foundations should have made such a 
procedure impossible. Yet the Teutonic Knights, like the Hospitallers of St 
John, could argue that their Order as a whole was at least nominally a hospital. 
They thus escaped the reproach that they were alienating the donated goods 
of an incorporated hospital if they used them for their activities in the Ease. 

\\'hen Archbishop Thcoderic of Trier transferred the hospital of St Nicholas 
at Koblenz to the Teutonic Order in 1216, he did so to the glory of the Virgin 
~fary, to the support of che Holy Land and to the relief of the poor ('ad 
honorem beate virgi11is et s11rc11rsum terre sancte et pauperom alimoniam'). 10 The 
Teutonic Knights thus received the hospital as a donation designed to further 

8 SDO. pp. 31 ff.; cf. I. Sterns, 'The Statutes of the Teutonic Knights. A Swdy in Religious 
Chivalrv', PhD thesis (l'cnnwlvania, 1969), p. 87. 

'! P. l'ixcon, 'Die Anwcrb0 ung des llccrcs Christi. Prediger des Fiinftcn Kreuzzuges in 
Deutschland', Deutsrhes Arrhiv, 34 (1978), 166-91; J. Powell, A11atomy of a Crusade 1213-1221 
!Philadelphia. 1986); C. Ncuhausen, 'Kiiln und die Kreuzziigc', Gesd1irkte in Ko/11, 31 (1992), 
23-50. 

111 Cf. note 4 above. 
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their general purposes, which in facr consistcd of these rhrce acti\'ities. The 
secular canons of St Florin, who had hitherto administered the hospital, agreed 
to the transfer, since they retained the main building of the hospital which they 
needed as a refectory. By giving the goods ro the Teutonic Knights, they 
avoided the obligation to erect a new hospital. The Teutonic Order, meanwhile, 
by virtue of its status as a hospital, could rcorg:111izc these possessions as the 
basis for a new commandery. 

In the same period the preaching of the crus:1de reached a peak in the 
Rhineland as in the rest of western Europe. As a result of this incense 
propaganda Henry I-Ialverogge handed cl\"er to the Teutonic Knights rhe 
hospital of St Catherine, which he had founded :H Cologne. 11 I le did so nor 
because he was looking for a capable administrator of his foundation, but 'in 
order to glorify the Virgin r..tary and the I loly Cross', as the town council put 
it in a letter to the papal judges delc.[!:ate concerned with the matter a few years 
later. Henry Halverrogge thus com·erted his foundation into a donation ro a 
crusading order, which enticled him w [he spirirnal benefits such a donation 
implied. His change of mind must h:1,·e come about quire suddenly: 1hc rown 
council had just reached a compromise with che crnons of St Se,Trin which 
compensated them for the loss of income from funerals held in the hospit:11's 
cemetery. 

In a similar way, the gifts of Flemish hospitals can be traced back to 
crusading propaganda and experience. During rhe siege of D:1mietta, Gilles 
Berthout and his wife made over to the Teutonic Order a chapel and a hospiral 
in their dominion of Oudenburg. 12 In their d1arter they praise the gre:Jt 
expenses the Teutonic Knights incurred in the I loly I,and fighting the infidels 
and supporting the poor; obviously, their donation w;1s aimed at these t:1sks in 
the East. Another Flemish noble, Gilbert of Zorregem. who had wimessed the 
charter of Gilles Berthout, followed his example immediately afrer his return 
from the crusade. 1\Ioreover, he induced his mother and his feudal o,·erlord to 

endow the Teutonic Order with hospitals theY had founded in the ,·illa£;es of 
r..1assemen and Velzeke. n • • 

Ap~~re_ncly the legal position of the Teutonic Order as a hospital suffi,·cd 
to leg1t1m1ze the conversion of a local hospital into a donation which supported 
the Order's activities in the Holy Land. \\"hcther such a cnm·ersion was 
considered meritorious, however, was a different question, the answer to 
which depended largely on the general level of enthusiasm e,·inced for the idea 
of crus_ading. Having reached its peak d11rin~ the Fifth Crus:1de, this 
enthusiasm cooled considerably in the 1230s. As far as the Empire w;1s 

11 Cf. note 5 abm·c. 
12 De oorl:oJtdm vaH l'it.,mbl l • <J l I • · · 
11 • • ·''K, 'no, - ; et. nn l·.1ckck pp. 2h, 2H (norc 50 ff.) ,md l2') ff. 
• Cf. note 7 above. 
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concerned, it could not be revived even when the news spread in 1244 that 
Jerusalem had been lost. 

In 12-tS Sibert of Diilken and his wife handed over to the Order a hospital 
they had founded at Neuss three years before. 14 The charter of transfer 
contains an explicit clause stipulating that none of the hospital's receipts 
should be passed on to the Order's brethren beyond the sea. 15 Sibert of 
Oiilken and his wife had given their hospital to the Teutonic Knights because 
they wanted the Order to defend their foundation against the rival claims of 
their relatives, but they wanted it to function as a local charitable institution. 
Their expectations were the exact opposite of those of Duke \Valram of 
Limburg in 1221 when he endowed the Order with a hospital at Luxembourg, 
expressing the hope that the brethren would be able to send a part of its 
income to the I-loly Land. 16 

The ch:.mged attitude of the general public towards crusading forced the 
Teutonic Knights to reconsider the importance of hospital service. Clearly they 
were not considered first-rate hospital administrators; at least they did not 
rccei\·e any further donations of hospitals. Running a charitable institution was 
a locally Yisible activity, however, likely to attract the attention of benefactors 
who might otherwise nor find rhe Order appealing. Even in this instance, 
however, other motives for endowing the Teuconic Order with donations 
remained more important or became so (for example parental bonds and, 
above all, the wish ro participate in the spiritual merits that the Order enjoyed 
th:mks to its papal privileges of indulgence). It is therefore not astonishing that 
the affiliation of lay men and women to the Order became the primary means 
by which the Teutonic Knights expanded, whereas the hospitals of the Order 
were maintained on a rather reduced level only. 

