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FOREWORD
	
Anyone	who	undertakes	to	write	the	history	of	the	Knights	Hospitaller	of	St

John	of	Jerusalem	of	Rhodes	and	of	Malta	is	at	once	faced	with	formidable
difficulties:	for	indeed	the	history	of	this	illustrious	Order	is	in	the	large	part	the
history	of	the	Mediterranean	covering	some	700	years,	not	to	mention	the
activities	of	the	Order	in	other	parts	of	Europe	and	the	New	World:	thus	from	its
earliest	beginnings	in	the	eleventh	century	until	the	present	day—a	span	of	more
than	900	years!
Ernle	Bradford	has	already	given	evidence	of	this	scholarship	in	his	previous

books,	The	Great	Siege	and	Mediterranean:	Portrait	of	a	Sea,	and	it	is	not
surprising,	therefore,	that	in	his	latest	book	The	Shield	and	The	Sword	he	has
once	again	demonstrated	his	skill	as	a	narrator	and	his	integrity	as	an	historian.
From	the	very	first	pages	we	sense	the	thrill	and	drama	of	these	medieval

Knights	who	were	members	of	a	religious	order,	with	their	heroic	courage,	their
idealism,	their	profound	Christianity	and	inevitably	their	human	weaknesses.
The	military	progress	and	prowess	of	the	Knights	Hospitaller	of	St	John,	as

they	were	then	known,	is	recorded	with	historical	accuracy	while	in	every
chapter	the	golden	thread	of	the	Order’s	unwavering	fidelity	to	its	saintly
founder’s	injunction:	‘to	care	for	our	Lords	the	sick	and	our	Lords	the	poor’	is
always	present.	We	follow	the	saga	of	the	great	sieges	of	Rhodes	and	of	Malta,
to	end,	alas,	in	the	cession	of	the	island	to	Napoleon,	the	darkest	hour	in	the
history	of	the	Knights	of	St	John.
It	seemed	at	that	moment	that	the	Order	had	reached	its	conclusion,	yet	the

story	continues	to	relate	its	survival	and	then	its	almost	miraculous	renewal	in
the	twentieth	century.
Ernle	Bradford	has	written	a	concise	and	moving	history	of	the	Order	of	St

John	and	not	the	least	of	his	achievements	is	to	have	included	all	the	essential
facts	within	the	narrow	space	of	some	300	pages.
The	Sovereign	Military	and	Hospitaller	Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	of

Rhodes	and	of	Malta,	to	give	it	its	full	title,	is	today,	as	the	final	chapter
indicates,	perhaps	more	active	and	certainly	more	widespread	than	at	any	time	in
its	900	years’	history.



Its	sovereignty	dating	from	the	capture	of	the	island	of	Rhodes	in	1310,	making
it	one	of	the	oldest	sovereign	states	in	Europe,	is	now	officially	recognised	by
thirty-eight	states	with	which	the	Order	maintains	diplomatic	relations.
The	work	of	the	Knights	of	St	John	remains	unchanged	since	the	days	of	its

founder,	to	care	for	the	sick	and	the	poor	regardless	of	race,	language	or	religion.
This	work	goes	on	today	in	the	leper	settlements	of	Africa	and	elsewhere,	in	the
earthquake	area	of	the	Andes,	in	the	swamps	of	Bangladesh,	in	the	riot-torn
streets	of	Londonderry	and	Belfast,	in	the	fighting	zone	of	Vietnam	where
volunteers	of	the	German	ambulance	corps	of	the	Order	have	already	sacrificed
their	lives,	and	in	the	countless	hospitals,	dispensaries	and	homes	on	four
continents.
The	Order’s	8,500	members	in	thirty-nine	grand	priories,	sub-priories	and

national	associations,	aided	by	an	unknown	number	of	helpers	and	generous
supporters,	still	maintain	their	ancient	tradition	of	voluntary	service.
Ernle	Bradford’s	The	Shield	and	The	Sword	appropriately	enough	appears	in

the	tenth	year	of	the	reign	of	the	77th	Grand	Master,	Frà	Angelo	de	Mojana	di
Cologna.	The	‘Modern	Crusade’	is	already	launched	and	the	Hospitaller’s
banner	of	the	eight-pointed	cross	flies	as	a	symbol	of	international	charity	and
peace	in	more	than	sixty	countries	throughout	the	world.
	
QUINTIN	JERMY	GWYN
Grand	Chancellor	of	the	Sovereign	Military	Hospitaller
Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	of	Rhodes	and	of	Malta
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Chapter	11
THE	WIND	AND	THE	SEA	AND	THE	SHIPS

	
The	Aegean	Sea	was	the	battlefield	where	the	Knights	of	St	John	were	to

engage	the	enemy	for	nearly	two	centuries.	They	became	as	familiar	with	it	as
their	predecessors	had	been	with	the	desert	land	of	Syria	or	the	mountainous
peaks	of	the	Lebanon.	Battered	by	storms	in	winter	the	Knights	knew	it	then
only	from	their	viewpoint	on	the	battlemented	walls	of	Rhodes,	for	the	sailing
season	came	to	an	abrupt	end	in	November	and	sometimes	a	month	or	so
beforehand.	Like	the	ancients	they	brought	their	galleys	ashore	over	winter	for
refitting	and	repairing,	or	else	had	them	securely	moored	in	the	sheltered	waters
of	the	Mandraccio.	April	or	May	saw	the	galleys	ready	once	more	to	creep	out	in
search	of	enemy	merchantmen,	or	to	dash	like	aquatic	insects	on	their	oared	legs
at	a	signal	from	Piskopi	that	traffic	was	passing	through	the	strait.
The	sea	that	became	part	and	parcel	of	their	life,	the	Sea	of	the	Kingdom	as	it

had	been	called	by	the	Greeks,	was	more	densely	studded	with	islands	than	any
other	area	in	the	Mediterranean.	It	was	this	which	had	enabled	men	millennia
before	to	develop	the	art	of	navigation,	encouraged	as	they	had	been	when
making	a	departure	by	nearly	always	having	another	island	in	sight.	It	was	also
the	only	part	of	the	Mediterranean	that	was	blessed	with	regular	winds	which
blew	throughout	the	sea-going	months	of	summer.	In	July	and	August	the
Etesian	winds	(called	from	the	Greek	etos,	a	year,	because	they	were	regular
annually)	blew	from	between	north-west	and	north-east	strong	and	steady,
declining	slightly	at	nightfall	but	picking	up	again	shortly	after	sunrise	and
reaching	their	maximum	in	the	early	afternoon.	It	was	then	that	the	rowers	at	the
galley	benches	could	take	their	ease,	while	the	Rhodian	seamen	hoisted	the	high-
shouldered	lateen	sails	and	the	galley	plunged	forward	at	top	speed.	Because	this
was	the	season	of	fair	weather,	Bel	Tempo,	the	Etesians	were	also	called	Beltemp
(later	corrupted	to	Meltem,	as	they	are	still	known).	During	the	summer	months,
except	for	a	little	early	morning	mist,	there	were	no	fogs	and	visibility	was
usually	crystal	clear.	The	northerly	winds	broomed	the	atmosphere	and	produced
that	extraordinary	clarity	of	Greek	light	which	makes	an	object	several	miles
distant	as	sharply	defined	as	one	a	few	cables	away.	In	the	spring	and	autumn



months,	when	the	Meltem	were	not	blowing,	the	sea	was	often	misted	with	calm
and	a	haze	which	the	Rhodians	called	calina	would	lie	like	a	smoky	varnish	over
the	surface.	The	peaks	of	the	islands	where	the	Knights	had	their	look-out	points
would	rise	up	sharp	above	the	haze,	and	from	their	viewpoints	the	watchmen
could	descry	the	masts	and	yards	of	merchantmen	moving	softly	through	the
island	channels.	It	was	then	that,	alerted	by	a	signal	or	a	beacon	fire,	the	waiting
galley	could	dash	forward	unobserved	and	be	at	close	quarters	before	the	crew
on	her	opponent’s	deck	had	spotted	the	lean	bows	smoking	out	of	the	mist.
Like	all	Mediterranean	seamen	they	did	not	have	to	bother	with	tidal	problems

for	the	rise	and	fall	was	negligible,	being	only	a	matter	of	inches.	Currents,
however,	were	another	matter	and	the	pilots,	who	in	any	case	had	been	familiar
with	the	sea	around	the	island	since	they	were	boys,	had	to	be	expert	in	knowing
what	flow	might	be	expected	in	the	channels	between	the	islands.	A	galley	under
oars	might	make	four	and	a	half	knots	at	full	speed	and	about	seven	with	a	fair
wind,	which	meant	that	a	current	of	anything	over	half	a	knot	was	something	to
be	reckoned	with.	It	was	upon	the	application	of	his	knowledge	of	the	direction
and	speed	of	the	currents	that	a	good	pilot	might	help	the	galley-master	make	a
capture	where,	on	the	face	of	it,	it	would	have	seemed	that	a	fleeing
merchantman	was	destined	to	make	its	escape.	Up	north	by	the	Dardanelles,
where	the	Black	Sea	flows	into	the	Aegean,	there	was	a	strong	surface	current
running	south-westerly,	but	this	was	beyond	the	operational	area	of	the	Rhodian
galleys.	The	overall	current	which	interested	them	most	was	the	southerly	one
which,	driven	by	the	Meltem,	drove	steadily	along	the	islands,	headlands,	and
inlets	of	the	sea.	Since	there	is	a	clockwise	current	throughout	the	whole
Mediterranean,	varying	in	strength	but	almost	always	present,	pilots	had	to	take
this	into	account	when	working	off	the	mainland	coast.	The	current	swirls	past
the	island	of	Cyprus,	turns	westerly	when	it	meets	the	southern	coast	of	Turkey,
and	then	flows	northerly.	In	summer	the	current	induced	by	the	Meltem	might
cancel	out	this	current	or	might	even	override	it,	but	at	other	seasons	of	the	year
the	pilot	would	have	to	take	it	into	account.	Similarly	between	individual	islands,
depending	upon	from	what	direction	the	wind	was	blowing,	purely	local	currents
—sometimes	flowing	as	fast	as	two	knots—had	to	be	reckoned	with.	It	was	upon
the	Rhodian	expertise	in	pilotage,	as	well	as	upon	the	excellence	of	their	galleys
and	the	fighting	qualities	of	the	Knights	and	men-at-arms,	that	the	Order	of	St
John	relied	for	its	mastery	of	these	narrow	waters.	Southerly	gales,	bringing	with
them	thick	overcast	weather	(although	little	met	with	in	the	sailing	months)
could	negate	all	other	currents	and	give	a	north-flowing	current	even	as	far	as	the



Bosporus	and	the	Dardanelles.
Around	Rhodes	itself	the	Meltem	which	govern	all	the	conditions	of	the

Aegean	in	summer,	instead	of	blowing	from	north-west,	turned	towards	the
Asian	mainland	and	blew	hard	from	almost	due	west.	This	gave	a	good	working
wind	under	sail	for	running	up	to	the	northern	islands	like	Cos	and	Leros	or	to
Smyrna	itself,	while	for	cruising	off	the	southern	coastline	of	Anatolia,	into	the
Bay	of	Anatalya,	or	running	down	to	Cyprus	the	galleys	had	a	fair	wind	from
astern.	In	Rhodes	the	westerly	was	the	prevailing	wind.	In	midsummer	it	might
alternate	with	cool	northerlies	but	there	were	also	times	when	a	lowering	sky
over	Asia	would	betoken	the	advent	of	the	most	unpleasant	weather	in	the	island
—unpleasant	only	in	the	landsman’s	sense,	for	the	seaman	could	often	make
good	use	of	it.	This	occurred	when	the	air	over	the	thousands	of	square	miles	of
parched	mainland	blew	in	from	the	east,	raising	the	temperature	and	the
humidity	and	causing	the	citizens	of	Rhodes	to	close	their	shutters	and	lie	down
in	sweaty	darkness	on	their	beds.	At	such	times	galleys	or	merchant	ships	at	sea
could	find	reasonable	anchorage	and	a	lee	under	the	southeastern	shores	of	the
island.	They	could	also	use	this	summer	wind	to	make	off	to	the	islands	that	lay
to	the	west,	Crete	for	example.	Other	things	which	the	Rhodian	pilots,
shipmasters,	and	their	seamen	had	to	know	about	were	those	typical	island
squalls	which	boil	up	over	the	high	limestone	peaks	of	the	Aegean.	Strong
winds,	or	gales	from	the	north,	would	cause	violent	gusts	to	descend	the	slopes
and	valleys	on	the	lee	side	of	mountainous	islands	or	headlands.	The	mariner
unfamiliar	with	this	sea,	who	might	have	hoped	to	find	a	peaceful	shelter	in	such
areas,	would	be	hit	with	terrifying	blasts	of	wind,	quite	sufficient	to	dismast	his
vessel.
Except	at	one	point	off	Crete,	where	considerable	depths	are	found,	the	Aegean

is	a	comparatively	shallow	sea.	This	means	that	any	strong	winds	will	kick	up	a
short	and	unpleasant	breaking	sea	far	more	quickly	than	would	occur	in	an	ocean
or	a	deep	sea.	Under	these	conditions	the	narrow	galleys	with	their
comparatively	shallow	draught	would	find	it	almost	impossible	to	pursue	a
course	with	the	swell	on	the	beam.	If	there	was	sea	room	they	could	turn	and	run
before	the	weather;	if	not	then	they	must	head	into	it,	the	oarsmen	straining	at
the	jumping	oars	to	try	to	maintain	the	ship’s	status	quo.
It	was	upon	the	men	who	manned	the	heavy	looms	of	the	oars	that	the	galley

depended	for	its	speed	in	approach	and	for	the	run-in	that	preceded	the	action	of
ramming	and	boarding.	In	the	days	prior	to	the	advent	of	guns	upon	ships	the
ram	was	still	the	principal	weapon	of	the	war	galley.	It	could	be	used	in	two



ways:	either	for	a	direct	beam-on	attack	with	the	object	of	shattering	the
opponent’s	side,	or	for	making	a	glancing	blow	right	down	the	side	of	the
enemy,	shattering	his	oars	and	leaving	him	stationary	and	helpless.	The	final	act
in	all	these	engagements	was	to	close,	secure	your	opponent	to	you	with
grapnels,	and	pour	on	board.	As	the	galley	ran	into	the	attack	the	archers	and
crossbow-men	would	open	fire,	hoping	to	clear	the	decks	so	as	to	facilitate	the
entrance	of	the	boarding	party.	The	latter	was	composed	of	Knights	and	men-at-
arms,	who	were	stationed	on	a	platform	forward	of	the	main	mast	known	as	the
rambades.	At	a	later	date	this	area	carried	light	cannon	and	anti-personnel
weapons	which	were	also	used	to	clear	the	opponent’s	decks	during	the	run-in.
The	human	machinery	that	toiled	below	decks	in	circumstances	of	almost

unbelievable	hardship	was	made	up	of	condemned	criminals	and	captive
Moslem	slaves.	At	a	later	date	these	were	supplemented	by	the	buonavoglie,
usually	men	who	to	escape	the	jail	that	awaited	debtors	had	come	to	an
arrangement	with	their	creditors	and	served	a	necessary	number	of	years	until
their	debts	were	cleared.	These	men	of	course	were	paid;	they	also	enjoyed
better	living	conditions	than	the	slaves	and	criminals;	and	they	were
distinguished	from	them	by	a	curious	kind	of	haircut	(rather	like	a	Red	Indian’s)
which	left	a	plume	of	hair	growing	down	the	centre	of	the	head	with	either	side
close-shaved.
The	conditions	of	a	galley	slave’s	life	have	been	often	enough	described	and

the	expression	‘working	like	a	galley	slave’	has	passed	into	the	language.	One	of
the	best	descriptions	was	given	some	centuries	later	by	a	Frenchman	who	had
himself	been	condemned	to	the	galleys.	Despite	the	difference	in	time,	the	ships
and	the	lives	of	the	men	who	laboured	in	them	had	changed	little.
	
