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The Knights of Christ

The Church Militant

The primitive Christian Church condemned war on principle, regarding it as an evil sin no matter at what level or for what purpose it was waged. When Constantine I established toleration of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire in AD 313, this immediately created a schism, for the very survival of the empire was dependent upon war. The Eastern Empire accepted war as justified in defence of the faith, and its adoption of militaristic saints such as St George illustrates this. On the other hand, the Roman Church in the West remained firm in its belief that all war was evil, although by the time of Augustine (354–430) it had become accepted that one side might have ‘just cause’ for war, and individual soldiers taking part in such wars were absolved.

By the time of Pope Gregory the Great (P. 590–604), the West had adopted the interesting idea that heretics and infidels could legitimately be converted to Christianity by force; but it was not until the Carolingian wars against the Saxons in the second half of the 8th century that Christian leaders were able to convert a political war into a religious one under this guise. Meanwhile, the Church had been growing wealthy, and the Saracen invasions of Spain and France in the early 8th century had posed a threat to that wealth—indeed, to Christianity itself. Now the Roman Church could also support war in defence of the faith; and henceforth war and Church went hand in hand, with Mass said before battle, and the relics of saints carried before the troops to inspire them in ‘God’s work’.

This volte-face was in some degree due to the ancient warrior code of behaviour which had persisted in Christian Europe. Under this code a man’s greatest virtues were physical strength, skill at arms, bravery, daring, loyalty to the chieftain, and solidarity within the tribe. The ideals of the primitive Christian Church had been diametrically opposed to such ideals. However, by channelling the martial spirit into the service of God, the brutal warrior of the past was transformed into a guardian of society. War was acceptable if it was socially useful, and the warrior codes were harnessed to create a new chivalrous spirit whereby the elite warrior class, now the nobility or ruling class, was the defender of the faith, protector of the poor and weak. This new Miles Christianus was to become a romantic hero to rival the heroes of the old pagan sagas: a member of an international brotherhood of a single class, with a common code of behaviour, and sharing a common code of ideals.
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Seal of the Poor Knights of Christ.

By the mid-11th century Pope Leo IX (P. 1049–54) was invoking war against the invading Normans in southern Italy as a means of ‘liberating Christendom’. Papal blessings and banners were issued for the expedition against the Moslems in Spain in 1063, and for the invasion of ‘heretic’ England in 1066. All these campaigns were called ‘holy wars’, but were really political in nature; and by the time Pope Gregory VII (P. 1073–85) raised armies of papal troops by offering both financial and spiritual rewards, the pope had come to be regarded as a summoner of armies and a leader in war. Thus when Urban II called for a holy war or crusade to help the Eastern Church and the Christians in Jerusalem, the response was overwhelming. To fight for the faith had become part of the chivalric code of the warrior, and every self-respecting knight felt obliged to go on crusade—if not now, then at some time in his life. Thus the two great ideologies of medieval Europe—chivalry and Church—came together as one in the Holy Land. And here was born from that strange union perhaps the most profound expression of the dominant spirit of the Middle Ages: the ‘warrior-monks’ of the military orders—terms which in the not so distant past would have been contradictory.
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Another version of the two founders of the Templars, astride one horse, this time from Matthew Paris’ Chronica Majora, c.1235–59. It shows the black-over-white of the Templars’ banner adapted for use on knights’ shields.


Military Orders in the Holy Land

After Jerusalem fell to the crusaders in 1099, most of the crusaders who did not return to Europe became committed to setting up independent Christian states; and there arose the problem of how to protect the pilgrim routes to the newly won holy places, and to continue the fight against the Moslems surrounding the narrow strip of reconquered land. At this time there were only some 500 knights available to defend the kingdom of Jerusalem; obviously, they would be fatally weakened if they were thinly scattered throughout the Holy Land. Therefore, in the beginning, small bands of crusader knights voluntarily took on this task of guarding the lines of communication.

The Knights of the Temple

One such band was formed in 1115 by Hugue de Payens of Burgundy and Godfrey de Saint Adhemar, a Fleming, who recruited seven other knights from northern France. This small voluntary association escorted pilgrims on their way from Jerusalem to Jericho, and thence to the traditional site of Jesus’s baptism in the Jordan.

In 1118 this small group swore an oath before the Patriarch of Jerusalem to protect the pilgrims and observe the monastic vows of poverty, obedience and chastity. The two founder-members had originally had only one horse between them: under their vows they were to wear only those clothes which were given to them, and to own only their weapons. From these humble ideals stemmed their first name—the Poor Knights of Christ.

The Poor Knights were to some extent subsidised by the Patriarch; and when King Baldwin, impressed by their devotion, gave them quarters in a wing of the royal palace, they became in effect an unofficial police force. Their new quarters were on the supposed site of the Temple of Solomon, and this soon gave rise to another name—the Knights of the Temple, or Knights Templar.

