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INTRODUCTION 

THE AGE OF software, economists and pocket 
calculators has been caught napping; that of 
chivalry has crept up behind it and taken it 
unawares. A hundred years ago the Order of 
Malta appeared a mere honorific memory of 
the crusades: its Grand Master was an Austrian 
nobleman treated as a sovereign prince only by 
his own Emperor and the Holy See; it numbered 
little more than a thousand knights drawn from 
the innermost circle of the European aristocracy. 
Today the Order exchanges ambassadors with 
nearly sixty governments; it has more than ten 
thousand knights in thirty-nine national associ- 
ations throughout the world; its decorations 
have been proudly accepted by republican heads 
of state from Africa to the United States; and 
above all it conducts an international Hospitaller 
activity with few equals in size, modernity and 
efficiency. 

The resurgence of this nine-hundred-year-old 
institution, the crusading order of the Knights 
Hospitaller, to the position it holds today is 
one of the most surprising phenomena of the 
twentieth century. It therefore seems right, in 
offering this contribution to its historiography, 
to write of it as an institution of the present, and 
in particular to show the rich trail that the Order 
has left behind in the history, art and culture of 
the European nations. This is the purpose of the 
central section of the book, which pauses in the 
general narrative to describe the Order’s various 
national groupings. 

For the remaining historical account the ori- 
ginal intention was simply to precis a story 
familiar from a long tradition of writing, but it 
became apparent that here too a new approach 
was necessary. Recent work has thrown com- 
pletely new light on a subject which - apart 

from the first three centuries of the Order’s 
history - has been largely the preserve of amateur 
historians. Works such as Braudel’s masterly 
treatment of Mediterranean affairs in the six- 
teenth century, Gangneux’s local study of Pro- 
vence and Fontenay’s articles on naval history 
have made a contribution of much greater pre- 
cision, and annihilated the national propaganda 
that sometimes took the place of genuine history. 
The duty of reinterpretation makes it necessary 
to give prominence to topics which have hitherto 
been wrongly or obscurely presented, while 
more famous scenes such as the sieges of Rhodes 
and Malta, or the role of the Knights Hospitaller 
in the crusades, have been reduced to their bare 
bones. At the same time it has been impossible, 
in a book of this size, to substantiate every 
interpretation, and readers who find them un- 
familiar are referred to the more detailed works 
cited in the notes. 

A work which ranges over nine centuries and 
a whole continent cannot hope to escape many 
errors, especially in view of the almost millennial 
jungle of mis-statement which confronts every 
historian of the Order of St John. It is a subject 
in which excellent work is being done by many 
people all over the world, and if too many hoary 
errors have been repeated here their airing 
will still be useful if it provokes the better- 
informed to expose and denounce them. One 
of the efforts at correction attempted here is 
that of rescuing the names of members of the 
Order from the havoc wrought with them by 
monoglot chroniclers, and restoring them to a 
form which their owners would at least have 
recognised. The list of Grand Masters is also 
designed to provide more information of a 
national kind than is available elsewhere, but 
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INTRODUCTION 

here too there are gaps which it would be useful 
to fill. 

Recently there has been established in France 
the Societe de l’Histoire et du Patrimoine de 
l’Ordre de Malte; its purpose is to promote 
the study of the Order’s history and in par- 
ticular to recover from oblivion and neglect 
the great artistic and architectural wealth which 
that history has left behind. This book is offered 
as a contribution to both those ends, not in one 
country only but in all the lands whose past has 
been touched by the Knights of St John. 

Finally, it may be appropriate to repeat the 
advertisement which Caxton prefixed to an- 
other chivalric history: ’Herein may be seen 
noble chivalry, courtesy, humanity, friendliness, 
hardiness, love, friendship, cowardice, murder, 
virtue and sin.’ The survival of Malory’s epic 
shows that these ingredients are capable of pre- 
serving a story over many centuries, just as the 
survival of the Order of Malta shows the power 
of ideals to sustain an institution through the 
vicissitudes of history and ideological change. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE 

WHILE THE AUTHOR recognises the kind assistance of individual members of the Sovereign 
Order of the Knights of Malta to his research, he is happy to make it clear that the historical 
interpretations advanced in this book are purely his own and, especially as regards the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, in no way reflect the official view of the Sovereign Order. 
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The Long Crusade 



 
The bull Pie postulatio voluntatis of Pope Paschal II, recognising the Hospital of Jerusalem in 1113. 



CHAPTER I 

The Kingdom of Jerusalem 

The Hospital of St John 

FROM THE TIME when the Christian Church 
emerged from the age of persecutions, pilgrims 
came to Jerusalem to visit the places uniquely 
sanctified by the life and death of our Redeemer. 
Charity followed in time to shelter the pious 
throng, and by the year 603 there was a Latin 
hospice in the city, founded by Pope Gregory 
the Great, with which the later Hospital of St 
John claimed at least a spiritual continuity. Many 
vicissitudes, including conquest by Persians and 
Arabs, made the Holy Land often unwelcoming 
to travellers, and though the Moslems were 
generally tolerant of their Christian visitors even 
that security was revoked by the Caliph Hakem, 
’a frantic youth,’ in Gibbon’s palmary phrase, 
who in the early years of the eleventh century 
destroyed the Holy Places and subjected the 
Christians in his kingdom to a fanatical per- 
secution. 