(The	galley	slaves)	are	chained	six	to	a	bench;	these	are	four	foot	wide	and

covered	with	sacking	stuffed	with	wool,	over	which	are	laid	sheepskins	that
reach	down	to	the	deck.	The	officer	in	charge	of	the	galley	slaves	stays	aft	with
the	captain	from	whom	he	receives	his	orders.	There	are	also	two	under-officers,
one	amidships	and	one	at	the	prow.	Both	of	these	are	armed	with	whips	with
which	they	flog	the	naked	bodies	of	the	slaves.	When	the	captain	gives	the	order
to	row,	the	officer	gives	the	signal	with	a	silver	whistle	which	hangs	on	a	cord
round	his	neck;	the	signal	is	repeated	by	the	under-officers,	and	very	soon	all
fifty	oars	strike	the	water	as	one.	Picture	to	yourself	six	men	chained	to	a	bench
naked	as	they	were	born,	one	foot	on	the	stretcher,	the	other	lifted	and	placed
against	the	bench	in	front	of	him,	supporting	in	their	hands	a	vastly	heavy	oar



and	stretching	their	bodies	backwards	while	their	arms	are	extended	to	push	the
loom	of	the	oars	clear	of	the	backs	of	those	in	front	of	them…	Sometimes	the
galley	slaves	row	ten,	twelve,	even	twenty	hours	at	a	stretch,	without	the
slightest	rest	or	break.	On	these	occasions	the	officer	will	go	round	and	put
pieces	of	bread	soaked	in	wine	into	the	mouths	of	the	wretched	rowers,	to
prevent	them	from	fainting.	Then	the	captain	will	call	upon	the	officers	to
redouble	their	blows,	and	if	one	of	the	slaves	falls	exhausted	over	his	oar	(which
is	not	uncommon)	he	is	flogged	until	he	appears	to	be	dead	and	is	thrown
overboard	without	ceremony.
	
It	is	little	wonder	that	slave	revolts	aboard	galleys	were	marked	by

unimaginable	savagery.	These	would	most	often	occur	during	close	action	and
boarding	work.	If	it	appeared	that	their	own	vessel	was	being	taken	by	the
enemy	the	slaves	would	all	rattle	their	chains	and	howl	to	be	set	free,	for	if	it	was
a	Moslem	vessel	that	was	being	captured	the	rowers	at	the	oars	would	almost	all
be	Christians,	and	vice	versa.	It	was	the	captured	and	defeated	enemy	who
provided	the	main	working	power	of	the	galley.	The	use	of	the	galley	slave	at
sea	produced	further	problems	when	ships	were	in	harbour.	The	slaves	could	not
of	course	live	permanently	aboard,	so	elaborate	prison	quarters	had	to	be
constructed	to	house	them.	These	also	required	guards	and	maximum	security,
for	a	slave	revolt	ashore	might	be	even	more	disastrous	than	one	in	a	ship.
During	the	winter	months	when	the	galleys	were	laid	up	for	refit	the	slaves	were
employed	on	harbour	and	defence	works.	Many	of	the	great	walls	and	fortified
towers	that	grace	the	city	of	Rhodes	were	erected	by	slave	labour	working	under
the	orders	of	Rhodian	masons	to	the	designs	of	Italian	fortress	engineers.	It	is
little	wonder	that	an	Italian	viewing	some	Turkish	galley	slaves	could	remark,
‘Poor	creatures!	They	must	envy	the	dead.’	But	exactly	the	same	fate	befell	any
Christians	who	fell	into	Moslem	hands.	Many	a	Knight	of	St	John	in	the
centuries	to	come	would	end	his	days	on	the	oar	bench	unless,	or	until,	his
ransom	was	forthcoming.	A	hard	world	breeds	hard	men,	and	in	the	clash
between	Crescent	and	Cross	that	was	to	continue	all	over	the	Mediterranean	for
some	five	centuries	these	conditions	of	life	were	to	be	known	by	generation
upon	generation.
From	the	outside,	however,	the	galley	was	a	thing	of	beauty.	Her	lean	graceful

lines	led	up	forward	to	her	heavily	decorated	and	painted	prow	and	figurehead,
and	at	the	stern	to	her	equally	gilded	and	ornamented	poop	where	the	officers
had	their	living	quarters.	In	a	typical	galley	of	this	period	the	captain	would	be	a



Knight	of	the	Order,	assisted	by	a	professional	Rhodian	sailing	master	who	was
in	charge	of	the	Rhodian	seamen	who	manned	the	yards	and	sails	and	did	all	the
shipwork.	The	second	in	command	was	also	a	Knight	and	there	would	inevitably
be	a	number	of	novices	who	were	doing	their	year’s	training	at	sea.	A	galley	of
this	period	would	be	manned	by	about	two	hundred	oarsmen,	from	fifty	to	two
hundred	soldiers,	and	up	to	fifty	sailors.	The	latter	would	include	carpenters	and
shipwrights,	cooks,	the	master	barber	and	his	assistants	(he	was	also	the
surgeon),	as	well	as	one	or	more	pilots	and	Rhodian	helmsmen.	Charts	existed,
but	the	knowledge	of	the	capes	and	headlands,	islands,	bays	and	anchorages,	was
mostly	carried	in	the	pilot’s	head.
The	galley	had	evolved	out	of	the	Byzantine	dromon,	or	‘racer’,	but	for	its

ancestry	one	must	go	back	to	the	days	of	the	Phoenicians	and	of	classical	Greece
and	Rome.	A	large	galley	of	the	Venetian	type	might	be	as	long	as	180	feet,
although	the	Rhodian	galleys	were	usually	shorter	than	this.	The	beam	on	such	a
galley	would	be	only	about	nineteen	feet	and	the	depth	of	the	hold	eight	feet.
Even	on	an	overall	length	of	180	feet	the	waterline	length	would	probably	be	no
more	than	125	feet,	for	there	was	a	very	long	overhang	at	the	bow	and	a
considerable	one	at	the	stern.	She	was	a	vessel	designed	for	speed	and	mobility,
not	for	carrying	capacity	or	for	weatherliness	in	anything	other	than	the	months
of	summer.	She	stepped	two,	and	sometimes	three,	short	masts	on	which	were
set	triangular	lateen	sails.	These	had	been	known	to	the	Romans	and	had	then
disappeared	from	the	sea	until	brought	back	again	by	the	Arabs	who	had
preserved	the	usage	of	them	in	the	Red	Sea	and	in	their	monsoon	trade	with
India.	The	lateen	was,	until	the	invention	of	the	gaff	rig	centuries	later,	the	most
efficient	sail	for	almost	all	purposes.	It	required	little	manpower	to	hoist	and	set,
it	was	quite	efficient	for	windward	work	while,	with	the	two	main	lateens
boomed	out	on	opposing	sides	(‘goose-winged’),	it	provided	a	well-balanced	sail
area	for	downhill	work.	The	other	principal	vessel	to	be	found	upon	the	sea	at
this	time—and	the	one	upon	which	the	Knights	preyed—was	the	‘round	ship’	or
merchantman.
She,	like	the	galley,	could	also	trace	her	origins	back	to	the	Phoenicians	whose

merchantmen	had	been	known	to	them	as	a	‘Gaulos’	or	‘Tub’	from	their	shape—
something	like	a	half	walnut.	These	of	course	were	designed	for	carrying
capacity	above	all,	and	were	dependent	almost	entirely	upon	sails	for	their
motive	power.	Beamy,	high-sided,	and	driven	by	squaresails	or	a	combination	of
squaresails	and	lateens,	they	were	better	sea-boats	than	the	galleys,	but	were
cumbersome	to	handle	and,	unless	flying	with	a	fair	breeze	astern,	were	no



match	for	the	galleys.	Half	way	between	these	two	types	of	vessel	came	the
galleass,	a	cargo-carrying	ship	mainly	dependent	upon	sail	but	which	also	had
oar-power	and,	at	a	later	date,	was	capable	of	mounting	a	fair	weight	of	guns.	It
was	a	combination	of	the	round	ship	and	the	galleass,	evolved	into	a	thoroughly
seaworthy	vessel	in	northern	waters	by	English,	Danes	and	Dutch,	that	was
ultimately	to	supersede	all	others.	For	the	moment	though,	during	the	centuries
that	the	Knights	were	in	Rhodes,	the	galley	was	the	most	powerful	ship	upon	the
sea.	Its	design	was	so	good	that,	even	though	somewhat	discredited	after	the
seventeenth	century,	the	galley	would	still	be	active	upon	these	tideless	waters
until	the	nineteenth	century	when	the	advent	of	steam	as	a	propulsion	power
changed	the	face	of	all	the	seas	and	oceans.
Quite	apart	from	the	lead	and	line	for	determining	depths	when	in	pilotage

waters,	the	galley	masters	and	their	navigators	had	portulans	or	pilotage	books.
Their	principal	navigational	instrument	was	the	compass.	These	were	in
common	use	by	the	fourteenth	century,	and	references	to	the	magnetic	compass
occur	as	early	as	the	twelfth	century.	In	view	of	the	fact	that	the	original
establishment	of	the	Hospital	derived	from	the	merchants	of	Amalfi	it	is
interesting	to	note	that	it	was	often	claimed	that	the	compass	itself	had	originated
there.	The	fact	is	that	the	Amalfitans	almost	certainly	learned	about	the	compass
during	their	trade	with	the	East,	and	that	it	was	known	to	the	Arabs	a	long	time
before	it	became	generally	used	by	Europeans.	It	is	possible,	however,	that	it
was	the	Amalfitans	who	first	anchored	the	compass	needle	to	a	marked	card	so
as	to	make	compass	reading	considerably	easier.	Prior	to	this	the	early	method	of
using	the	magnetised	needle	was	to	rub	it	on	a	lodestone,	thus	magnetising	the
metal,	and	then	to	pierce	a	reed	or	a	thin	sliver	of	wood	with	the	needle	and	float
it	in	a	bowl	of	water,	when	the	needle	would	turn	and	point	to	magnetic	north.
Such	a	system	was	of	course	of	little	use	unless	the	weather	was	fair,	for	if	the
vessel	was	rolling	or	heeled	to	a	wind	it	was	almost	impossible	to	keep	the	bowl
sufficiently	still.	Quite	apart	from	the	compass,	the	pilots	had	their	knowledge	of
the	stars	to	guide	them	at	night.	Polaris	the	North	Star	had	been	used	as	a
navigational	aid	since	the	days	of	Homer—and	probably	long	before.
When	the	galleys	were	out	in	company,	say	four	of	them	at	a	time,	tactics	were

very	similar	to	those	adopted	by	the	cavalry,	the	ships	advancing	in	line	abreast
against	the	enemy.	Quite	often,	however,	the	galleys	went	out	in	twos,	and	they
then	used	tactics	very	similar	to	those	of	the	hunting	lion	and	lioness.	Hearing
that	a	merchantman	was	bound	through	a	particular	channel	the	fastest	galley
would	endeavour	to	get	behind	her,	leaving	her	‘mate’	lurking	behind	a	suitable



point	or	headland.	The	galley	would	then	drive	the	fleeting	merchantman	in	the
required	direction.	At	the	very	moment	when	it	might	have	seemed	that	she	had
the	legs	on	her	pursuer	and	was	about	to	make	good	her	escape,	the
merchantman	would	find	her	way	barred	by	the	second	galley	sliding	out	from
concealment	to	bar	her	course.
At	the	last	stages	of	the	run-in,	or	when	just	about	to	board	the	enemy,	the

Knights	had	another	trick	up	their	sleeves.	This	was	Greek	fire,	or	‘wild	fire’	as
it	was	sometimes	called.	An	invention	of	the	Byzantines,	the	crusaders	had	come
across	it	during	their	centuries	in	the	East	where	it	had	been	used	in	the	defence
of	walled	cities	and	castles.	Composed	of	a	mixture	of	saltpetre,	pounded
sulphur,	pitch,	unrefined	ammoniacal	salt,	resin	and	turpentine	(there	were	a
number	of	closely	guarded	formulae)	Greek	fire	was	an	incendiary	weapon.	It
could	be	used	as	a	liquid	mixture	and	ejected	from	copper	tubes	so	that	it	came
out	as	a	roaring	flame,	rather	like	a	modern	flame-thrower,	or	it	could	be	made
into	a	mixture	designed	for	a	hand	grenade.	It	was	poured	into	thin	clay	pots,	‘of
a	size	that	would	fit	a	man’s	hand	and	could	be	thrown	20	to	30	yards’.	The
mouths	of	the	pots	were	sealed	by	canvas	or	thick	paper	and	secured	by	cords
dipped	in	sulphur	which	ran	down	inside	the	pot.	Just	prior	to	throwing	them	the
cords	were	lit,	thus	ensuring	that	when	the	pot	burst	one	or	more	of	the	fuses
would	explode	it.	On	highly	inflammable	wooden	decks,	or	among	tangled
canvas	and	cordage,	Greek	fire	could	be	a	deadly	weapon,	quite	apart	from
distracting	the	enemy	at	the	very	moment	that	the	boarding	party	was	swarming
over	his	side.	There	is	no	record	of	the	Knights	having	used	Greek	fire	as	the
Byzantines	had	done	on	an	earlier	occasion	when	their	fleet	had	put	to	flight	a
Pisan	fleet	by	the	use	of	flame-throwers:	‘On	the	prow	of	each	ship	he	(the
Byzantine	admiral)	had	a	head	of	a	lion	or	other	land	animal	fixed,	made	in	brass
or	iron	with	the	mouth	open,	and	gilded	over	so	that	the	mere	aspect	was
terrifying.	And	the	fire	which	was	to	be	directed	against	the	enemy	through	tubes
he	made	to	pass	through	the	mouths	of	the	beasts,	so	that	it	seemed	as	if	the	lions
and	other	monsters	were	vomiting	fire.’
It	is	more	likely	that	the	Knights	confined	themselves	to	less	elaborate	methods

such	as	the	incendiary	hand	grenade	(from	which	in	any	case	there	was	no
danger	of	a	‘flash	back’	into	one’s	own	vessel).	Sea-fighting	was	still	essentially
land-fighting	afloat,	the	object	being	to	board	and	overwhelm	the	enemy.	It	was
not	for	a	long	time	after	the	general	use	of	cannon	ashore	that	ships	would	be
constructed	which	would	win	their	battles	by	accurate	and	heavy	gunfire.
Arrows,	crossbow	quarrels,	and	incendiaries	only	served	to	soften	up	the	enemy.



It	was	the	armoured	knight	and	the	mail-jerkined	man-at-arms,	swinging
themselves	over	the	gunwales	and	beating	down	their	opponents,	that	finally
determined	the	course	of	an	action	at	sea.
	