By now the number of knights had grown, and it was felt they should be organised permanently and officially along monastic lines in accordance with their vows, but with special rules to allow for their military rôle. In about 1124 Hugue de Payens went to Europe to ask for guidance in the formulation of such rules. He was referred to the Council of the Catholic Church then sitting at Troyes in France, and it was this council which officially gave the Templars the statutes which established them as a military-religious organisation—the first official warrior-monks. Hugue had also met the greatest spiritual authority of the day—Bernard, abbot of the Cistercian monastery of Clairvaux—and the Order’s statutes and rules were mostly the work of Bernard.

From the beginning, Bernard was a firm supporter of the aims of the Poor Knights and thus of the concept of warrior-monks. He recognised no contradiction between their monastic vows and their vow to kill Moslems. To him they were the first true soldiers of Christ, dedicating themselves to a duty which should be that of all Christian knights. He wrote a small pamphlet, On the Praise of the New Knighthood, in which he fully justified killing and violence by the knights on behalf of the faith:


‘. . . the soldiers of Christ wage the battles of their Lord in safety. They fear not the sin of killing an enemy or the peril of their own death, inasmuch as death either inflicted or borne for Christ has no taint of crime and rather merits the greater glory . . .
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Knights Templar, from a wall painting in their church at Cressac, c.1170–80. Note red cross of their Order on the breast of their long white surcoats.


‘First of all, there is discipline and unqualified obedience. Everybody comes and goes according to the will of the commander. Everybody wears the dresses given to him, and no one goes in search for food or garments according to his whims. They live in a community, soberly and in joy, without wife or children. And to reach evangelical perfection, they live in the same house, in the same manner, without calling anything their own, solicitous to preserve the unity of spirit in the bonds of peace.

‘Impudent words, senseless occupations, immoderate laughter, whispering or even suppressed giggling are unknown. They have a horror of chess and dice; they hate hunting; they don’t even enjoy the flight of the falcon. They despise mimes, jugglers, story-tellers, dirty songs, performances of buffoons—all these they regard as vanities and inane follies. They cut their hair short because they know it is shameful for a man to wear it long. Never overdressed, they bathe rarely and are dirty and hirsute, tanned by the coat of mail and the sun.’
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The arrest of Templars in France in 1307, from a contemporary manuscript. The cross of the Order is clearly visible on the monastic habits.

The rules for this first Military Order were based on those of the Cistercians. The Order’s hierarchy consisted of the Grand Master, Seneschal, Deputy Master, Marshal, and the commanders or Masters of the provinces. (Jerusalem city and the kingdom of Jerusalem were separate provinces.) Each province was divided into houses known as preceptories, each with its own commander, with a knight-commander as his lieutenant. These divisions were used for command in the field as well as for the administration of monastic life.

Murder, treason, desertion, heresy, purchasing entry into the Order, plotting amongst the brothers, and revelation of the Order’s secrets were all punishable by expulsion from the Order. Lesser offences such as disobedience, consorting with women, and attempting to escape from the Order were punished by loss of privileges such as having to live with the slaves, or being deprived of arms, habit and horse. Serious cases of such lesser crimes could be punished by temporary or permanent incarceration in one of the Order’s castles.

On the purely military side, the rules included vows to fight to the death for the holy places of Christendom; to refuse to be ransomed if defeated; to accept every combat, no matter what the odds; to refuse quarter or ransom to the infidel; and to defend any Christian molested by infidels. These vows led to the Templars being feared beyond all other Franks by the Moslems, who retaliated by executing out of hand all Templars taken in battle.

Each knight was allowed to possess three horses and to have a squire with a fourth horse, but his armour, clothing and bedding belonged to the Order. The squires led the spare horses to the battlefield but retired once battle commenced. The knights were formed in ranks by squadrons, and there were severe penalties for any knight who broke ranks without permission.

The seal of approval from both the Pope and Bernard of Clairvaux resulted in a flood of donations for the Order, and by the time Hugue de Payens returned to Palestine in 1130 (with some 300 knights recruited for a crusade) he had been able to establish preceptories not only in Jerusalem, but in Antioch, Tripoli, Aragon and Portugal. Subsequently, preceptories were established in England, Aquitaine, Poitou, Provence, Apulia, Hungary, Germany, Sicily and Greece.

The preceptories were used to recruit and train new members, as well as to administer the properties of the Order within the province: at the peak of its power the Order owned over 9,000 feudal lordships or manors throughout Europe, and their military contingents therefore frequently included a proportion of knights and levies who owed military service to the Order in return for the lands held—fighting men who were not themselves members of the Order. Military contingents were also swollen by the admission of subordinate members to serve as sergeants; and by the admission of ‘confrère knights’ who served for only a short term (although sometimes for several years at a time), and who were permitted to marry, promising half their property to the Order in the event of their death. By the time of the Second Crusade the Order could muster nearly 600 knights and, together with the Knights of St John, was providing about half the total number of knights available in the Holy Land.