The Order gave up or closed down its Flemish hospitals after a short time, 
but it maintained its hospitals at Cologne and Koblenz until the mid-fourteenth 
century, and even received a few donations for them. 17 At Koblenz the 

14 ( 'rl1111dmh11d1 des /);-111.,rlrm Ordm.<, 2, nos 64, 65, 67; cf. van Eicke!s, pp. 33-5. 
l .i ( "ri111idmh11d1 drs /kut.<tlrm Orr/ms, 2, no. (,4: '/Jratres domus Tlreuto11ice} de di,te domusprooe111i/111s 

/. ../ ,,it!ril rlimifl11tlfJI 11er ad 11s11s frarrnm trt111smmit1ontm rom:er/ant'. For a similar example from 
Bremen cf. Hmlli.rdie.< Cri1111denhurh, I, ed. D.R. Ehmck and \V. v. Bippcn (Bremen, 1873), no. 225. 

I<, Staatsarchiv Ludwi~sburp;, Germany, Bestand 352, Blischel 117, no. 2: '[.. .} atte11dmtes 
.<ol/mius tl mnsideranres d,~:odus, q11od, 01111 predirta domu.< minus suffirims e.uefpauperibus etJere 11irlril 
mritatis iflpmderrl prr~f!n·,1is et fraflsm11tib11.<, quod per frarres Theuto11ire domus egmis et la11g11mti!,us ad 
ip.wm tf,mmm m11mnr11tihus maiora de r'flem siflt hahmda bmefida et mritatis amplioris gratia co11fermda 
e1 trn-e sa,utr ,kfrnrtihus eiusdrm rlomus ah ipsisfmtrihus aliquid sit mitrmdum'; photograph in: Ritter 
1111d !'ri,·srrr. :\rht Jahrlumderlt /)eutsdur Ord,·11 ii! Nonlz::esrmropa, ed. U. Arnold et al. (Alden-
Bicscn, I 992). pp. 62 ff. 

17 van Eickcls, pp. 195 ff. (with references): around 1280 the commandery was granted the right 
to close a path passin~ in front of the hospital, because the noise disturbed the holy service in the 
chapel as well as the poor and the sick in the hospital. The following year the commander and 
the brethren of the house of the Teutonic Order at Koblcnz boup;ht a piece of land adjacent to 
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commandery finally abolished its hospital when it needed space to extend its 
own buildings in the second half of the fourteenth century. The hospital of St 
Catherine at Cologne came under the jurisdiction of the town council at about 
the same time. 18 Again, the altered rank of hospital service seems to be 
indicative of a more far-reaching change in the Order and its image: in the same 
period - more precisely after 1371 - donations to the Order ceased abruptly; 19 

obviously, the Teutonic Knights were no longer able and willing to compete 
for alms with other religious houses. 

In conclusion, the Teutonic Knights received their early donations as an 
order of crusaders. They only attached a certain degree of importance to the 
administration of their hospitals once the general enthusiasm for crusading had 
cooled down, since local charity only became a factor of some consequence in 
the stiffening competition between old and new privileged orders ar this 
point. They therefore maintained some of the hospitals received early in the 
thirteenth century, especially urban ones, until the bailiwicks and 
commanderies in the Empire finally became institutions which confined 
themselves to providing a living for their own members. 

the hospita! a~d received a donation '11omi!ledomus sue pr~dirterl infinnomm ini/,i dri'IJfilhr,i,-iu111-a1 
IIOil/1'.Je substdtt te"': sancte'. Another donation was given co them in 1297 'in pmnmfimm11 lfljimtorom 
hospttalis domus e1usdem'. ~n 1_299 the hospital received a rem of 2 marks, a quarter of which wa~ 
to be .used to hoard the s,ck m the hospital one Jay a year. Jn 1318 rhe cicv of Koblcnz anJ the 
archbisho_p ofTricrend~wed the commandcry with land needed to enlarge ;he hospital b11ilJing. 
The .hospital is l~sc mentioned in 1344 in a letter of indulgence which contains a clause prohibiting 
that It be advertised outside the chapel and the hospital of the commanderv. Bv the end of the 
fourteenth century the Order had b ·1 • -· f h - ' • . • 11 1ta new \I mg o I e commandcrv 1n place of the former 
hosp1ral. • 

18 ~an Eickels, PP· 196 ff.: the hospital is referred to in donations of 1250 and 1297; it is last 
menc,oned in 1349 when the comma d • d • h · _ •. n cry grante a room m t c hospital to a layman affiliated 
to the Order: H1stor1sches Arch iv der Stadt Koln, Katharincn I){) u k 1/"I "IS \ j· f h · I 
compiled for the town cou ·1 fC I . . . • ., r • • • - •.' 1st o osp1t_a s 
'a u . ~ci O O ogne in 1470 mentions three communal pmvr_eorrs for a hospital 

P d sanctam Katham,am : Aktm zur Geschichte der Vero!•a/1u111; und Ver[assu11r; derStar!f Kb1,1 im J,/. 
und 15. Jahmuudert, ed. W. Stein ( Bonn, 1895), 2, p. 4 76. • • 

19 van Eiekds, pp. 81 ff. 

https://IIOil/1'.Je
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