	



	

Chapter	17
‘TWO	FINE,	LARGE	HARBOURS’

	
On	a	cold	winter’s	evening	on	January	1st,	1523,	the	peaks	of	the	Carian

mountains	across	the	strait	white	with	snow,	and	the	sea	darkening	as	the	sun
went	down	behind	Rhodes,	the	survivors	of	the	siege	left	their	island	home	for
ever.	Their	destination	was	the	port	of	Khania	in	Crete	where	they	intended	to
water	and	victual,	as	well	as	give	the	wounded	some	respite	from	the	rolling	and
pitching	of	the	ships	before	setting	course	for	Messina.	L’Isle	Adam	was	in	the
great	carrack	Santa	Maria	which	was	commanded	by	an	Englishman,	Sir
William	Weston.	Accompanying	him	were	two	galleys,	San	Giovanni	and	Santa
Caterina,	together	with	a	barque,	the	Per	la.	It	was	a	small	enough	fleet	to
represent	all	those	years	in	Rhodes	and	all	those	triumphs	at	sea,	and	little
enough	that	they	had	with	them.	They	had,	however,	been	allowed	to	take	their
arms,	with	the	exception	of	the	bronze	cannons.	They	took	also	along	with	their
personal	belongings	those	relics	so	dear	to	the	Religion,	including	the	Right
Hand	of	St	John	in	its	jewelled	reliquary,	as	well	as	the	precious	archives	of	the
Order.	(These	records	of	their	history	over	the	centuries,	together	with	relics	of
the	True	Cross,	the	Holy	Thorn,	the	Body	of	St	Euphemia,	and	the	Ikon	of	Our
Lady	of	Phileremos,	were	all	to	accompany	them	to	their	next	island	home.)	It	is
interesting	to	reflect	that,	as	Eric	Brockman	observes,	‘Amongst	the	survivors
who	embarked	with	the	Grand	Master	was	a	young	Provencal	called	Jean	Parisot
de	la	Valette.	Forty-three	years	later,	when	the	remnants	of	his	armies	came	back
to	Constantinople	from	the	siege	of	Malta,	beaten	and	shamed	by	the	Grand
Master	La	Valette,	Suleiman	was	to	regret	his	youthful	act	of	chivalry	in	letting
these	accursed	Kuffar	escape	alive.’
It	was	not	until	April	that	the	ships	reached	Messina,	the	port	from	which,	if

those	in	Europe	had	honoured	their	obligations,	a	relief	force	should	have	sailed
for	Rhodes	many	months	ago.	The	fate	of	the	Order	now	rested	very	largely	on
L’Isle	Adam,	and	on	his	ability	to	use	his	skill	in	diplomacy.	This	fortunately
was	almost	as	remarkable	as	his	skill	in	warfare.	Nevertheless,	he	had	as	hard	a
task	ahead	of	him	as	he	had	ever	known—even	in	the	siege	of	Rhodes.	Europe
was	in	its	usual	troubled	state,	the	Order	seemed	something	of	an	anachronism,



and	the	spectre	of	Martin	Luther	and	his	followers	had	appeared	to	haunt	the
security	of	the	papacy,	a	papacy	indeed	which	was	so	far	from	secure	that	in
1527	Rome	itself	was	to	be	sacked	by	the	German	Lutheran	troops	of	Charles	V.
It	was	very	largely	the	forceful	personality	of	L’Isle	Adam	that	kept	the	Order
from	collapsing	altogether.	The	Knights	thought	constantly	of	Rhodes.	Its
memory	haunted	them;	their	gracious	city,	the	streets	of	Auberges,	the	view
across	the	strait	to	the	land	whence	their	enemy	had	come,	the	pleasant
vineyards,	wooded	slopes,	and	butterfly-bright	valleys.
During	these	years	of	exile	the	Knights	had	two	homes,	the	first	at	Viterbo,

north	of	Rome,	and	the	second	at	Nice.	L’Isle	Adam	travelled	constantly	through
the	courts	of	Europe	endeavouring	to	solicit	help,	but	even	his	diplomatic	charm
could	achieve	little	in	that	troubled	age.	The	Renaissance,	the	New	Thought,	the
questioning	of	all	authority,	the	struggles	of	nationalism,	these	were	real	enough.
The	Order,	it	was	said,	was	medieval.	It	belonged	to	a	dead	and	forgotten	world.
Curiously	enough,	one	of	the	few	rulers	to	respond	to	L’Isle	Adam	was	Henry
VIII	of	England,	who	gave	him	a	number	of	valuable	bronze	cannon	to	replace
those	that	had	been	lost,	together	with	a	considerable	quantity	of	weapons	and
armour.	Within	a	few	years,	in	his	search	for	money	and	his	conflict	with	the
Pope,	Henry	would	forget	his	earlier	sympathy,	and	would	seize	all	the
possessions	of	the	Order	within	his	realm.	But	before	that	happened	the	Order
would	have	acquired	a	new	home.
They	had	asked	for	peninsulas	in	Sicily,	Corsica	and	Sardinia,	and	even	the

island	of	Elba;	anywhere	indeed	where	they	could	recreate	on	a	narrow	strip	of
land	the	fortified	home	that	they	had	lost.	But	rulers	felt	suspicious	of	them,	for
might	they	not	turn	from	their	avowed	obligation	to	fight	only	the	infidel,	and
allow	their	fleet	to	be	used	by	one	European	power	against	another?	Then,	in
1530,	Charles	V	of	Spain	was	crowned	Emperor	by	Pope	Clement	VII	at
Bologna.	Now	among	the	immense	areas	that	came	under	his	rule	there	were	the
three	small	islands	of	the	Maltese	archipelago,	These	had	in	fact	already	been
discussed	by	the	Order,	but	the	three	French	Langues	had	been	fervently	against
the	idea	(possibly	because	the	islands	were	sterile,	unfertile,	and	did	not	look
like	good	wine	country).	The	German	Langue	and	the	two	Spanish	Langues,
however,	had	considered	them	quite	favourably.	They	were	largely	influenced
by	the	fact	that	the	main	island,	Malta,	had	a	number	of	extremely	fine	natural
harbours.	Admittedly	the	feelings	of	the	French	can	be	understood	when	one
reads	the	report	on	the	islands	that	had	been	made	by	eight	commissioners	in
1524.



	
The	island	of	Malta	[they	said]	is	merely	a	rock	of	a	soft	sandstone,	called	tufa,

[it	was,	in	fact,	limestone]	about	six	or	seven	leagues	long	and	three	or	four
broad;	the	surface	of	the	rock	is	barely	covered	by	more	than	three	or	four	feet	of
earth.	This	also	is	stony,	and	most	unsuited	for	growing	corn	or	other	cereals.	It
does,	however,	produce	plenty	of	figs,	melons	and	other	fruits.	The	principal
trade	of	the	island	consists	of	honey,	cotton,	and	cummin	seed.	These	the
inhabitants	exchange	for	grain.	Except	for	a	few	springs	in	the	centre	of	the
island	there	is	no	running	water,	nor	even	wells,	so	the	inhabitants	catch	the
rainwater	in	cisterns.	Wood	is	so	scarce	as	to	be	sold	by	the	pound	and	the
inhabitants	have	to	use	either	sun-dried	cow-dung	or	thistles	for	cooking	their
food.
	
It	hardly	sounded	encouraging!	They	went	on:
	
The	capital,	Città	Notabile,	is	situated	on	rising	ground	in	the	centre	of	the

island.	Most	of	the	houses	are	uninhabited…	On	the	west	coast	there	are	no
harbours,	coves	or	bays,	and	the	shore	is	extremely	rocky.	In	the	east	coast,
however,	there	are	many	capes,	bays	and	coves,	and	two	particularly	fine,	large
harbours,	big	enough	to	accommodate	any	size	of	fleet
	
It	was	this	that	turned	the	scales.	First-class	harbours	were	rare	enough	in	the

Mediterranean	and,	since	the	Knights’	business	was	upon	the	sea,	it	was	natural
that	they	should	want	adequate	and	sheltered	accommodation	for	their	ships.
Ambassadors	were	accordingly	sent	by	the	Order	of	St	John	asking	the	Emperor
if	he	would	graciously	consider	giving	the	Knights	Malta.	Charles	V	and	his
advisers	considered	the	question	carefully	and	came	to	the	conclusion	that	it
would	be	generally	convenient	for	the	protection	of	his	dominions,	and	in
particular	Sicily,	to	have	the	Knights	in	Malta.	In	the	same	way	that	the	Knights
had	used	little	Dodecanese	islands	like	Leros	and	Cos	as	bastions	and	outriders
to	their	home	in	Rhodes,	so	Malta	might	provide	a	useful	defence	and	listening
post	against	the	Turks	and	the	corsairs	of	the	North	African	coast.	Charles
agreed	to	the	gift—in	return	for	an	annual	nominal	rent	of	one	falcon—but
added	the	uncomfortable	rider	that	in	return	for	Malta	the	Knights	should	also
agree	to	garrison	the	town	of	Tripoli	due	south	of	the	islands	on	the	North
African	coast.	This	was	indeed	a	left-handed	gift,	for	Tripoli	was	in	the	middle
of	hostile	Moslem	states,	nearly	200	miles	away	from	Malta,	and	would	be



difficult	enough	to	garrison	let	alone	maintain.	It	is	indicative	of	the	desperate
straits	to	which	the	Order	had	been	reduced	that	they	agreed	to	the	Emperor’s
offer.
In	the	autumn	of	1530	the	Knights	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	(and	now	of

Rhodes)	sailed	south	from	Sicily	across	‘The	Canal’,	or	Malta	Channel,	headed
for	their	new	island	home.	They	were	not	at	all	happy	with	what	they	found.	The
commissioners	had	indeed	warned	them	that	Malta	was	rocky	and	barren,	but
they	had	hardly	envisaged	the	harsh	North	African	face	that	the	islands	present
at	the	end	of	summer,	before	the	first	rains	have	fallen	and	the	land	has	become
alive	again.	Everywhere	they	looked	as	they	coasted	along,	first	past	the	rugged
little	island	of	Gozo,	then	past	the	islet	of	Comino,	and	then	down	Malta	itself,
they	saw	only	a	barren	moon-landscape	of	harsh	limestone	crags	and	rocks.	Only
here	and	there	a	patch	of	green	glowed	dully	where	some	dusty	carob	tree
provided	a	patch	of	shade.	Hostile	and	inimical,	the	islands	glowered	back	at
their	new	owners.
The	local	inhabitants,	as	the	commissioners	had	reported,	spoke	a	dialect	of

Arabic,	and	only	a	few	merchants,	coupled	with	the	local	aristocracy,	spoke	any
French,	Spanish	or	Italian.	The	aristocracy,	related	to	the	principal	families	in
Aragon	and	Sicily,	certainly	had	no	cause	to	feel	any	affection	for	these
newcomers	who	had	been	granted	the	overlordship	of	the	islands,	out	of	which
they	themselves	had	been	accustomed	to	drawing	their	rents	and	accepting	the
tributes	of	the	peasantry.	The	Knights	for	their	part	were	dismayed	and	indeed
horrified	by	all	that	they	saw:	a	peasant	population	of	some	12,000,	illiterate	and
unskilled	compared	with	the	quickwitted	and	intelligent	Rhodian	Greeks.	Città
Notabile,	or	Mdina	as	the	natives	called	it,	was	indeed	well-situated	but	almost
desolate.	Only	the	harbours	could	console	them,	and	in	particular	the	great
harbour	on	the	east	coast	known	to	this	day	as	Grand	Harbour.	Here,	indeed,
there	was	room	for	a	fleet	immeasurably	greater	than	even	the	resources	of	any
European	monarch	could	afford	to	maintain.	But	again	the	doubts	came	back—
the	harbour	was	so	ill-defended.	It	was	clear	at	once	that	there	would	have	to	be
an	immense	amount	of	building	before	they	could	consider	it	even	moderately
defensible	against	a	corsair	raid,	let	alone	a	seaborne	attack	by	the	fleet	of
Suleiman.
To	the	considerable	relief	of	the	ancient	nobility	the	Knights	decided	to	settle

on	a	narrow	peninsula	of	land	which	jutted	out	on	the	south	side	of	Grand
Harbour.	Here	they	found	a	miserable	fishing	village	known	as	Birgu	(the	Borg
or	Township),	and	at	the	head	of	it	a	small	dilapidated	fort.	Unattractive	it	all



might	be,	but	somehow	or	other	the	sight	of	that	harbour	with	its	numerous
creeks	and	inlets	lying	off	it	to	the	south	and	west	contrived	to	make	the	gift	of
Malta	seem	acceptable.	Nevertheless,	for	months	and	even	years	to	come,	there
was	always	to	be	a	predominant	party	in	the	Order	which	maintained	that	they
must	in	due	course	recapture	Rhodes.	Malta	would	do	for	the	moment—a	last
resort	as	it	were—but	looking	at	the	island	under	the	late	sun	of	that	autumn	day
‘they	wept	remembering	Rhodes’.
The	ordinary	Maltese	people	for	their	part	regarded	the	Knights	rather	as	if

they	were	visitors	from	another	planet.	Their	lives	of	back-breaking	toil	on	a
hard	soil	under	the	sun’s	hot	eye	had	little	accustomed	them	to	these	armoured
men	with	their	airs	and	graces,	their	colourful	trappings	and	standards,	their
pages	and	squires,	men-at-arms,	Greek	artisans,	pilots	and	seamen;	let	alone
their	elaborate	sailing	ships	and	galleys	with	their	decorated	bows	and	sterns.
And	then	there	was	the	unfamiliar	sight	of	the	lines	of	manacled	Moslem	slaves
being	ushered	under	guard	into	temporary	quarters	ashore.	The	last	sight	must	at
any	rate	have	brought	the	Maltese	some	comfort,	for	it	was	the	fate	of	the
Maltese	and	their	Gozitan	fellows	in	the	northern	island	to	be	constantly
subjected	to	the	raids	of	pirates	and	slavers	from	the	Barbary	coast	to	the	south
of	them.	At	any	rate	these	new	masters,	these	Knights	of	St	John,	were	as	good
Catholic	Christians	as	themselves.	It	was	clear	that	they	were	enemies	of	the
Moors	for	they	used	them	as	galley	slaves—a	fate	hitherto,	they	had	thought,
reserved	for	those	Maltese	who	were	captured	and	sold	in	the	great	market	of
Tunis.
	
On	other	counts	the	Maltese	were	not	so	happy	at	the	arrival	of	the	Knights.

Here	is	a	Maltese	historian,	Sir	Themistocles	Zammit,	on	the	subject:
	
By	the	time	the	Knights	came	to	Malta,	the	religious	element	in	their

foundation	had	fallen	into	decay.	Their	monastic	vows	were	usually	regarded	as
mere	form,	and	they	were	remarkable	for	their	haughty	bearing	and	worldly
aspirations.	The	Maltese,	on	the	other	hand,	accustomed	to	be	treated	as	freemen
greatly	resented	the	loss	of	the	political	liberties	which	had	been	conceded	to
them…	It	is	not,	therefore,	surprising	that	there	was	little	love	lost	between	the
Maltese	and	their	new	rulers.
	