Their first offensive military action had been with Baldwin’s expedition to Antioch to suppress rebellion within the kingdom, but from 1147 onwards they were in the forefront of the war against Islam.

By the second half of the 12th century the Order was one of the leading landowners in Syria and Palestine. Money and men continued to arrive from Europe, and in order to control and administer this vast wealth the Templars became experts in banking. By as early as 1148 they were moneylenders, despite the official Church ban on usury, and they soon had one of the largest and most efficient banking networks in the Western world. Pilgrims could now not only rely on the protection of the Templars, but could deposit funds at their local preceptory and withdraw money as required by producing letters of credit at any other Templar preceptory. Before long the Order had its own ships, and had begun to transport pilgrims to the Holy Land.

The Order’s reputation and strength in the military rôle was also growing apace. In November 1177, 80 Templars with 300 other knights smashed through Saladin’s army in a single crashing cavalry charge led by the Grand Master. The Moslems were completely routed, though the Grand Master was captured, refused ransom and died in prison.
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Loarre, near Huesca in Aragon, dating from the late 11th century with later additions. This was one of the Templars’ main centres in Spain.

His successor, Gerard de Ridefort, became notorious for his military foolhardiness and political intrigues, yet the first fault could conceivably be excused in that he merely obeyed his vows. In 1187, with only 90 Templars and 40 other knights, he charged into a Moslem force of some 7,000 cavalry. Only he and two other Templars managed to cut their way through and escape. Not long afterwards, at the battle of Hattin, he split the Christian army and led the cavalry to total defeat.

Despite these foolhardy acts the Templars, together with the Hospitaller knights, were the finest fighting force in the Holy Land; in battle they were always accorded the position of honour on the right wing, with the Hospitallers on the left.

Throughout the 13th century the Order’s wealth continued to grow, but its military strength in the Holy Land began to decline—partly because fewer recruits could be found who were willing to die for the faith, and partly because of growing rivalry between the various military orders which had now been created, dissipating their energies and even leading to Order fighting Order.

In 1243 Jerusalem was lost. The next year the Christians were decisively defeated at Gaza, and of over 300 Templars present only 36 survived. In 1250 nearly 200 Templars died in the streets of Mansurah. On this occasion the Grand Master had warned of an ambush but had been overruled by Robert of Artois: the Order had been honourbound to follow the crusaders to their deaths.

In 1256 the Templars and Hospitallers took opposing sides in the fighting between Genoese and Venetians in Acre, and killed each other in the streets at a time when every knight was desperately needed to counter a new threat—the brilliant Turkish general Baibars. Baibars took Caesarea and Arsuf in 1265, and Antioch in 1268. A ten-year truce followed; but his successor took Tripoli in 1289, despite a gallant defence by Templars and Hospitallers. Only Acre remained in Christian hands, and here the last gallant but futile battle was fought against the overwhelming might of the united Islamic forces. After six weeks of battering by siege engines a breach was made in the outer wall. The breach was stormed by mamluks, and despite a magnificent resistance the knights were eventually compelled to withdraw to the inner line of walls. The final assault came three days later.

The Grand Master of the Templars died fighting amongst the roar of burning and collapsing buildings, but the survivors of the Order managed to withdraw into their castle at the southern end of the city and here made a last stand under their Marshal. Terms were offered, but talks broke down when a group of Moslems who had been allowed into the Temple began to assault civilians sheltering there, and the Templars—in obedience to their vows—cut the Moslems down. A second offer failed when the Marshal, who left the Temple to negotiate, was treacherously seized and beheaded. There remained only one way out, and every knight still capable of standing prepared himself for it.

The Moslems attacked the castle with firebombs, catapults and mines. After a week part of the outer wall finally collapsed and 2,000 Moslems charged through the breach. As the final hand-to-hand struggle began, the weakened foundations gave way under the weight of the mass of struggling men; the Temple crashed down, burying the last of the Templars and their enemies beneath a smoking pile of rubble. The Holy Land was lost forever, despite the heroic deaths of some 20,000 Templar knights and sergeants since the Order’s inception.

The Templars had lands in Cyprus, and it was here that they regrouped to create a new powerbase in the Middle East. But although their great financial network continued to function throughout Europe, the Templars failed to find any realistic military rôle for the future; beyond a few minor and unsuccessful raids on the Syrian and Egyptian coasts, the Order deteriorated into bankers and money-lenders.