There	is	some	exaggeration	here,	for	this	portrait	of	the	Knights,	while	it	may

well	have	been	true	in	the	seventeenth	and	eighteenth	centuries,	was	hardly	the



case	when	they	first	settled	in	Malta	in	1530.	The	outlook	of	the	nobility,
however,	settled	in	their	old	palaces	in	Mdina	has	been	accurately	portrayed	by
Elizabeth	Schermerhorn.	Reporting	on	the	comments	of	some	of	their	modern
descendants,	she	goes	on:
	
To	the	educated	and	aristocratic	Maltese,	well-informed	on	local	history,	the

memory	of	the	imperious	Order	that	took	away	their	parliament	and	free
institutions,	interfered	with	the	sacred	privileges	of	their	bishopric,	snobbishly
refused	membership	to	the	sons	of	families	whose	titles	of	nobility	antedated	the
occupation	of	Rhodes…is	simply	not	to	be	discussed	or	defended	in	any	well-
bred	circles.
	
The	‘imperious	Order’,	however,	had	its	own	problems.	The	first	of	these	was

to	transform	Birgu	into	something	that,	however	remotely,	might	resemble	their
former	home	in	Rhodes.	Over	two	centuries	of	living	a	rigidly	patterned	life
within	the	walls	of	Rhodes	had	conditioned	the	Knights	to	such	a	degree	that
they	could	not	imagine	that	there	was	any	other	way	of	living	except	on,	or	hard
by,	the	water;	with	a	view	of	their	ships	and	galleys	immediately	below	them,
and	a	prospect	of	the	open	sea	beyond.	Birgu	met	these	requirements.	Its
transformation	was	not	to	be	achieved	by	L’Isle	Adam	however.	He	had	led	the
Order	through	the	siege	of	Rhodes,	he	had	held	it	together	during	the	years	of
exile,	and	now	he	had	found	it	a	new	home.	As	Quentin	Hughes	comments:
	
To	the	meagre	defences	[of	Birgu]	L’Isle	Adam	had	added	detached	works

wherever	the	nature	of	the	ground	permitted,	repaired	the	existing	walls	of	Fort
St	Angelo	[at	the	seaward	tip	of	the	peninsula]…but	otherwise	held	his	hand;	for
in	his	mind	he	planned	to	reconquer	Rhodes,	and	considered	the	sojourn	in	Malta
as	no	more	than	a	temporary	expedient.	To	this	end	the	fleet	of	the	Order	was	set
in	battle	array	and,	as	a	preparatory	move,	dispatched	to	capture	Modon	in
southern	Greece.	In	this	attempt	the	ships	suffered	a	serious	defeat,	and	all
further	idea	of	reoccupying	Rhodes	had	to	be	abandoned.
	
L’Isle	Adam’s	later	years	were	troubled	by	dissensions	and	even

insubordination	among	a	number	of	the	young	Knights.	They	found	Malta
boring	and	unattractive	and	were	too	young	to	realise	how	lucky	the	Order	was
to	have	a	home	at	all.	L’Isle	Adam	died	in	the	ancient	capital	of	Mdina	in	1534,
four	years	after	he	had	first	set	foot	on	Malta:	a	brilliant	and	enterprising	Grand



Master,	and	one	of	the	greatest	in	all	the	Order’s	long	centuries	of	history.
Among	his	immediate	successors	the	most	important	was	the	Spanish	Grand

Master	Juan	de	Homedes,	who	reigned	from	1536	to	1553.	It	was	under
Homedes	that	the	defences	of	Birgu	began	to	assume	a	realistic	form.	An	Italian
military	engineer,	Antonio	Ferramolino,	was	sent	to	Malta	by	Charles	V	to
advise	on	the	reconstruction	of	the	old	fishing	village	and	in	particular	to
improve	its	fortifications.	Ferramolino	immediately	pointed	out—as	others	were
to	do	after	him—that	the	whole	area	was	low-lying	and	was	dominated	by	the
gaunt	limestone	ridge	of	Mount	Sciberras	which	formed	the	northern	arm	of	the
entrance	to	Grand	Harbour.	Ferramolino	counselled	Homedes	to	shift	the
Convent	to	those	rugged	heights	and	build	there	a	completely	new	city.
The	Grand	Master	undoubtedly	recognised	the	wisdom	of	his	words	but	there

was	little	or	nothing	that	he	could	do	to	act	upon	them,	for	the	cost	of	building	a
new	fortified	city	was,	at	that	moment,	completely	beyond	the	finances	of	the
Order.	He	had	to	content	himself	with	getting	Ferramolino	to	strengthen	the
existing	works	around	Birgu.	Principal	of	these	was	the	fort	at	the	head	of	the
peninsula.	St	Angelo	was	now	transformed	into	a	formidable	strong	point,
Ferramolino	erecting	over	and	above	it	a	large	cavalier	from	which	guns	could
be	brought	to	bear	upon	the	entrance	to	Grand	Harbour	as	well	as	upon	the
extreme	point	where	Mount	Sciberras	plunged	into	the	sea.	Another	radical
improvement	was	to	cut	a	great	ditch	through	the	peninsula,	so	that	the	fortress
was	cut	off	from	the	township	of	Birgu	behind	it.	Access	to	St	Angelo	was	now
only	by	means	of	a	drawbridge.	The	moat	thus	created	between	the	fortress	and
Birgu	was	also	useful	in	providing	a	galley	port,	somewhat	reminiscent	of
Mandraccio	in	miniature.	Later	developments	to	the	fortifications	protecting
Grand	Harbour	were	initiated	by	a	Spanish	engineer	Pietro	Pardo	and	by	Count
Strozzi,	the	Prior	of	Capua.	These	included	a	star-shaped	fort	at	the	seaward	end
of	the	neighbouring	peninsula,	called	L’Isla	(the	Island)	and	later	Senglea,	after
Grand	Master	de	la	Sengle.	This	fort	named	after	St	Michael	provided	additional
covering	fire	over	the	waters	of	Grand	Harbour	and	reinforced	the	fire	of	St
Angelo.
The	most	important	development	during	these	years	was	the	construction	of

another	star-shaped	fort	at	the	very	end	of	Mount	Sciberras.	This	dominated	the
entrance	to	Grand	Harbour	as	well	as	the	entrance	to	the	other	large	harbour,
Marsamuscetto,	that	lay	to	the	north	of	the	peninsula.	The	fort,	called	St	Elmo
after	the	patron	saint	of	sailors,	was	sited	where	a	small	watchtower	had
formerly	stood,	and	where	there	had	probably	been	some	form	of	a	beacon	ever



since	Greek	and	Roman	times.	(The	Maltese	name	for	the	peninsula,	Sciberras,
means	literally	‘The	Light	on	the	Point’.)	In	the	course	of	all	the	new	works	that
were	initiated	during	their	first	twenty	years	on	the	island	the	Knights	discovered
one	major	asset	hitherto	unlooked	for	among	the	islanders—their	remarkable
skill	as	stone	masons.	Although	the	fortifications	that	arose	were	designed	by
specialist	military	engineers,	and	a	lot	of	the	back-breaking	stone-shifting	was
done	by	the	slaves	from	the	galleys,	the	bulk	of	the	work	was	done	by	the
Maltese	themselves.	Living	for	centuries	in	their	barren	islands	where	wood-
construction	was	unthinkable	they	had	developed	into	some	of	the	finest	masons
and	stone	carvers	in	the	world.	They	were	helped	in	this	by	the	softness	of	most
of	the	island’s	limestone,	which	could	be	quite	easily	cut	into	blocks	but	which,
after	a	few	years’	exposure	to	the	briny	air,	developed	a	thick,	hard	crust.	Yet
another	variety	of	Maltese	limestone	was	immensely	hard.	This	produced	an
excellent	material	for	facing	battlements	so	as	to	provide	a	glancing	surface
against	cannon	balls.
Naturally	enough,	in	view	of	their	depleted	finances,	the	Knights	very	quickly

reinstated	their	sea-going	‘caravans’.	They	found	to	their	delight	that	even	if	the
Moslem	shipping	routes	were	somewhat	further	afield	than	they	had	been	at
Rhodes,	they	were	immensely	rich.	Furthermore,	they	had	for	so	long	been
immune	to	attack	that	their	merchantmen	were	little	prepared	for	the	sudden
hawk-like	arrival	of	the	Order’s	galleys.	Working	out	of	Malta	and	Tripoli
together—but	principally	out	of	Malta—they	were	soon	bringing	back	fine	rich
prizes	with	which	to	help	the	exchequer,	thus	speeding	the	work	of	building	not
only	the	fortifications	but	the	new	Hospital	and	the	Auberges	of	the	different
Langues.
Although	small,	the	Order’s	navy	was	still,	as	it	had	been	at	Rhodes,	the	most

efficient	in	the	Mediterranean.	The	Knights	were	also	lucky	in	the	fact	that,
although	they	had	been	accompanied	by	some	Rhodian	pilots	and	a	number	of
seamen,	they	soon	found	trainable	replacements	in	the	Maltese	themselves.	The
latter	were	familiar	with	the	lateen	sail	from	the	Arabs	who	had	dominated	their
islands	for	two	centuries,	and	they	were	excellent	small-boat	sailors,	having	long
been	dependent	on	coastal	fishing	to	supplement	the	inadequate	amount	of	meat
to	be	found	in	Malta	and	Gozo.	Short-legged,	barrel-chested,	hardy	and
enduring,	the	Maltese	were	in	due	course	to	prove	as	great	an	asset	to	the
Order’s	navy	and	military	arm	as	the	Rhodians	had	been	in	previous	centuries.
The	fleet	was	also	reinforced	by	the	Great	Carrack,	one	of	the	most	powerful

vessels	of	its	time	and	probably	the	largest	warship	in	the	Mediterranean.	This



had	been	built	at	Nice	and,	since	it	foreshadowed	the	end	of	the	galley	and	the
coming	of	the	man-of-war	dependent	solely	upon	canvas	(and	the	weight	of
metal	which	the	guns	could	throw	from	so	large	and	stable	a	platform),	it	is
worth	describing	in	some	detail.	The	following	account	of	the	Carrack	is	given
by	J.	Taafe	in	his	History	of	the	Order	(1852):
	
It	rivalled	with	our	lifeboats	in	this,	that,	however	pierced	with	multitudinous

holes,	no	water	could	sink	it.	When	the	plague	was	at	Nice,	and	the	mortality	so
frightfully	huge	that	the	stench	of	the	corrupted	air	made	the	birds	of	the	sky
drop	dead,	not	a	man	was	ever	sick	aboard	it,	which	is	chiefly	attributed	to	the
great	quantity	of	fires	kept	by	the	workmen	to	supply	the	requisite	screws,	nails,
and	other	irons…	(It)	had	eight	docks	or	floors,	and	such	space	for	warehouses
and	stores,	that	it	could	keep	at	sea	for	six	months	without	once	having	occasion
to	touch	land	for	any	sort	of	provisions,	not	even	water;	for	it	had	a	monstrous
supply	for	all	that	time	of	water,	the	freshest	and	most	limpid;	nor	did	the	crew
eat	biscuit,	but	excellent	white	bread,	baked	every	day,	the	corn	being	ground	by
a	multitude	of	handmills,	and	an	oven	so	capacious,	that	it	baked	two	thousand
large	loaves	at	a	time.	The	ship	was	sheathed	with	six	several	sheathings	of
metal,	two	of	which	were	underwater,	were	lead	with	bronze	screws	(which	do
not	consume	the	lead	like	iron	screws),	and	with	such	consummate	art	was	it
built	that	it	could	never	sink,	no	human	power	could	submerge	it.	Magnificent
rooms,	an	armoury	for	five	hundred	men;	but	of	the	quantity	of	cannon	of	every
kind,	no	need	to	say	anything,	save	that	fifty	of	them	were	of	extraordinary
dimensions;	but	what	crowned	all	is	that	the	enormous	vessel	was	of
incomparable	swiftness	and	agility,	and	that	its	sails	were	astonishingly
manageable;	that	it	required	Little	toil	to	reef	or	veer,	and	perform	all	nautical
evolutions;	not	to	speak	of	fighting	people,	but	the	mere	mariners	amounted	to
three	hundred;	as	likewise	two	galleys	of	fifteen	benches	each,	one	galley	lying
in	tow	off	the	stern,	and	the	other	galley	drawn	aboard;	not	to	mention	various
boats	of	divers	sizes,	also	drawn	aboard;	and	truly	of	such	strength	her	sides,	that
though	she	had	often	been	in	action,	and	perforated	by	many	cannon	balls,	not
one	of	them	ever	went	directly	through	her,	or	even	passed	her	deadworks.
	
The	Moslems	were	soon	to	find	out	that,	with	such	a	‘battleship’	as	the	core	of

the	Order’s	fleet	and	with	the	lean	galleys	streaking	down	on	their	shipping
lines,	the	sea	along	the	Barbary	coast—for	so	long	exclusively	their	preserve—
was	to	become	a	dangerous	one	into	which	to	venture.	Malta,	situated	at	the



crossroads	of	the	Mediterranean,	deserved	the	Homeric	epithet	‘the	navel	of	the
sea’.	The	Knights	of	St	John	were	soon	to	find	that	their	new	island	home,
although	it	could	never	replace	Rhodes	in	their	hearts,	was	to	be	the	ideal	base
for	their	eternal	warfare	against	the	enemies	of	the	Cross.
	

	



	

Chapter	26
DECLINE…

	
During	the	eighteenth	century	the	Order	of	St	John,	although	it	never	actually

slumbered,	went	into	a	slow	but	steady	decline.	The	fact	of	the	matter	was	that
the	Order	which	had	been	formed	to	assist	and	protect	Christian	pilgrims	to	the
Holy	Land	inevitably	lost	its	raison	d’être	as	The	Age	of	Reason	supplanted	the
Ages	of	Faith.	Protestantism	had	long	ago	cost	the	Order	one	of	its	most
powerful	members	in	the	dissolution	of	the	Langue	of	England,	and	Lutheranism
generally	had	made	massive	inroads	throughout	Europe	on	what	had	once	been
the	monolithic	stability	of	the	Catholic	Church.	In	the	eighteenth	century	the
onslaught	of	the	philosophers	and	savants	in	France—the	principal	source	of	the
Order’s	members	and	finances—was	bound	in	the	long	run	to	bring	a	weakening
of	resolve	and	a	gradual	loss	of	faith.	But,	over	and	above	all	this,	it	was	the
decay	of	Ottoman	power	and	of	militant	Mohammedanism	that	induced	a	similar
situation	in	the	Order	of	St	John.	If	Malta	was,	as	the	traveller	Patrick	Brydone
described	it,	‘the	epitome	of	all	Europe’,	it	must	inevitably	therefore	have	come
to	epitomise	a	Europe	where	the	crusaders	were	hardly	a	memory,	and	where	the
concept	of	militant	Christianity	and	an	eternal	war	against	the	enemies	of	the
Faith	were	almost	incomprehensible.
The	fact	that	the	Order,	even	at	its	most	lax	and	worldly,	never	quite	forgot

either	its	vocation	or	its	historical	role	may	perhaps	be	traced	to	the	influence	of
the	small	island	which	was	its	home.	The	term	‘insular’	has	become	almost
synonymous	with	conservative,	and	in	Malta	the	Knights	had	one	of	the	most
conservative	societies	in	the	world.	The	people	themselves	were	devout
Catholics,	‘More	Catholic	than	the	Pope’	as	they	have	subsequently	been	known
to	boast,	and	as	a	community	largely	composed	of	peasant-farmers,	fishermen
and	boat-builders,	they	inherited	the	innate	conservatism	of	these	age-old
patterns	of	life.	It	was	among	the	Knights	rather	than	among	the	Maltese	that	the
new	ideas	stirring	in	Europe	began	to	circulate:	fashionable	cults	such	as
Mesmerism,	the	scepticism	of	the	French	philosophers	and,	at	a	later	date,	even
the	downright	atheism	or	agnostic	deism	of	Voltaire.	It	is	more	than	doubtful
that	Voltaire’s	Philosophical	Dictionary	of	1764	ever	got	into	the	island	(and	it



would	certainly	have	been	impounded	and	burned	had	it	done	so),	but	ideas	are
less	easy	to	check.	The	questioning	of	the	credibility	of	many	of	the	Bible
stories,	both	in	the	Old	and	New	Testaments,	coupled	with	a	hatred	of	religious
intolerance	whereby	people	kill	one	another	in	the	name	of	different	theological
systems—these	were	part	of	Voltaire’s	legacy	to	the	new	Europe	that	was	in	due
course	to	spring	from	the	French	Revolution.	Even	Malta	of	the	Knights	could
not	be	completely	cut	off	from	the	intellectual	ferment	that	was	brewing	in
Europe	in	the	second	half	of	the	eighteenth	century.
Newcomers	were	now	active	upon	the	Mediterranean	sea,	the	British	and	the

Dutch	among	them,	and	it	was	clear	that	even	though	the	Order	had	almost
entirely	gone	over	to	sail	by	the	early	eighteenth	century	the	maritime	balance	of
power	was	shifting.	By	1705,	when	the	Spaniard	Ramon	Perellos	was	Grand
Master,	the	navy	of	the	Order	consisted	of	five	ships-of-the-line	and	only	five
galleys.	But	the	trouble	about	the	new	and	far	heavier	sailing	vessels	was	that,
though	they	needed	less	crew	to	man	them,	they	were	enormously	expensive	to
build	and	to	maintain.	Perellos	was	an	extremely	rich	man	and	like	so	many
other	rich	Grand	Masters	during	this	period	spent	lavishly	from	his	own
resources	in	the	Order’s	interests.	It	was	calculated	when	he	died	that	he	had
spent	nearly	a	quarter	of	a	million	scudi	out	of	his	own	pocket,	mainly	upon	the
navy.	Even	so,	the	Order	was	immediately	compelled	to	raise	an	immense	loan
with	the	Bank	of	Genoa,	which	could	only	be	met	by	a	general	tax	on	all	its
lands.	The	Order	was	living	above	its	income,	and	its	income	was	dwindling.
The	great	new	maritime	powers	who	were	beginning	to	interest	themselves	in

the	trade	and	affairs	of	the	Mediterranean	did	not	have	that	respect	for	the	Order
of	St	John	which	its	Catholic	neighbours	had	accorded	it	over	the	centuries.
They	were	rather	inclined	in	their	bluff,	northern—and,	one	must	remember,
Protestant—manner	to	treat	these	noble	defenders	of	the	Faith	in	a	somewhat
cavalier	fashion.	Here,	for	instance,	is	the	Rev.	Henry	Teonge	again,	writing
about	his	visit	to	Malta	aboard	HMS	Assistance	in	1675:
	
This	morning	wee	com	near	Malta;	before	wee	com	to	the	cytty	a	boate	with

the	Malteese	flagg	in	it	corns	for	us	to	know	whence	wee	cam.	We	told	them
from	England	[and]	they	asked	if	wee	had	a	bill	of	health	for	prattick	viz
entertaynment,	our	captain	told	them	he	had	no	bill	but	what	was	in	his	guns
mouths.	Wee	cam	on	and	anchored	in	the	harbour	betweene	the	old	toune
[Birgu]	and	the	new	[Valetta]	about	nine	of	the	clock,	but	must	wait	the
governours	leasure	to	have	leave	to	com	on	shoare	which	was	detarded	because



our	captain	would	not	salute	the	cytty	except	they	would	retaliate.	At	last	cam
the	consull	with	his	attendants	to	our	ship,	(but	would	not	com	on	board	till	our
captain	had	been	on	shoare,)	to	tell	us	that	we	had	leave	to	com	on	shore	six	or
eight	or	ten	at	a	time,	and	might	have	anything	that	was	there	to	be	had,	with	a
promise	to	accept	our	salute	kindly.	Whereupon	our	captain	tooke	a	glass	of	sack
and	drank	a	health	to	King	Charles,	and	fyred	seven	gunns,	the	cytty	gave	us	five
again,	which	was	more	than	they	had	don	to	all	our	men-of-war	that	cam	thither
before.
	
It	is	interesting	to	note	from	a	further	page	in	the	chaplain’s	diary	that,	when	a

number	of	Knights	of	the	Order	visited	the	English	ship,	the	chaplain	was	used
as	an	interpreter,	the	lingua	franca	being	Latin.
Throughout	this	period,	from	the	late	seventeenth	century	to	the	close	of	the

eighteenth,	the	Order	kept	on	building	assiduously.	Malta	is	in	fact	a	giant	stone-
quarry	(‘The	whole	world	might	come	here	to	sharpen	its	knives,’	D.	H.
Lawrence	was	later	to	remark),	and	from	neolithic	times	onwards	it	seems	as	if
this	mass	of	easily-quarryable	stone	has	induced	a	paroxysm	of	building	in	the
island’s	inhabitants.	It	was	not	only	chapels	and	churches,	palaces	and	summer
resorts,	dykes	and	ditches,	towers	and	forts,	but	works	of	immense	complexity
like	the	extension	of	the	Valetta	fortifications	into	the	area	and	suburb	of
Floriana.	Most	impressive	of	all,	and	not	in	fact	entirely	completed	until	the
nineteenth	century	by	the	British	(who	had	by	then	become	guardians	of	Malta),
were	the	Cotonera	lines.	These	were	named	after	the	Spanish	Grand	Master
Nicolas	Cotoner,	who	almost	exhausted	the	treasury	in	his	determination	to	raise
a	huge	linear	defensive	system	to	protect	the	Three	Cities	of	Birgu,	Cospicua,
and	Senglea	from	the	south—guarding	those	slopes	from	which	the	Turks	had
made	their	main	attacks	during	the	siege	of	1565.	Designed	by	the	distinguished
military	engineer,	Maurizio	Valperga,	these	were	a	huge	semicircular	ring,
designed	to	shelter	up	to	40,000	people	(almost	the	entire	country	population	of
Malta),	and	having	a	circumference	of	5,000	yards.	As	Quentin	Hughes	writes:
‘The	foundation	stone	was	laid	by	the	Grand	Master	on	28	August	1670,	and	a
flowing	inscription	recording	the	gift	of	the	works	by	Cotoner	was	placed	over
the	arch	of	the	Zabbar	gate,	which	leads	the	main	road	into	the	Cities.	The	Grand
Master	announced	his	undertaking	to	the	princes	of	Europe	and	received,	in
exchange,	their	disapproval	of	his	extravagance	and	criticism	of	the	size	of	the
new	fortifications.’	The	Cotoner	lines	remain	to	this	day	one	of	the	most
impressive	works	of	fortification	in	European	history.



There	can	be	no	doubt	that	these	works	provided	continuous	and	useful
employment	in	the	island,	but	it	would	be	difficult	to	justify	their	existence.	By
the	eighteenth	century	any	real	Ottoman	threat	to	Malta	had	almost	entirely
faded.	It	is	quite	true,	as	we	know	from	the	records,	that	even	into	the	late
eighteenth	century	the	traveller	by	sea	to	Malta	was	never	entirely	free	from	the
danger	of	being	taken	prisoner	and	enslaved	by	one	of	the	Barbary	corsairs	who,
despite	the	Order’s	vigilance,	still	roamed	the	Middle	Sea.	But	these	were
individual	ships	or	at	the	most	small	squadrons.	They	were	certainly	never
capable	of	transporting	and	landing	the	kind	of	army	that	would	have	been
necessary	to	threaten	Mdina	even,	or	Birgu	or	Senglea,	let	alone	the	giant	walls
and	defences	of	Valetta.
One	of	the	most	unusual	Grand	Masters	of	this	period	was	the	Portuguese

Manoel	Pinto,	who	reigned	from	1741-73—the	longest	reign	of	any	Grand
Master	in	the	Order’s	history—dying	at	the	age	of	ninety-two.	Remarkable
though	he	was,	and	in	a	sense	quite	unlike	any	other	Grand	Master—being	more
of	a	sovereign	monarch	than	in	any	way	primus	inter	pares—Pinto	somehow
represents	the	Order	in	the	eighteenth	century	better	than	most	of	his
predecessors	or	successors.	Patrick	Brydone,	who	met	Pinto	a	year	or	so	before
his	death,	describes	him	as	follows:
	
He	has	now	been	head	of	this	singular	little	state	for	upwards	of	thirty	years.

He	received	us	with	great	politeness,	and	was	highly	pleased	to	find	that	some	of
us	had	been	to	Portugal…	He	is	a	clear-headed,	sensible	little	old	man;	which,	at
so	advanced	a	period	of	life,	is	very	uncommon.	Although	he	is	considerably
upwards	of	ninety,	he	retains	all	the	faculties	of	his	mind	in	perfection.	He	has
no	minister,	but	manages	everything	himself;	and	has	immediate	information	of
the	most	minute	occurrences.	He	walks	up	and	down	stairs,	and	even	to	church,
without	assistance;	and	has	the	appearance	as	if	he	would	live	for	many	years.
His	household	attendance	and	court	are	all	very	princely;	and	as	grand	master	of
Malta,	he	is	more	absolute,	and	possesses	more	power	than	most	sovereign
princes.
	
This	observation	was	accurate	enough,	and	a	portrait	of	Manoel	Pinto	by	the

French	artist	Favray	shows	him	clad	in	scarlet,	pointing	with	a	royal	gesture	to	a
crown.	It	is	symbolic	of	the	change	that	had	come	over	the	Order,	and	indicative
of	his	own	aspirations	to	all	the	dignity	not	of	a	prince	of	the	church,	but	of	a
king.



Pinto’s	long	reign,	quite	apart	from	the	general	circumstances	of	the	time,
undoubtedly	did	much	to	accelerate	the	Order’s	decline.	His	authoritative
manner,	his	regal	pretensions,	his	determination	to	rule	without	the	assistance	of
ministers	or	council,	all	contributed	to	a	feeling	of	hopelessness,	since	all	the
offices	appeared	to	be	vested	in	him.	The	other	senior	Knights	and	Grand
Crosses	abandoned	their	own	ambitions	for	advancement	in	the	face	of	this
seemingly	indestructible	old	man.	More	often	than	not	in	the	Order’s	long
history	Grand	Masters	had	been	elected	who	were	already	of	an	advanced	age,
with	the	result	that	the	office	was	quite	often	turned	over	every	few	years.	But
Pinto	who,	on	reading	his	obituary	notice	in	a	Paris	journal	when	he	was
seventy-seven,	only	laughed	and	remarked,	‘Ah,	then	it	is	not	Pinto	but	his	shade
who	rules	Malta,’	completely	changed	the	normal	pattern.	Like	a	giant	old	tree,
beneath	whose	shade	nothing	can	grow,	he	effectively	stifled	all	ambition	in
those	around	him.
Perhaps	the	most	important	event	in	Pinto’s	reign	was	an	attempted

insurrection	by	all	the	slaves	in	the	island.	Both	those	who	were	employed
ashore	as	house	servants,	as	well	as	those	in	the	galleys,	were	in	the	conspiracy.
The	plot	was	betrayed	by	a	Jew,	himself	a	member	of	the	conspiracy	but	who
had	fallen	out	with	some	of	his	fellows,	who	unveiled	the	whole	plot	to	the
Grand	Master.	Sixty	of	the	ringleaders	were	hanged,	and	the	security	regulations
were	rigidly	tightened	up,	even	the	house	slaves	being	compelled	to	retire	at
night	to	the	bagnio	or	slave	quarters.	Pinto	was	accused	by	later	chroniclers,
anxious	to	find	some	excuse	for	the	disaster	that	finally	overtook	the	Order,	of
every	kind	of	malpractice,	from	misuse	of	the	Order’s	funds	and	other	public
moneys,	to	gluttony	and	even	sexual	excess.	Ovide	Doublet,	who	became	French
secretary	to	the	next	Grand	Master	but	one,	Emmanuel	de	Rohan,	maintained
that	the	old	man	had	died	in	flagrante	delicto	with	his	mistress,	and	attributed
the	entire	breakdown	of	the	morale	of	the	Knights	to	the	vicious	influence	of
Pinto.	This	of	course	was	absurd,	but	it	was	natural	enough	for	a	Frenchman,
seeking	to	excuse	what	was	indeed	a	predominantly	French	organisation,	to
place	the	blame	on	one	of	the	‘odd	men	out’,	a	Portuguese.	Manoel	Pinto,	in
fact,	seems	to	have	been	a	severe	old	disciplinarian,	an	ascetic	who	conformed
punctiliously	to	his	religious	duties,	and	who	would	tolerate	no	backsliding	or
religious	unorthodoxy	among	the	young	Knights.	It	was	probably	as	much	for
this	as	for	his	unprecedented	longevity	that	he	was	hated	while	alive,	and
maligned	when	dead.
During	the	brief	reign	of	Pinto’s	successor,	François	Ximenes	of	the	Langue	of