This deterioration was seized upon by those who had for many years envied the Order its vast possessions and power, its exemption from royal justice and its overbearing pride. Based on the claim that the Holy Land had been lost by the military orders, who no longer had a purpose for existence since they had failed to take any steps to regain it, a series of attacks was launched against all military orders. Nothing came of these attacks until a renegade Templar, Esquiu de Floyrian, laid specific charges of blasphemy, idolatory and sodomy against the Templars at the court of James II of Aragon. He received a cold reception, but took his accusations to France where Philip the Fair accepted them. The Pope was informed of the charges in 1305, and at the end of the following year the Grand Master, Jacques de Molay, was summoned to Rome. Here the Pope suggested that the Templars and Hospitallers unite to form one order, and that a new crusade be launched from Armenia and Cyprus. De Molay, who had spent all his life as a Templar in the Middle East, seems to have been unaware of the charges levelled against the Order, and failed to see these proposals as a means of saving the Templars. He rejected both proposals as unworkable. When De Molay returned to Cyprus in 1307, Philip pressed the charges and the Pope agreed to an enquiry. On 15 September Philip sent sealed instructions for the seizure of all members of the Order and their property throughout France. Only 13 Templars escaped the coup; the remainder were thrown into prison, where all except three eventually confessed—under torture—to the charges. The Pope was powerless in the light of the confessions, and on 22 November issued a bull commanding other Christian princes to arrest all Templars in their lands.
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Knight Hospitaller in monastic habit.
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Knight Hospitaller in military dress—probably early 14th century, to judge from the mixture of mail and plate.

Soon, under the agonies of the most atrocious torture, Templars were confessing to homosexuality, devil worship, blasphemy and corruption. Yet for four more years the Order struggled to survive. In England, Spain, Cyprus and Germany the Order was found innocent of the charges; but in France the persecution continued, and scores of Templars who bravely retracted their confessions when the torture ceased were burnt at the stake as heretics. Finally, in April 1312, Philip succeeded in having the Order suppressed; its great wealth was to be passed to the Knights of St John, for the continuation of their hospitaller rôle and their newfound naval operations. It was probably no coincidence that not one penny of the Templars’ great wealth in France ever reached the Knights of St John.

The Knights of St John of Jerusalem

After Jerusalem fell to the crusaders its streets were filled with the dead, dying and wounded, and inevitably there followed disease. In about 1070 a group of merchants from the port of Amalfi in Italy had founded the Hospice of St John the Almoner, near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. A hospice was essentially a place of rest for pilgrims, where they might obtain food and recover from their travels, and it formed a natural part of the main business of the Amalfi merchants—transporting pilgrims to the Holy Land. The hospice was administered by Benedictine monks and nuns from Amalfi, under one Brother Gerard.

Either before or during the siege the hospice had been closed and its staff expelled from the city; but after the siege Brother Gerard reappeared, and the crusaders willingly supported him when he set up a hospital to care for the sick. The first ruler of Jerusalem, Godfrey of Bouillon, recognised the valuable work of the monks under Gerard by a gift of land, and his example was followed by many others. His successor, Baldwin of Boulogne, also supported the hospital, and when he defeated an Egyptian army he gave one tenth of all the booty to the monks for their good works. This example was copied, and soon the hospital was receiving so much money and land that by 1120, when Gerard died, it had been able to establish a chain of hospices and hospitals throughout the Holy Land.
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Krak des Chevaliers, gifted to the Hospitallers in 1142, and requiring a garrison of 200 fighting men to hold it.

In 1113 Gerard had abandoned the Benedictine rule for that of St Augustine, and the Hospitallers had been created as an independent religious order by papal bull. Gerard’s successor, Raymond du Puy, extended the original work of the new Order until all the main ports of embarkation for pilgrims were equipped with a hospital operated by the Order of St John. However, he also extended the rôle of the Order to the protection of pilgrims on the route from the sea to Jerusalem. The Order’s charter included the instruction that it could take up arms in defence of its hospitals, the Order itself, or Jerusalem; but this logical extension of the Order’s duties towards pilgrims was to cause a major change in the structure of the Order itself.

In 1126 a Constable of the Order is mentioned, suggesting that there was now some permanent military commitment—possibly involving hired troops, although no details are known. However, there is mention in other documents of 20 monks being detailed to guard the tomb of Christ, and these became known as the Canons of the Holy Sepulchre (‘canon’ being an ecclesiastical term originally applicable to all the clergy of any large church). Apparently crusaders also swore obedience to the prior of this body, and took upon themselves the military duties of guarding the tomb. The military members are said to have worn white mantles bearing the red cross of Jerusalem and possibly a white surcoat with a single red cross on it, and to have carried into battle a white banner speckled with red drops to signify the Holy Blood. These were presumably not members of the Order, but were the first knights to volunteer to fight for the Order. The later, true Knights of St John were sometimes referred to as the Knights of the Holy Sepulchre, and when King Alfonso of Aragon and Navarre died in 1134 he left his kingdom to the Hospitallers, the Templars and ‘the Canons of the Holy Sepulchre’.