Aragon,	an	event	occurred	which	showed	only	too	clearly	the	increasing
discontent	felt	by	the	Maltese	people	for	these	feudal	overlords.	In	the	past,
however	much	they	may	have	disliked	being	second	class	citizens	in	their	own
island,	they	had	nevertheless	enjoyed	the	prosperity,	and	indeed	fame,	which
their	small	island	enjoyed	because	of	the	presence	of	the	Order.	Maltese	sailors
and	merchants	visiting	other	Mediterranean	countries	could	not	fail	to	observe
the	want	and	misery	to	be	found	in	nearly	all	of	them.	But	in	recent	years,	as	the
corso	practically	ceased	to	exist,	and	as	heavier	taxes	were	laid	upon	the	Maltese
to	shore-up	the	declining	fortunes	of	the	island,	they	began	more	and	more	to	see
their	masters	as	outmoded	tyrants.	A	tax	on	bread—always	the	staple	diet	of	the
Maltese	working	man—was	unwisely	levied	by	Ximenes,	while	a	further	insult
(rather	than	injury)	was	an	edict	forbidding	the	clergy	to	take	part	in	any	secular
activities,	in	particular	field	sports.	Now	the	rocky	Maltese	islands	provided	little
enough	opportunity	for	sport	or	outdoor	activity,	and	one	of	the	great	pleasures
of	the	parish	priest	had	long	been	the	shooting	of	quail	and	other	birds	during	the
migratory	periods	of	spring	and	autumn.	A	plot	was	hatched	to	overthrow	the
Knights,	in	which	the	priesthood	took	the	lead,	and	an	insurrection	took	place	in
September	1775.	The	Order’s	fleet	was	away	blockading	Algiers,	and,	taking
advantage	of	the	occasion,	the	rebels	managed	to	seize	one	of	the	main	defensive
positions	inside	Valetta	as	well	as	the	all-important	fort	of	St	Elmo.	Yet,	despite
these	initial	successes,	the	insurgents	were	not	joined	by	a	sufficiently	large
number	of	the	population	to	ensure	success.	The	rebellion	finally	petered	out
with	the	capture	of	several	hundred	men,	a	few	of	whom	were	executed	and	a
number	of	others	given	life	imprisonment.	The	attempt	had	failed,	but	the
insurrection	of	1775	showed	clearly	enough	which	way	the	wind	was	blowing.
Not	even	the	death	of	the	unpopular	Ximenes	in	the	same	year	could	disguise	the
fact	that	Malta	of	the	Knights	was	nearing	its	end.	Even	the	efforts	of	his
energetic	and	statesmanlike	successor,	François	de	Rohan,	could	not	stem	the
tide	of	events.	Despite	considerable	measures	of	reform,	wise	changes	in	the
law,	and	the	establishment	of	public	schools,	de	Rohan	was	destined	to	fail	in	his
efforts	to	put	the	Order	of	St	John	back	on	a	financial	and	administrative	footing
capable	of	riding	out	the	storm	that	was	to	follow.	The	prime	cause	of	this	was
the	French	Revolution.
It	was	inevitable	that	an	aristocratic	Order	of	Knights	would	be	anathema	to

the	French	revolutionaries,	and	equally	inevitable	that	it	should	side	with	Louis
XVI	in	his	attempt	to	retain	his	throne.	When	the	king’s	finance	minister,
Jacques	Necker,	appealed	in	1789	to	all	land-owners	for	a	voluntary



contribution,	the	Order	of	St	John	was	the	first	to	come	forward,	giving	him	one
third	of	the	revenue	from	all	its	French	commanderies.	This	in	the	long	run
would	have	been	quite	enough	to	ensure	the	destruction	of	the	Order	once	the
revolutionaries	had	come	to	power.	But	their	error	was	compounded	when	they
pledged	their	credit	to	the	tune	of	500,000	francs	in	order	to	assist	the	king	in	his
attempted	flight.	The	flight	of	Louis,	which	ended	so	disastrously	at	Varennes,
heralded	not	only	his	death,	but	that	of	the	Order	of	St	John	in	Malta.	The	French
Constituent	Assembly	now	declared	that	the	Order	was	a	foreign	power	holding
property	in	France,	and	that	it	was	therefore	liable	to	the	same	taxes	as	French
citizens.	Very	shortly	after	this	a	further	decree	was	passed,	declaring	that	any
Frenchman	belonging	to	an	order	of	knighthood	which	required	proofs	of
nobility	from	its	members	could	no	longer	be	considered	a	French	citizen.	The
final	blow	fell	on	September	19th,	1792.	It	was	formally	decreed	that	all	the
property	of	the	Order	of	St	John	in	Malta	within	the	limits	of	France	was
automatically	annexed	to	the	French	national	domains.	The	axe	had	struck	at	the
roots	of	this	ancient	oak.
	

	



	

Chapter	27
…AND	FALL

	
On	the	death	of	de	Rohan	in	1797	the	choice	for	the	next	Grand	Master	fell

upon	Ferdinand	von	Hompesch—the	first	German	to	be	elected	as	Grand	Master
in	the	history	of	the	Order.	He	was	also	to	enjoy	the	melancholy	distinction	of
being	the	last	Grand	Master	of	Malta.	It	is	said	that	he	was	unwilling	to	be	a
candidate	for	the	post.	This	seems	to	be	belied	by	the	fact	that	he	had	spent	a
considerable	amount	of	money	in	promoting	his	own	cause,	and	that	after	the
election	he	was	permanently	hampered	by	the	debts	he	had	incurred.
The	situation	for	the	Order	in	Malta	looked	desperate	after	the	confiscation	of

all	their	French	possessions,	but	a	gleam	of	light	came	from	a	somewhat
unexpected	quarter.	The	Tsar	Paul	I,	who	had	recently	succeeded	Catherine	II,
was	now	in	possession	of	the	Priory	of	Poland,	and	it	happened	that	the	Tsar,
among	his	numerous	other	eccentricities	(which	were	to	end	in	outright
insanity),	was	a	passionate	enthusiast	for	the	concepts	of	knighthood	and
chivalry.	He	had	long	been	an	admirer	of	the	Order,	and	he	now	proceeded	to
change	the	Polish	Priory	into	a	Russian	one.	He	gave	it	a	revenue	of	300,000
florins	and	incorporated	it	into	that	curious	hybrid	which	had	sprung	up	in	1782,
the	Anglo-Bavarian	Langue,	George	III	of	England	having	given	his	consent	to
this	part-revival	of	the	defunct	Langue	of	England.	The	Tsar,	as	it	were,	now
took	Malta	under	his	protection.	This	was	made	clear	by	the	fact	that	he	was
granted	by	the	Order	the	title	of	‘Protector	of	the	Order	of	Malta’.
Russian	interest	in	this	small	island	was	not	new	in	itself.	As	far	back	as	the

seventeenth	century	Peter	the	Great	had	announced:	‘I	am	not	looking	for	land,	I
am	looking	for	water.’	One	of	his	close	friends,	the	Boyar	Czeremetev,	who	had
been	an	active	campaigner	against	the	Turks,	was	permitted	by	Peter	to	make	a
visit	to	Rome	in	fulfilment	of	a	vow—but	only	on	condition	that	afterwards	he
went	to	Malta	and	inspected	its	fortifications	and	cast	an	eye	over	its	fleet.	He
had	been	received	by	Grand	Master	Perellos,	had	attended	High	Mass	in	St
John’s,	and	had	been	invested	with	the	Gold	Cross	of	Devotion	by	the	Grand
Master.	Nothing	further	came	from	this	initial	Russian	probe	into	the	island	and
its	affairs,	for	events	in	Russia	immediately	engaged	the	attention	of	both	Peter



and	Czeremetev.	The	word	‘Malta’,	however,	had	found	its	way	into	the	Russian
archives,	and	an	interest	in	the	island	as	a	possible	outlet	for	Russian
involvement	in	the	Mediterranean	had	been	excited.
This	was	to	be	revived	during	the	reign	of	Catherine	the	Great,	who	despatched

an	Italian	nobleman,	Cavalcabo,	to	Malta	to	ingratiate	himself	with	the	ageing
Pinto	and	to	act	as	her	chargé	d’affaires	in	Malta.	Cavalcabo	became	involved	in
a	plot	against	the	administration	and	was	very	nearly	dismissed	the	island	in
disgrace.	He	managed,	however,	to	survive	through	the	brief	reign	of	Grand
Master	Ximenes	and	was	then	involved	in	yet	a	further	plot	in	the	early	months
of	the	reign	of	de	Rohan.	The	latter	acted	quickly,	a	cache	of	arms	was	found	in
a	cellar	below	Cavalcabo’s	house,	and	he	was	recalled	in	disgrace	by	his
sovereign.	These	incidents,	though	petty	in	themselves,	showed	that	Russia	had
definite	designs	upon	this	Mediterranean	island	with	the	object	of	furthering	her
ambitions	not	only	against	the	Turks	but	against	the	European	powers.	The	Tsar
Paul’s	interest	in	the	Order,	although	it	probably	stemmed	from	his	own
delusions	of	grandeur	and	passion	for	orders	of	chivalry,	was	no	doubt	prompted
by	ministers	who	had	a	more	practical	eye	to	affairs.
But	despite	the	fact	that	the	Tsar	had	clearly	indicated	that	he	regarded	the

Order	(which	in	effect	meant	Malta)	as	within	the	Russian	sphere	of	influence,
the	French	were	determined	to	act—and	act	quickly.	Two	hundred	of	the
Knights,	out	of	a	total	of	about	300,	were	members	of	the	three	French	Langues.
They	were	therefore	readily	susceptible	to	influence	from	the	new	France,	and
keenly	aware	of	the	attractions	of	the	French	empire	that	Napoleon	was	so	busily
constructing.	Against	the	glamour	of	the	rising	star	of	French	imperialism	even
the	aristocratic	prejudices	of	a	number	of	these	Knights	were	bound	to	yield.
Meanwhile,	Napoleon	had	sent	a	cousin	of	the	French	consul	at	Malta,
Possielgue	by	name,	to	keep	him	posted	as	to	the	state	of	affairs	in	the	island.
Possielgue	found	the	native	Maltese	disaffected,	the	treasury	almost	bare,	and	in
von	Hompesch	a	man	who	deserved	no	more	than	the	title	of	‘Grand	Master	of
Indecision’.	Clearly	the	moment	was	ripe	for	French	intervention.	It	happened	to
coincide	perfectly	with	Napoleon’s	plans	for	his	expedition	to	Egypt.	Malta	lay
right	in	the	path	of	his	fleet’s	invasion	course,	and	it	would	be	unthinkable	to
leave	it	in	its	present	state	when	it	might	so	easily	be	occupied	by	the	English,
who	would	use	it	as	a	base	from	which	to	cut	the	French	line	of	communications.
A	decree	published	by	the	French	Directory	on	April	12th,	1798,	signed	the

death-warrant	of	the	Order	of	St	John	in	Malta.	This	time	it	was	not	the	Turks,
not	the	eternal	Moslem	enemy,	but	the	French—once	the	foremost	of	all



crusaders—who	achieved	more	or	less	by	the	stroke	of	a	pen	what	all	the
cannons,	fleets,	sappers	and	miners,	Janissaries,	Generals,	and	Admirals	of	the
Sublime	Porte,	together	with	the	innumerable	private	raiders	of	the	Barbary
coast,	had	failed	to	do.	After	declaring	that	the	Order	in	Malta	had	clearly
proclaimed	itself	an	enemy	of	the	French	Republic,	the	edict	went	on	to	issue	its
specific	instructions	to	‘The	General	in	Command	of	the	army	of	the	East’.	He
was	to	‘take	possession	of	the	island	of	Malta…for	which	purpose	he	will
immediately	proceed	against	it	with	all	the	naval	and	military	forces	under	his
command.’	It	went	on	to	say	that	these	orders	were	secret,	‘not	to	be	printed’,
and	added	the	rider	that	General	Bonaparte	as	commander-in-chief	of	the	army
destined	for	Egypt	was	‘to	obtain	possession	of	the	island	of	Malta’	unless	for
any	reason	he	found	this	objective	might	interfere	with	the	main	purpose	of	the
expedition.
A	sad	characteristic	of	the	Knights	in	their	latter	days	was	that	something	of

the	fatalism	of	the	East,	the	ennui	of	the	Lotus	Eaters,	had	overtaken	them.	The
Maltese	themselves	are	prone	to	say	‘X’Tista	Taghmel?’	(What	can	you	do?),
and	there	is	another	local	saying,	‘Even	St	Paul	was	shipwrecked	on	Malta.’	This
conviction	of	the	inevitability	of	things,	and	of	the	inability	of	man	to	do
anything	against	them,	seems	to	have	written	itself	into	the	hearts	of	the	Knights
during	their	last	days	in	Malta.	As	Whitworth	Porter	wrote	in	1883,	in	his
History	of	the	Knights	of	Malta,	‘One	power	alone	continued	careless	and
inactive	in	the	midst	of	the	general	alarm.	Whilst	the	note	of	preparation	arose	in
every	other	country	in	Europe	the	island	of	Malta	remained	in	a	state	of	supine
and	indolent	security.’
Von	Hompesch	had	been	warned	that	the	expedition	against	Egypt	was	also

directed	to	capture	Malta	en	route.	He	failed	to	take	any	action	at	all.	It	was	as	if
he,	like	the	whole	island,	was	hypnotised	by	the	magnitude	of	its	prowess	in	the
past,	by	the	certainty	that	‘Malta	of	Gold,	Malta	of	Silver’	would	forever	remain
inviolate.	He	looked	around	him	at	the	massive	fortifications	of	Valetta,	at	the
scarps	and	counterscarps	of	Floriana,	at	the	restored	star-shaped	fortress	of	St
Elmo.	He	put	his	trust	in	these	just	as	much	as	the	Order	had	done	for	centuries
in	the	hand	of	St	John	the	Baptist	in	its	jewelled	reliquary	in	the	cathedral.	Under
the	inactive	sky	and	the	bright	sun	of	early	June,	when	the	whole	island
shrugged	its	shoulders	and	prepared	for	the	long	mid-summer	sleep,	its	German
Grand	Master	sat	indolent	as	a	peasant	in	the	shade.
On	June	6th,	1798,	the	advance	guard	of	the	French	fleet,	consisting	of	over

eighty	vessels,	sailed	up	to	the	island	and	a	launch	was	sent	ashore	asking	for



permission	for	some	of	the	vessels	to	enter	Grand	Harbour	and	water.	The
Order’s	position	throughout	this	period	of	history	was	a	difficult	one.	They	had
endeavoured—as	they	did	now—to	maintain	a	position	of	strict	neutrality
between	the	warring	powers,	according	watering	facilities	equally	to	ships	of
whatever	nation	might	ask	for	them.	Permission	was	therefore	granted	for	two
transports	to	come	in	and	water,	as	well	as	for	a	frigate	which	was	in	need	of
repairs.	Three	days	later	there	hove	up	on	the	horizon	a	fleet	such	as	not	even
Suleiman	the	Great	at	the	height	of	the	Ottoman	Empire’s	powers	could	have
envisaged.	As	Doublet	wrote,	‘Malta	had	never	seen	such	an	enormous	fleet	in
its	waters.	For	miles	around	the	sea	was	covered	with	ships	of	every	size.	Their
masts	looked	like	a	huge	forest.’	Under	the	command	of	Napoleon,	the	whole
French	fleet	and	army	destined	for	Egypt	was	now	assembled	off	the	eastern
coast	of	Malta.	It	consisted	of	fourteen	ships-of-the-line,	thirty	frigates	and	300
transports.	One	of	the	largest	warships	in	the	world,	the	battleship	L’Orient,	held
the	commander-in-chief,	a	man	who,	however	active	ashore,	disliked	the	sea
intensely.	Napoleon	regarded	this	whole	part	of	the	expedition	as	no	more	than
an	unattractive	prelude	to	the	glories	awaiting	him	in	the	shadow	of	the
pyramids.	While	he	perused	an	account	of	the	voyages	of	Captain	Cook,
Napoleon	had	also	brought	with	him,	among	innumerable	other	volumes	on	the
East,	a	copy	of	the	Koran.	It	was	a	strange	quirk	of	fate	that	it	should	be	a
Frenchman	who	now	read	the	words	of	Mohammed	as	he	prepared	to	capture	the
island	that	had	resisted	the	onslaughts	of	the	followers	of	the	Prophet	for	so
many	centuries.
A	message	was	promptly	sent	by	Napoleon	via	the	French	consul	asking	the

Grand	Master	to	admit	the	whole	fleet	into	the	harbour	for	water.	Von
Hompesch	called	the	Council	who,	with	only	one	dissentient	(a	Spaniard	who
pointed	out	that	his	country	was	an	ally	of	France),	unanimously	declared	that	in
accordance	with	a	treaty	made	some	years	beforehand	between	the	Order	and	the
governments	of	France,	Naples,	and	Spain,	only	four	warships	at	a	time	might
enter	harbour.	Napoleon	no	doubt	had	been	expecting	just	such	a	refusal,	for	the
entrance	of	the	whole	fleet	and	army	would	in	itself	have	been	an	admission	of
the	island’s	capitulation.	‘They	have	denied	us	water,’	he	said,	‘then	we	shall
take	it.’	His	reply	to	von	Hompesch’s	courteous	answer	was	couched	in	the
words	of	the	all-conquering	warlord:	‘The	commander-in-chief	is	extremely
indignant	to	learn	that	permission	to	water	is	restricted	to	only	four	vessels	at	a
time…	How	long	at	this	rate	would	it	take	for	500	sailing	vessels	to	water	and
victual?	General	Bonaparte	is	determined	to	take	by	force	what	ought	to	have



been	given	him	freely	under	the	rules	of	hospitality	which	govern	your	Order.’
This	was	an	open	declaration	of	war,	and	Napoleon	had	made	all	necessary

plans	well	in	advance	of	sending	his	original	request	to	von	Hompesch.	General
Reynier	was	assigned	to	the	capture	of	Gozo,	General	Baraguey-Hilliers	was	to
land	at	Mellieha	Bay	in	the	north-east	of	Malta,	General	Vaubois	at	St	Julian’s
Bay	a	little	to	the	north	of	Marsamuscetto,	and	General	Desaix	at	Marsasirocco
in	the	south	of	the	island.	Even	if	the	Knights,	even	if	the	soldiers,	even	if	the
Maltese	militia,	had	been	of	the	frame	of	mind	and	calibre	of	their	forebears	in
1565	there	can	be	little	doubt	as	to	what	would	have	been	the	outcome	against
the	massive	numbers	of	men	and	artillery	at	Napoleon’s	disposal.	True,	Valetta
itself,	with	its	fantastic	defensive	system,	should	have	been	able	to	hold	out	for
weeks	if	not	months,	but	the	strongest	battlements	are	useless	unless	those	who
man	them	have	an	equal	strength	of	purpose.	But	Malta	had	long	had	its	fifth
column.	Even	while	von	Hompesch	irresolutely	paced	the	floors	of	the	Grand
Master’s	palace,	the	agents	of	the	French	Republic	were	everywhere	urging	the
inhabitants	to	join	the	victorious	Tricolour,	to	adopt	the	new	principles	of	liberty
and	freedom	which	all	Europe	was	embracing,	and	to	discard	the	Order	of	St
John,	that	unwanted	relic	of	feudalism.
Historians	of	the	Order	have	sometimes	been	too	inclined	to	attribute	its

successes	in	warfare—whether	in	Rhodes	or	in	Malta—to	the	unswerving
dedication	of	the	Knights,	and	to	their	unconquerable	courage.	Much	is	to	be
said	for	this	outlook—for	if	an	army	lacks	good	officers	it	is	useless.	But	an
army	is	nevertheless	composed	of	a	number	of	noncommissioned	officers	and	a
vast	bulk	of	men.	These	need	training,	need	a	sense	of	purpose,	and	need	above
all	to	believe	that	the	men	who	are	leading	them	are	worthy	of	their	trust.	At
Malta	in	1798	all	these	ingredients	were	lacking.	As	Roderick	Cavaleiro	puts	it:
	
Of	the	200	French,	90	Italian,	25	Spanish,	8	Portuguese,	5	Bavarian	and	4

German	Knights,	50	were	either	too	ill	or	too	old	to	fight.	The	ancient	guns,
repeatedly	painted	up	to	look	like	new,	but	unused	for	nearly	100	years	except
for	ceremonial	purposes,	were	wheeled	out.	The	powder	was	found	to	be	rotten,
the	shot	defective.	The	urban	militia,	drilled	on	Sunday	afternoons	by	officers
too	lazy	to	learn	the	language	[Maltese],	ill-disciplined,	given	over	to	obstinate
stupidity	and	malingering,	shuffled	into	place	terrified	at	the	prospect	of	fighting
the	French.
	
Even	if	he	had	not	had	very	adequate	information	about	the	state	of	things	in



Malta	long	before	his	expedition	had	set	out,	Napoleon	might	have	deduced
from	the	reports	of	random	travellers	that	the	Order	and	the	island	were	as	soft
as	rotten	fruit.
They	fell	into	his	hands	with	disgraceful	ease,	von	Hompesch	displaying	an

irresolution	that	seems	scarcely	credible.	He	sat	alone	in	the	palace,	except	for
one	aide-de-camp,	making	no	attempt	to	co-ordinate	the	resistance	or	even	to
give	orders	as	to	what	resistance,	if	any,	was	to	be	offered.	Everything	was	left
to	the	individual	commanders	of	the	various	fortresses	and	strong	points,	who
for	their	part	having	received	no	orders,	were	indecisive	as	to	what	to	do—which
meant	that	most	of	them	did	nothing.	Before	nightfall	Desaix	moving	up	with	his
forces	from	the	south	had	invested	those	formidable	Cotonera	lines	Upon	which
Grand	Master	Cotoner	had	lavished	his	fortune,	and	was	in	possession	of	Fort
Ricasoli	which	guarded	the	southern	point	of	Grand	Harbour.	Elsewhere	the
story	was	much	the	same.	Reynier	had	landed	at	Ramla	Bay	on	the	east	coast	of
Gozo	and,	although	he	came	under	fire	from	the	heights	surrounding	this	sandy
beach,	he	too	by	nightfall	had	captured	the	citadel	of	Gozo’s	capital,	Rabat,	as
well	as	taking	Fort	Chambrai	which	guarded	the	entrance	to	Gozo’s	one	small
harbour.	The	only	real	resistance	that	seems	to	have	been	offered	in	any	part	of
the	island	was	by	members	of	the	Maltese	Militia.	But,	ill-disciplined	and	ill-
officered	as	they	were,	they	could	hardly	be	expected	to	be	a	match	for	the	finest
troops	in	Europe.	At	one	point,	outside	the	massive	fortifications	of	Floriana,	the
French	were	for	a	time	held	at	check.	A	Knight	of	the	Langue	of	Auvergne	led	a
sally	which	brought	his	militia	men	under	a	murderous	cross-fire,	driving	them
back	to	Floriana.	At	this	point	the	Standard	of	the	Order	of	St	John	fell	into	the
hands	of	General	Vaubois.
Throughout	the	night	there	was	firing	all	over	the	island	and	a	scene	of

indescribable	confusion	in	Valetta	where,	as	Doublet	wrote,	‘From	every
balcony	one	could	hear	the	women	lamenting	in	their	houses,	and	cursing	the
French	and	the	Grand	Master	all	in	one	breath.’	Inevitably	the	many	saints
revered	in	the	island	were	being	implored	on	all	sides	to	protect	the	faithful,
while	the	statue	of	the	Apostle	Paul	(who	is	said	to	have	converted	the	Maltese
to	Christianity	in	A.D.	60)	was	paraded	throughout	the	streets	of	Valetta.	Finally
a	deputation	of	leading	Maltese	citizens	went	to	the	palace	and	insisted	on	seeing
von	Hompesch,	demanding	that	he	should	sue	for	peace.	Everywhere	there	were
scenes	of	mutiny	and	undisciplined	panic,	while	many	members	of	the	Maltese
mob	took	it	upon	themselves	to	have	their	revenge	upon	individual	members	of
the	Order.	These	aristocrats,	who	were	now	apparently	surrendering	with



cowardice,	inspired	only	contempt.	Throughout	the	thirty-six	hours	which	was
all	that	it	took	for	the	French	to	capture	the	once	proud	island-fortress,	Napoleon
remained	impassively	aboard	L’Orient.	He	was	quite	confident	that	his	men
outside	the	walls,	and	his	supporters	within,	would	give	him	this	rich	prize,	so
important	to	the	success	of	his	main	venture.
On	June	11th,	1798,	the	armistice	was	signed.	The	main	terms	agreed	upon

were	as	follows:	Malta	and	its	sovereignty	were	surrendered	to	the	French	army
by	the	Knights.	The	French	Republic	for	its	part	would	endeavour	to	procure	for
the	Grand	Master	a	principality	equivalent	to	the	one	he	was	surrendering	and
would	pay	him	an	annual	pension	of	300,000	French	livres.	At	the	congress	of
the	various	powers	assembled	at	Rastadt	the	French	would	use	their	influence	to
ensure	that	the	Knights	of	each	nation	should	be	allowed	to	exercise	their	rights
over	such	property	of	the	Order	as	existed	within	their	respective	countries.
French	Knights	would	be	allowed	to	return	to	France,	but	those	who	preferred	to
stay	in	Malta	would	receive	an	annual	pension	of	700	livres,	those	over	sixty
years	old,	1,000	livres.
It	was	the	end	of	the	Order	in	Malta.	Bonaparte	in	person	entered	Valetta	on

the	twelfth	and	was	astonished	at	the	size	of	the	fortifications	which	had	fallen	to
him	so	easily.	But	he	commented	later	in	his	memoirs	that,	‘Malta	was	not	able
to	withstand	a	24-hour	bombardment.	Certainly	it	possessed	vast	physical
powers	of	resistance,	but	no	moral	strength	whatsoever.’
Throughout	all	these	scenes	of	chaos	and	confusion	there	moved	the	shadowy

and	irresolute	figure	of	the	Grand	Master,	that	unhappy	descendant	of	men	like
L’Isle	Adam	and	La	Valette.	The	Standard	of	the	Order	which	had	waved	so
proudly	over	innumerable	battlefields	in	the	Holy	Land	and	the	East,	and	which
had	been	the	terror	of	the	Moslem	in	a	thousand	sea-battles,	was	ignominiously
lowered	and	in	its	place	was	raised	the	French	Tricolour.
Six	days	later,	on	June	18th,	von	Hompesch	and	all	the	Knights	who	had	not

volunteered	to	serve	with	the	French	were	dismissed	the	island.	The	plate,	the
jewels,	and	all	the	rich	trappings	of	the	Order	became	the	property	of	the	victors.
(One	sad	irony	was	that	nearly	all	the	loot	from	Malta	was	sent	aboard	L’Orient,
and	went	to	the	bottom	with	her	at	Aboukir	Bay.)	The	Grand	Master	was	only
allowed	to	take	with	him	the	three	most	venerable	relics	of	the	Order—the
splinter	of	the	True	Cross,	the	hand	of	John	the	Baptist	despoiled	of	its
bejewelled	reliquary,	and	the	icon	from	Rhodes	of	Our	Lady	of	Phileremos.
Even	this	had	been	removed	from	its	silver	frame.	The	Order	of	St	John	was
once	more	homeless.	But	this	time	it	was	not	with	honour	and	with	pride	that	the



small	band	of	Knights	who	accompanied	the	Grand	Master	into	exile	could	look
back	upon	their	former	island	and	their	city.
	

	



	

Appendix	I
THE	ORDER	SINCE	THE	LOSS	OF	MALTA

	
The	complex	politics	following	upon	the	expulsion	of	the	Order	of	St	John

from	Malta	in	1798	merit	a	little	more	detailed	analysis	than	has	been	given	to
them	in	the	main	body	of	the	text.	So	too,	but	for	quite	different	reasons,	does
the	remarkable	efflorescence	of	the	Order	in	recent	years.	The	latter	is	one	of	the
more	singular	phenomena	in	the	whole	history	of	this	remarkable	organisation.
For	close	on	900	years	the	Order	has	been	both	a	shield	and	a	sword	to
Christendom.	It	is	easy	enough	to	find	high	drama	in	the	desert	campaigns,	the
sieges,	and	the	innumerable	naval	battles	in	the	Order’s	history,	but	it	is
important	to	remember	that	the	kernel	of	the	Order	has	always	been	its
hospitaller	work.
The	whole	arena	of	politics	involving	the	Order,	from	the	loss	of	Malta	up	to

the	mid-twentieth	century,	has	been	most	adequately	dealt	with	in	the	Histoire
politique	de	l’Ordre	souverain	de	Saint-Jean	de	Jérusalem	(Ordre	de	Malta)	de
1789	á	1955,	by	Le	comte	Michel	de	Pierredon	(Paris,	1963).
Certainly	the	most	interesting	episode	during	this	period	is	that	in	which	the

Emperor	Paul	I	of	Russia	attempted	to	secure	Malta	in	order	to	further	Russian
ambitions	in	the	Mediterranean—principally	directed	against	the	Ottoman	Turks.
The	occupation	of	Malta	by	the	French	and	the	dispossession	of	the	Order
seemed	to	have	forestalled	any	further	Russian	ambitions	in	this	direction.	The
previous	rapprochement	or	treaty	of	amity	between	Grand	Master	Emmanuel	de
Rohan	and	Paul	I,	in	which	a	new	grand	priory—the	Grand	Priory	of	Russia—
had	been	established	nevertheless	still	gave	the	Emperor	a	legitimate	interest	in
the	Order.	This	had	been	reinforced	in	1782	when	the	Anglo-Bavaro-Polish
Langue	had	been	formed,	George	III	of	England	ratifying	the	re-establishment	of
the	English	Langue	in	1785.
After	the	partition	of	Poland,	during	the	reign	of	the	emperor’s	mother

Catherine	II,	the	Polish	Langue	came	under	Russian	control.	In	1797	this	whole
curious	portmanteau	was	renamed	the	Anglo-Bavaro-Russian	Langue.	The
proclamation	by	Grand	Master	Ferdinand	von	Hompesch	in	the	same	year,
making	the	Emperor	Paul	a	Protector	of	the	Order,	meant	that,	even	after	the



Napoleonic	conquest	of	the	island	of	Malta,	the	emperor	could	still	lay	claim	to
Malta—if	only	he	could	get	himself	made	the	Grand	Master.	This	was	effected
in	1798	when	the	Grand	Priory	of	Russia,	possibly	with	the	connivance	of	a
number	of	French	emigre	Knights,	declared	the	Grand	Master	von	Hompesch
deposed.
In	the	November	of	the	same	year	Paul	I	was	proclaimed	Grand	Master	of	The