In 1130 the Pope ordained that ‘the Religion in war against the Infidel shall bear the standard, with the white cross in a field of red.’ Six years later the Order was given the key fortress of Gibelin by the king of Jerusalem; in 1139 Count Raymond II of Tripoli, a confrère of the Hospitallers, bestowed on the Order two of his main castles; and in 1142 the Order received four other castles, including the great Krak des Chevaliers. Such possessions demanded troops to garrison them (Krak des Chevaliers alone required a garrison of 200 knights and sergeants to withstand a siege), but there are no records of the Order being involved in any military rôle at this period. Yet it is inconceivable that the rulers in the Holy Land would have handed over such important fortresses to an organisation incapable of defending them. We know that in 1157 the Order sent a column to relieve the castle of Banyas, and in 1168 it contributed 500 knights to the expedition to Egypt. It has to be assumed that sizeable military forces were available to the Order by at least 1136. By this date there existed the office of Marshal, whose rôle was initially the hiring and control of mercenaries to perform the military duties of the Order, but who commanded the Order’s own contingent of 500 knights in 1168. Nur ed-Din, Atabeg of Mosul, considered the Order’s soldiers sufficiently formidable to order the execution of those captured in 1157: we cannot now tell whether these were members of the Order, knights holding fiefs with military duties owed to the Order, or mercenaries.

In 1179 a papal bull was issued instructing the Order not to depart from its original objectives; and it was not until after the disastrous battle of Hattin in 1187 that the Pope recognised the need for their military rôle. Even so, he still did nothing to encourage it; and it was not until 1206 that the Order’s statutes were revised to provide for military brethren, by which date all the important offices of the Order were in the hands of the soldier-brethren and the Marshal was second in importance only to the Grand Master.

By this date membership of the Order could take several forms. There were brother priests and sisters of St John, who fulfilled the hospitaller duties, and brother knights and sergeants for the military rôle. However, the only recognised division up to 1206 was between priests and lay brethren. Confrère knights were admitted under the same system as described for the Templars. In Europe the houses or ‘commanderies’ were ruled by commanders, and these were grouped into provinces called ‘priories’, ruled by priors. By the late 12th century the priories had been collected into larger units called ‘grand commanderies’, and by the late 13th century these had been grouped into seven ‘Langues’, or ‘tongues’. The hierarchy of the Order resided in the Holy Land and consisted of the Grand Commander of the Order, the Marshal, the Hospitaller, the Treasurer, the Drapier (quartermaster), and the Turcopolier.
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A 16th-century portrayal of the fall of Acre in 1291, useful for the type of costume and armour likely to have been worn at the sieges of Rhodes (1522) and Malta (1565).

Every knight was allowed to own four horses, and he was probably also permitted two esquires, one to lead the spare horses, the other to carry his lance. Both esquires were non-combatant and retired to the rear when action was imminent, where they came under the authority of the Gonfanonier. Sergeants were permitted two horses, and in 1302 they were allowed an esquire. The rank of Military Esquire, presumably commanding the esquires, was an important military office by this date, suggesting that at least some of the esquires may now have had an active military rôle. The sergeants seem to have been fewer in number than the knights, and used less expensive armour.

By the early 13th century the Hospitallers rivalled the Templars as a military power, with perhaps 600 brethren at arms, and clashes between the two Orders became more and more frequent. In 1216 Antioch was captured by the Hospitallers from the Templars, but the city rose in revolt, expelled the Hospitallers and confiscated the Order’s possessions in that state. By 1240 the diplomatic and political manoeuvres of the two Orders were aimed less against the infidel than against each other. The situation became so bad, with Templars and Hospitallers killing each other in the streets of Acre, that in 1258 a treaty was drawn up to govern the settlement of quarrels between them. But it was already too late.
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The Hospitaller castle at Bodrum (Halicarnassus) on the west coast of Asia Minor.

The decline had begun with the loss of Jerusalem in 1243, and gained speed as the century drew to a close. At Gaza in 1244 over 300 Hospitaller knights and their Master were captured. Over the next 25 years the desperate resistances of isolated garrisons failed to prevent stronghold after stronghold from falling to the Moslems. By 1271 the greatest fortress in the whole of Christendom, the Krak des Chevaliers, had fallen—forced to surrender for lack of sufficient men to defend it. Tripoli fell in 1289; and two years later it was the turn of Acre, called St Jean d’Acre after the magnificent Hospitaller church there. After eight weeks of heroic resistance Acre fell, and the Hospitallers died to a man, fighting alongside their former enemies, the Templars.

Within a year of the fall of Acre the Hospitallers had established new headquarters on their lands in Cyprus, with a castle at Colos and the Hospitaller headquarters at Limassol. The Order had possessed a fleet since the early 13th century, and operations against the infidels were continued in a small way by raids on the mainland. These raids consisted of a landing, the burning of a village or two, and a swift withdrawal.

The king of Cyprus, remembering the great power of the Orders in the Holy Land due to gifts of land there, refused to grant the Hospitallers more land in his kingdom. Unable to grow or to rebuild its former military power, the Order began to look elsewhere for its future. Unlike the Templars, who had resorted to banking, the Hospitallers seem to have realised from their first puny seaborne raids against the Moslems that a military alternative still existed. To survive they must change; and being now an island-based power, they would have to change from a land power to a naval one. The office of Admiral first appears in 1301, in reference to a small fleet raised the previous year. But these would have been mainly transports used for bringing troops, pilgrims and stores to and from the Holy Land. Such vessels would still be required, but so would fighting ships—galleys and galleasses—and it is while the Order was on Cyprus that such ships are first mentioned.
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Grand Masters Antony Fluvian de la Rivièe, 1421–37 (arms Or, a fess Gules) in monastic habit; and John de Lastia, 1437–54 (arms Gules, a fess Argent) in armour and jupon. Drawings of c.1637 based on contemporary paintings and tapestries at Malta, recently discovered in the Vatican.

Seeking expansion, and seizing on the encroachment of some Moslems on the Byzantine-owned island of Rhodes as an excuse, the Order obtained permission from the Pope to expel the infidel intruders. The first major naval operation from Cyprus was therefore against Rhodes, in 1306. By the end of 1307 the Hospitallers had taken an important stronghold, the fortress of Mount Phileremos, astride the main ridge of mountains and less than ten miles south of the city of Rhodes. Pope Clement V issued a confirmation of the Order’s possession of the island in August that year: ‘that island . . . which you have taken under your powerful arm, and which today by God’s grace you hold, having driven thence the schismatics [the original Christian owners] and completely overthrown the infidel.’

In fact the city of Rhodes was to hold out for another two years, teaching the Hospitallers the great value of the city as a defensible headquarters and costing them their revenues for the next 20 years, against which they obtained a loan from a Venetian money-lender.

This discovery of a new military rôle from their offshore headquarters, and their ‘crusade’ against the infidels on Rhodes, ensured that when the general reaction set in against the military orders after the loss of the Holy Land, the future of the Hospitallers was not seriously threatened. Instead, the possessions of the suppressed Templars passed into their hands. Even this enormous revenue did not clear their debt, however, for they had undertaken a vast programme of building, constructing massive fortifications on Rhodes as well as building a fleet of warships and colonising several of the islands of the Dodecanese. By 1320 the Hospital owed 500,000 florins to two Italian banking houses. These debts were eventually paid off and a credit established; but in 1343 and 1346 the two banking houses went bankrupt, wiping out the Hospitallers’ credit of some 360,000 florins.

Nevertheless, Rhodes and the Order of St John were now exceedingly strong, the island being fortified and garrisoned by about 400 knights. Freed from the internal politics which had hampered it since the military branch was formed, and operating in a theatre where they were the sole major power, the Order set about the destruction of the Moslem corsairs who dominated the eastern Mediterranean. To further stabilise the Order, it was reorganised in 1331 with the knights of the various nationalities grouped in national Langues, the balance of power being guaranteed by allocating certain offices to each Langue.
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Grand Master Peter d’Aubusson, 1476–1503 (arms Or, a cross moline Gules) receiving Knights Hospitaller in armour and jupons. Note mail protection for upper arms and torso, popular in Italy—and perhaps in Rhodes—in the late 15th century because it was cooler to wear than plate.

In 1345 the Hospitallers had their first significant victory since the capture of Rhodes. The island of Smyrna had been occupied by the Emir of Aydin in 1328, and from this island the emir’s fleet raided as far as Greece, disrupting Christian trade. The Hospitallers contributed six galleys to a papal force which attacked the island in 1345, and were eventually entrusted with the control of the port there. Smyrna remained an important naval base for Christian forces until it fell to the Mongols in 1402.

In 1365 a ‘crusade’ was launched by the Cypriots under Pierre I de Lusignan, and was supported by the Hospitallers. After an initial success at Alexandria, the crusade degenerated into an orgy of looting and destruction. New crusades were launched in 1390 and 1396 but the Order’s rôle in these was limited to small contingents of galleys—for by now the Order had evolved into a completely naval power, their attempts to expand their territory beyond the island of Rhodes having failed. Henceforth they were totally preoccupied with the destruction of Turkish shipping along the coast of Asia Minor.