Sovereign	Military	Hospitaller	Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	of	Rhodes	and	of
Malta.	The	whole	episode	is	summed	up	in	a	portrait	of	Paul	I	by	Borovikovsky
(a	copy	of	which	hangs	in	the	Palazzo	di	Malta	in	Rome)	showing	Paul	dressed
as	Emperor	of	Russia	and	Grand	Master	of	Malta.	There	could	never	be	any
doubt	that	the	whole	transaction	was	completely	illegal—for	one	tiling	Paul	was
not	even	a	Catholic.	However,	as	has	been	seen,	the	Maltese	uprising	against	the
French,	coupled	with	the	English	intervention	in	the	affairs	of	the	island,	caused
the	miscarriage	of	all	Paul’s	Mediterranean	policy.	The	whole	of	this	curious	and
fascinating	episode	in	the	Order’s	history	is	succinctly	dealt	with	in	The	Order	of
Malta	and	the	Russian	Empire	(Rome,	1969),	by	Frà	Olgerd	de	Sherbowitz-
Wetzor	and	Frà	Cyril	Toumanoff.
Although	much	ink	has	been	spilled	over	the	question	of	the	Order’s

sovereignty	following	the	loss	of	Malta,	the	general	consensus	of	opinion	would
seem	to	be	that	the	fact	the	Order	continued	diplomatic	relations	with	other
States	(including	Napoleon’s	Empire),	and	that	these	relations	were	never
interrupted	in	the	case	of	the	Court	of	Vienna,	proves	a	continued	sovereignty
from	the	period	of	its	residence	in	Rhodes	right	up	to	the	present	day.	Certainly
it	does,	from	the	Palazzo	di	Malta	in	Rome,	maintain	at	this	moment	diplomatic
relations	with	thirty-eight	sovereign	States—a	considerable	advance	even	upon
the	days	of	its	greatest	material	grandeur	in	the	eighteenth	century.
After	the	rule	of	Lieutenants	from	1805	to	1879	(referred	to	in	the	text)	the

restoration	of	the	Grand	Mastership	by	Pope	Leo	XIII	in	1879	was	the	beginning
of	the	renewed	life	of	the	Order	in	Europe.	The	seventy-fourth	Grand	Master
was	Frà	John-Baptiste	Ceschi	á	Santa	Croce.	He	died	in	1905	and	was	succeeded
first	by	Grand	Master	Thun-Hohenstein	(1905-31)	and	then	by	Grand	Master
Chigi	della	Rovere	Albani	in	1931.	It	was	during	the	reign	of	this	distinguished
Italian	nobleman	that	the	Order	ran	into	considerable	difficulties	regarding	its
position	with	the	Holy	See—a	powerful	cardinal	of	the	Sacred	College	being
ambitious	to	secure	control	of	the	Order.	The	whole	affair	was,	in	effect,
although	on	a	smaller	and	more	discreet	level,	somewhat	reminiscent	of	the
attack	launched	against	the	Templars	by	Pope	Clement	V	in	the	fourteenth



century.	But	the	Knights	of	St	John	were	to	prove,	as	they	had	done	on	great
occasions	in	the	past,	that	they	were	well	capable	of	withstanding	a	siege—
whether	politico-ecclesiastical	or	military.	The	whole	story	has	been	admirably
and	wittily	told	by	Roger	Peyrefitte	in	Chevaliers	de	Malte	(English	trans.
Knights	of	Malta,	London,	1960).	It	ended	with	the	position	of	the	Order	being
clarified	and	confirmed,	and	in	1961	Pope	John	XXIII	approved	the	new
Constitutional	Charter	of	the	Order.	On	May	8th,	1962,	after	an	interregnum
during	which	the	Order	had	been	governed	by	Lieutenants,	the	seventy-seventh
and	present	Prince	and	Grand	Master,	Frà	Angelo	de	Mojana	di	Cologna,	was
elected.
The	subsequent	activities	of	the	Order	of	St	John,	which	have	been	briefly

outlined	in	the	last	chapter	of	this	book,	represent	an	astonishing	renaissance.
They	are	indeed	more	than	what	is	implied	by	the	word,	for	they	are	not	so	much
a	re-birth	as	the	birth	of	a	completely	new	international	concept	of	hospitaller
and	charitable	activities.	The	Annuaire	of	1972,	issued	by	the	Palazzo	di	Malta,
gives	detailed	information	on	the	present	governmental	structure	and
organisation	of	the	Order	as	well	as	particulars	about	the	various	Grand	Priories
and	the	National	Associations	and	Diplomatic	Representatives	throughout	the
world.	An	excellent	outline	of	the	Order’s	history	and	of	its	present	government,
together	with	a	list	of	its	hospitaller	and	charitable	activities,	is	contained	in	A
Modern	Crusade	(Palazzo	di	Malta,	Via	Condotti,	Rome).
	

	



	

Appendix	II
LIST	OF	THE	GRAND	MASTERS	OF	THE	ORDER

1.	 						

1.	Bx.	Frà	Gérard,	founder	-	3	sept.	1120
2.	Bx.	Frà	Raymond	de	Puy	-	1120-1158/60
3.	Frà	Auger	de	Balben	-	1158/60-1162/3
4.	Frà	Arnaud	de	Comps	-	1162/3
5.	Frà	Gilbert	d’Assailly	-	1163-1169/70
6.	Frà	Gaston	de	Murols	-	c.	1170-c.	1172	
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Appendix	III

A	MILITARY	GLOSSARY
	

Basilisk.	A	large	cannon	which	fired	an	iron,	stone	or	marble	ball	weighing	from
50	to	200	pounds.	(After	the	legendary	monster	whose	breath	and	glance	were
fatal.)	Bastion.	A	defence	work	which	consisted	of	two	faces	and	two	flanks,
all	the	angles	of	which	were	salient.

Breastwork.	A	defence	or	parapet	a	few	feet	high,	designed	for	the	protection	of
arquebusiers.

Caravan.	A	term	used	by	the	Order	of	St	John	to	denote	a	year’s	seagoing	duty
on	active	service	in	the	galleys	of	the	Order.

Cavalier.	A	defensive	work,	sometimes	shaped	like	a	V,	usually	within	the	main
fortifications.	Any	defensive	work	that	stood	higher	than	the	main	ramparts.

Chain-shot.	Two	cannon	balls	or	half	cannon	balls,	joined	by	a	length	of	chain.
On	leaving	the	gun,	chain-shot	whirled	round	in	a	parabola.	Used	against
massed	troops,	and	in	sea	warfare	against	masts	and	rigging.

Counterscarp.	The	slope	of	a	ditch	opposite	the	parapet.
Counterwall.	Any	wall	erected	against	the	enemy.	In	siege	terms,	usually	a	wall
erected	inside	the	main	defences	as	a	secondary	defensive	system.

Culverin.	A	long	cannon,	firing	a	comparatively	small	ball	but	with	a	great
range.	Generally,	any	large	cannon.

Curtain-wall.	The	part	of	a	rampart,	bordered	by	a	parapet,	that	connects	two
bastions	or	main	defensive	towers.

Demi-bastion.	A	half	bastion,	with	a	single	face	and	flank.
Embrasure.	A	gun-port,	or	any	opening	in	a	parapet	widening	from	within	and
designed	for	gun	or	arquebus	fire.

Enceinte.	The	main	enclosure	or	principal	area	of	a	fortification.
Fascines.	Bundles	of	sticks,	rods	or	brushwood,	bound	together	and	used	in	the
construction	of	earthworks.

Gabion.	A	cylinder	of	wickerwork	filled	with	earth,	used	for	fortifications.	Also
a	large	barrel	used	in	a	similar	way.

Galleass.	A	large	galley	with	three	masts,	and	fifteen	or	more	oars	each	side.
Galleot.	A	galley	propelled	both	by	oars	and	sails,	but	smaller	than	a	galleass.



Galley.	A	vessel	principally	propelled	by	oars.	Almost	invariably	a	warship.
Outwork.	A	defensive	work	constructed	outside	the	main	enceinte,	either	in	or
beyond	the	ditch	of	a	fort.

Pasha.	An	Ottoman	title	signifying	an	Admiral,	General,	or	Governor	of	a
province.	It	was	divided	into	three	grades	of	one,	two	or	three	horsetails—the
latter	being	senior.

Portcullis.	A	frame	or	grating	made	of	wooden	or	iron	bars.	Sharp-pointed	at	the
lower	end,	it	slid	vertically	in	grooves	at	the	portal	of	a	main	exit	of	a	fortified
place.

Ramp.	The	gradual	slope	from	the	interior	of	a	fortification	to	the	level
immediately	inside	the	parapet.

Ravelin.	A	defensive	work	detached	from	the	main	structure,	with	two	faces
meeting	in	a	salient	at	the	front,	and	open	at	the	rear.	It	was	usually	placed	in
front	of	a	curtain-wall	to	protect	it,	as	well	as	the	shoulders	of	near-by
positions.

Sally-Port.	Any	small	opening,	usually	masked	or	concealed,	in	a	fortification,
from	which	the	defenders	could	sally	out	and	catch	the	attackers	by	surprise.

Spur.	A	wall	crossing	part	of	a	rampart	and	connecting	it	to	the	interior	work.
The	projecting	apex	of	any	salient.

Traverse.	An	earthwork	or	parapet	protecting	a	covered	way.	A	double	right-
angle	in	a	trench	to	prevent	enfilading.	A	gun-port	designed	in	connection	with
another	one	to	give	protective	cross-fire.

Trump.	A	type	of	flame-thrower	handled	by	one	man,	and	discharging	a	form	of
liquid	fire.	Sometimes	combined	with	a	musket	so	that	small	shot	was	also
discharged.	Similar	but	smaller	was	the	‘fire-pike’,	which	could	be	used	as	a
pike	when	its	combustibles	had	run	out.
	

	



	
Appendix	IV

SELECT	BIBLIOGRAPHY
	

Abela,	F.	G.	Della	Descrizione	di	Malta	(Malta,	1647).
D’Aleccio,	M.	P.	I	veri	Ritrati	della	guerra	&	Dell’Assedio	dali	alla	Isola	di
Malta	dell’Armata	Turchesa	l’anno	1565	(Rome,	1582).

Balbi,	F.	di	Correggio.	La	Veradera	relagion	de	todo	lo	qui	el	año	de	MDLXV
ha	succedido	en	la	Isla	de	Malta	(Barcelonas	1568).

Barber,	R,	The	Knight	&	Chivalry	(London,	1970).
Baudouin,	J.	Histoire	des	Chevaliers	de	l’Ordre	de	S.	Jean	de	Hierusalem	(Paris,
1624).

Boisgelin,	L.	de.	Ancient	and	Modern	Malta	&	the	History	of	the	Knights	of
Jerusalem	(London,	1805).

Sosio,	G.	Dell’Istoria	della	Sacra	Religione	et	Illma.	Militia	di	San	Giovanni
Gierosolimitano	(Rome,	1594).

Brantôme,	L’Abbé	de.	Oeuvres	du	Seigneur	de	Brantôme	(Paris,	1740).
Brockman,	E.	The	Two	Sieges	of	Rhodes	(London,	1969).
Brydone,	P.	A	Tour	through	Sicily	and	Malta	(London,	1773).
Cassar,	P.	Medical	History	of	Malta	(London,	1964).
Catalogue	of	the	Records	of	the	Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	(Malta,	1964).
Caoursin,	W.	Le	fondement	du	S.	Hospital	de	l’Order	de	la	chevalerie	de	S.
Jehan	Baptiste	de	Jerusalem.	Recueil	des	historiens	des	croisades	(Paris,
1822).

Cavaleiro,	A.	The	Last	of	the	Crusades	(London,	1960).
Cambridge	Modern	History.	Vol.	III.	The	Wars	of	Religion	(1907).
Crema,	Cavaliere	F.	T.	da.	La	Fortificazione,	Guardia,	Difesa	e	espugnatone
delle	Fortezze	(Venice,	1630).

Curione,	C.	S.	Nuova	Storia	della	Guerra	di	Malta,	trans.	E.	F.	Mizzi	(Rome,
1927).

Currey,	E.	H.	Seawolves	of	the	Mediterranean	(London,	1910).
Denon,	N.	Voyage	en	Sicilie	et	à	Malta	(Paris,	1788).
Downey,	F.	The	Grande	Turke	(London,	1928).
Gravière,	J.	de	la.	Les	Chevaliers	de	Malte	et	la	Marine	de	Philippe	II	(Paris,



1887).
Hammer,	J.	Von.	Histoire	de	l’Empire	Ottoman	depuis	son	origine	jusqu’à	nos
jours,	trans.	J.	J.	Hellert	(Paris,	1841).

Hughes,	J.	Quentin.	The	Building	of	Malta	1530-1795	(London,	1956).
Hughes,	J.	Quentin.	Fortress	(London,	1969).
King,	E.	J.	The	Knights	Hospitallers	in	the	Holy	Land	(London,	1931).
King,	E.	J.	The	Rule,	Statutes	and	Customs	of	the	Hospitallers	(London,	1934).
Laking,	Sir	G.	F.	Catalogue	of	the	Armour	and	Arms	in	the	Armoury,	Valetta
(London,	1905).

Lane	Poole,	S.	Saladin	and	the	Fall	of	the	Kingdom	of	Jerusalem	(London,
1898).

Lucini,	A.	F.	Disegni	della	Guerra,	Assedio	et	Assalti	dati	dall’Armada
Turchesa	all’Isola	di	Malta	I’anno	MDLXV	(Bologna,	1631).

Macarata,	P.	F.	Defesa	et	Offesa	della	Piazze	(Venice,	1630).
Mifsud,	A.	Knights	Hospitallers	of	the	Venerable	Tongue	of	England	in	Malta
(Malta,	1914).

Molle	S.	L’Or	dine	de	Malta	la	Cavalleria	(Rome,	1928).
Porter,	W.	The	History	of	the	Knights	of	Malta	(London,	1883).
Pozzo,	B.	Historia	della	Sacra	Religione	Militares	di.	S.	Giovanni
Gerosolimitano	(Verona,	1703).

Prescott,	W.	H.	History	of	the	reign	of	Philip	II	(London,	1855).
Recueil	des	historiens	des	Croisades	(Paris,	1841-1906).
Riley-Smith,	J.	The	Knights	of	St	John	in	Jerusalem	and	Cyprus	(London,	1967).
Runciman,	Sir	S.	A	History	of	the	Crusades,	3	vols.	(Cambridge,	1951-5).
Scicluna,	Sir	H.	P.	The	Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem	(Malta,	1969).
Seward,	Desmond.	The	Monks	of	War	(London,	1972).
Smail,	R.	C.	‘Crusaders’	Castles	in	the	Twelfth	Century’	(Cambridge	Historical
Journal	X,	1951).

Srnail,	R.	C.	Crusading	Warfare	(1097-1193)	(Cambridge	Medieval	Studies,
1956).

Spreti,	C.	A	Treatise	of	Knightly	Behaviour	and	Description	of	the	Island	of
Malta	(Valetta,	1949).

Schermerhora,	E.	W.	Malta	of	the	Knights	(London,	1929).	Taafe,	J.	History	of
the	Order	of	St	John	of	Jerusalem

(London,	1852).	Ubaldini,	U.	M.	La	Marina	del	Sovrano	Militare	Ordine	di	San
Giovanni	di	Gerusalemme	di	Rodi	e	di	Malta	(Rome,	1970).

Vertot,	L’	Abbé	de.	Histoire	des	Chevaliers	Hospitaliers	de	S.	Jean	de



Jerusalem	(Paris,	1725).



All	rights	reserved,	including	without	limitation	the	right	to	reproduce	this	ebook
or	any	portion	thereof	in	any	form	or	by	any	means,	whether	electronic	or
mechanical,	now	known	or	hereinafter	invented,	without	the	express	written
permission	of	the	publisher.

Copyright	©	1972	by	Ernle	Bradford

ISBN	978-1-4976-2580-8

This	edition	published	in	2014	by	Open	Road	Integrated	Media,	Inc.
345	Hudson	Street
New	York,	NY	10014
www.openroadmedia.com

http://www.openroadmedia.com


Open	Road	Integrated	Media	is	a	digital	publisher
and	multimedia	content	company.	Open	Road
creates	connections	between	authors	and	their

audiences	by	marketing	its	ebooks	through	a	new
proprietary	online	platform,	which	uses	premium

video	content	and	social	media.

Videos,	Archival	Documents,	and	New
Releases

Sign	up	for	the	Open	Road	Media	newsletter
and	get	news	delivered	straight	to	your	inbox.

Sign	up	now	at

www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters

FIND	OUT	MORE	AT

WWW.OPENROADMEDIA.COM

http://www.openroadmedia.com/newsletters
http://openroadmedia.com


FOLLOW	US:

@openroadmedia	and

Facebook.com/OpenRoadMedia

http://twitter.com/#!/OpenRoadMedia
http://www.facebook.com/openroadmedia

	Foreword
	Acknowledments
	Chapter 11 – The Wind and the Sea and the Ships
	Chapter 17 – ‘Two Fine, Large Harbours’
	Chapter 26 – Decline…
	Chapter 27 - …and Fall
	Appendix I – The Order Since the Loss of Malta
	Appendix II – List of the Grand Masters of the Order
	Appendix III – A Military Glossary
	Appendix IV – Select Biography