As the other Christian powers in the eastern Mediterranean declined and disappeared, so the attention of the Egyptian and Ottoman sultans began to turn towards the Hospitallers. In 1435 the sultan of Egypt, having reduced Cyprus to a vassal state, began to prepare a move against Rhodes. Reinforcements of 500 knights were recruited from the West, and in 1440 the first attack by a squadron of Egyptian galleys was decisively defeated. In 1444 a much larger naval force appeared off the island, a vast army of mamluks was successfully landed and the island completely overrun. The city of Rhodes was besieged for over a month before the Egyptians were finally driven off by a daring counter-attack, and the invasion was abandoned.

When Constantinople fell in 1453, Rhodes became the last outpost of Christianity in the East. The Ottoman sultan Mohammad II demanded tribute from Rhodes, and received a curt refusal. In 1480 he arrived with a great fleet to subdue the island. After three months of siege work and three major assaults on the city’s defences, the arrival of relief ships enabled the Hospitallers to drive off their attackers.

The final attack on the Hospitallers’ stronghold was launched in 1522 by the sultan Suleiman. The Order’s Grand Master, Villiers de l’Isle Adam, had 600 Hospitallers and about 4,500 local auxiliaries against a Turkish army of some 100,000 men. However, Rhodes was one of the greatest fortresses in the world, equipped with excellent artillery batteries, and it took Suleiman two months of siege operations to effect a breach in the walls at the weakest point—the landward side, garrisoned by the Langues of Aragon and England. Over the next three weeks three major assaults were made on the breach by fanatical Moslem troops, exhibiting a religious fervour to match that which had enabled the Christian crusaders to conquer the Holy Land nearly 300 years earlier. All three assaults were beaten off, though not without considerable loss to the garrison. Suleiman now dismissed his commander and appointed in his place an engineer. Costly assaults were replaced by a war of attrition, with the island sealed off from reinforcements and supplies by a complete blockade. By 20 December 1522 the Hospitallers were faced with two alternatives: total extermination, or surrender. Suleiman’s terms were generous, and were accepted. After 200 years the Order was again homeless.

The Emperor Charles V resettled the Order on the strategic island of Malta on condition that it also defended Tripoli in North Africa. This was an impossible task, but fortunately the liability ended when Tripoli was taken by the Turks in 1551 after a gallant struggle by the Hospitaller garrison. In the meantime the Order had converted Malta into a great fortress surpassing even its previous headquarters, and was now busily engaged in fighting the corsairs of the Barbary coast, centred on Algeria. The corsairs had been seriously hampering all Mediterranean trade, and even carried out raids into Italy and Spain; but 200 years of naval warfare had created a Christian force more than the equal of the corsairs. Soon the names of the Hospitaller captains were as feared amongst the Moslems as the corsair captains had been amongst the Christians.
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Detail of the walls of Rhodes in 1522.
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The siege of Rhodes in 1480, showing the attack on the southeast corner of the walls. The brethren of the Order of St John are wearing red surcoats with the Order’s white cross.

In 1565 Suleiman arrived off Malta with a fleet of 180 ships and about 30,000 men. The great siege of Malta was about to begin. Reinforced by knights from every commandery in Europe, the Hospitallers settled down in their spacious and well-supplied fortress to endure the last and most famous siege of their long history. There were about 500 knights of the Order on the island, supported by 4,000 Maltese levies and some 4,500 other troops, including mercenaries. Another 80 knights and 600 other troops managed to slip through the blockade later, but Suleiman’s original force was doubled in strength as the siege dragged on.

The initial attack was made at the end of May on the fort of St Elmo, guarding the entrance to the Grand Harbour. After a month of fierce fighting the fort finally fell; the survivors of the heroic garrison were slaughtered, and their mutilated bodies were floated across the harbour. The Hospitallers retaliated by executing the prisoners they held, and firing their heads into the enemy camp. Thereafter the siege became a grim struggle to the death, with no quarter given by either side.

On 15 July 1565 a general assault was launched by land and sea. It very nearly succeeded. A breach was created by mining on 7 August, and again the Turks came dangerously close to success. On the 19th and 23rd two more great assaults were launched, but by now the Hospitallers had repaired the breaches, and both assaults were beaten off. On 7 September a Spanish army arrived to relieve the garrison; the dispirited Turkish army was allowed to embark and sail away unmolested, having suffered some 24,000 casualties. The Hospitallers had lost 240 knights and some 6,000 other troops.
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Sketch of the port of Malta in 1565, showing the various defences and the siege works and camps of Suleiman.

The weakening of Turkish naval power at Lepanto in 1571, and the lack of a leader of Suleiman’s calibre in succeeding years, led to the Order becoming more and more preoccupied with its commercial interests as the need for its military rôle declined. The fortresses were slowly turned into palaces, and in the 17th century dissension began to arise between the Spanish and French Langues. Yet the final blow did not fall until the French Revolution, when the Order’s estates in Europe were seized. Deprived of revenues, divided amongst themselves, resented by the tax-burdened Maltese, and lacking a strong leader, the Order finally surrendered Malta to Napoleon in 1798 after a siege lasting only two days.

The Knights of St Lazarus

This was the third military order to develop in Jerusalem, and is believed to have had its origins in a leper hospital run by Greeks and Armenians before the First Crusade. It was probably founded as the separate Order of St Lazarus in the second decade of the 12th century, although the earliest mention is circa 1130, when the Hospital of Lepers, built on the outer face of the northern wall of Jerusalem, was taken over by Frankish hospitallers who followed the Augustinian rule. These were possibly members of the Order of St John, for tradition holds that the first Master of the Hospitallers was also the first Master of the St Lazarus Order. Certainly the rules of both Templars and Hospitallers stated that a knight who caught leprosy must leave the Order and join the brethren of St Lazarus, who wore a black habit without insignia.
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16th-century breastplates belonging to Knights Hospitaller and bearing the cross of the Order.
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Turkish cannon balls of marble, used during the 1480 and 1522 sieges of Rhodes.

The new Order had its own church and convent by 1142, and by 1147 was known as the Leper Brothers of Jerusalem. By 1155 the Order had houses in Tiberias and Ascalon, and later in Acre and possibly Caesarea and Beirut. By the mid-12th century the Order had also developed a force of military brethren, but they were never very numerous, and the Order remained principally preoccupied with the hospitaller rôle. A few non-leper brethren were included in the Order as knights, and leprous knights almost certainly took up arms when necessary. There were also lay brethren-sergeants, recruited from commoners suffering from leprosy.

A detachment of the Order may have fought at Hattin in 1187. We know that there was certainly a contingent at the disastrous battle of Gaza in 1244, where the Order suffered heavy losses. When Jerusalem fell in 1243 the Order moved its headquarters to Acre, where it had its Tower of Lazarus in the northern suburb of Montmusard, and was responsible for the defence of that area. In 1253 the Order made an ill-fated foray against the Moslems in Ramleh, and was saved from utter destruction only by the intervention of Louis IX of France. The military brethren fought in the defence of Acre in 1291, where all those present were killed.
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Alberto Aringhieri, a knight of St John, shown in monastic habit in a fresco painted ( c.1503–08) by Pinturicchio in Siena Cathedral. The walls of Rhodes are illustrated in the background of the painting.

The Order moved to Cyprus after the fall of Acre, but soon abandoned its military activities. It carried on its hospitaller rôle until about 1342, and continued a shadowy existence from then until the late Renaissance when it was revived in Savoy and France. The French branch—The Order of Our Lady of Mount Carmel and St Lazarus—was cultivated by Louis XIV as a rival to the Order of St John, and by 1696 the Order had over 140 commanderies and maintained a small squadron of warships to ‘fight the English pirates’. These latter-day knights wore a white tunic embroidered with an orange and green cross. The Order was finally suppressed in 1790.

The Hospitallers of St Thomas of Canterbury in Acre

When the crusaders besieged Acre in 1189–91, the chaplain of the Dean of St Paul’s in England began to nurse the sick and wounded in the besiegers’ camp. After the capture of the city he built a small chapel, funded by Richard I, and founded a hospital with nursing brethren for the care of Englishmen. The Order, which followed the Cistercian rule and became known as the Knights of St Thomas Acon, soon acquired lands in Cyprus, Sicily, Naples, and later Greece; and a headquarters was set up in London at the birthplace of Thomas à Becket, now the site of the Mercers’ Hall, the Mercers of the City of London having been patrons of the Order from as early as 1190. In 1231 the Bishop of Winchester bequeathed the Order a large sum of money and encouraged it to follow the example of the Templars, although the Order always maintained its hospitaller rôle.

The Order was always small, most Englishmen preferring to join the Hospitallers; but nine knights and the Master fought at Acre in 1291, where they all died. The Order then declined, although it maintained a commandery in Cyprus during the 14th century. The last known knight of the Order was Frater Richard de Tickhill, knighted in 1357 at the church of St Nicholas of the English in Nicosia.

According to Seward the knights wore a white mantle bearing a red cross on which was a white scallop shell—the traditional badge of pilgrims. The Victoria County History for Surrey (vol. IV p. 26) argues a more convincing case for a black mantle (as would be expected of a Cistercian order) with a ‘cross formy per pale argent and gules’. In 1236 Pope Gregory IX gave members of the Order permission to wear a half-red, half-white cross, divided vertically, so that they might be distinguished from the Templars.
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