Hakem vanished mysteriously in 1021, after 
proclaiming himself God, and the return of 
freedom in the East coincided with the begin- 
nings in Western Europe of the golden age of 
medieval pilgrimage. Jerusalem, the most holy 
of goals, was also the most difficult, yet as 
the Christian world gained stability the eastern 
journey lost many perils. The Italian cities were 
beginning to break into the Moslem monopoly 
of Mediterranean trade and to take an interest 
in the Levant. About the middle years of the 
century the Benedictine abbey of St Mary of the 

Latins was founded in Jerusalem by merchants 
from Amalfi, a city which at that time - before 
seismic movement first sank and then raised it 
from the sea - rivalled Venice and Pisa as one 
of the great mercantile republics of Italy. The 
monks of St Mary were certainly Italians and 
probably for the most part from Amalfi, the 
only western city that traded regularly with 
Palestine. 

Like every monastic house, St Mary of the 
Latins performed from the first a duty of hospi- 
tality to pilgrims, but in Jerusalem that proved a 
task which soon called for a special dedication of 
labour. We know that before his death in 1071 
the prominent Amalfitan merchant Mauro di 
Pantaleone was taking steps to provide shelter 
for pilgrims in Antioch and Jerusalem; but as he 
was not named as the founder of the Hospital of 
St John we may conclude that his efforts here 
only came to fruition after his death. At any rate 
by 1080 the Abbey of St Mary possessed, under 
the shadow of its walls, a house of refuge for 
poor pilgrims; it was built on the site where, 
according to tradition, the angel had announced 
the conception of St John the Baptist, and was 
dedicated in that saint’s name.* 

The servants of this hospice were a lay fra- 
ternity dependent on the monastery but con- 
situting a separate community; the Augustinian 
rule was adopted, perhaps from an early period, 
though the documentary evidence does not go 
back before the mid-twelfth century.2 Paschal 
II in his Bull of 1113 names as founder of 
the hospice Brother Gerard,3 who directed its 

* The statement by William of Tyre that the original patron of the Hospital was St John the Almsgiver has no foundation 
except that the church of St John the Baptist on this site, which was given over to the Hospitallers, had been restored by St 
John the Almsgiver in the sixth century and had come to be known by his name. Contemporary documents show no other 
patron than the Baptist.1 
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CHAPTER I 

fortunes for the first forty years at least and 
guided its development into a great hospitaller 
order. But few details of this remarkable man 
have come down to us. Even his surname (if 
he stooped to such luxury) and his birthplace 
are unknown.* Though one tradition places his 
origin in Provence, probability suggests he was 
Italian. What is certain about him is his out- 
standing character and his exceptional ability 
as an administrator. Perhaps it is plausible to 
identify Gerard as one of the Amalfitan mer- 
chants whose alms had made the foundation 
possible, and to suppose that ’the humblest man 
in the East’ had chosen to devote his life as 
well as his fortune to that charitable service. 
The early history of his house remains obscure, 
but after it had been in existence about twenty 
years a pilgrimage arrived in Jerusalem that 
was to make the Hospital of St John celebrated 
throughout the Christian world. 

The First Crusade 

The Byzantine Empire in the later eleventh 
century was staggering under the blows of the 
Seljuk Turks, and turned for aid to the papacy, 
despite the schism that divided them. Pope 
Urban II responded to the appeal by summoning 
a council of churchmen and nobles at Clermont, 
with the object of seeking armed help for the 
East and the freeing of the Holy Places. His 
words struck one of the hidden springs of his- 
tory, and on that November day of 1095 he 
called into being the age of the crusades. He 
had hardly finished speaking when his hearers 
pledged themselves with tumultuous ardour to 
the cause he preached, crying ’Deus lo vult! Deus 
lo vult!’ and tearing up strips of linen into crosses 
to wear as the badge of the Holy War. 

Urban’s call to arms was answered by all 
ranks of society, but it was the class represented 
at Clermont that made the success of the crusades 
possible: the ’powerful and honoured men, 
proud in the belt of secular knighthood’, who 
had received his words. The wild impulse to 
Jerusalem and the fragile kingdoms of Out- 
remer were distinctively their creation, and that 

because of a convergence of military and social 
development that took place at this time. The 
knights � the heavy cavalrymen with their coats 
of mail, their lances and their powerful horses - 
were the arm to which the warfare of the age 
was yielding mastery. Because of the expense 
of their equipage, their rank was reaching a 
stage of identification with that of the manorial 
lords who were cohering at this time into a 
visible feudal estate. Urban spoke to them at the 
moment when they were ready to add religious 
dedication to the old warrior virtues. By taking 
up the banner of the crusade they created the 
ideal of chivalry, of which the military orders 
of the Church were to become the highest 
expression. 

The army assembled by Pope Urban’s exalted 
plea conquered Jerusalem in July 1099, and as 
the crusaders returned from the fulfilment of 
their vow the fame of the Hospital of St John 
was disseminated all over Europe. For Brother 
Gerard had risen to the occasion presented by 
these unusually forceful pilgrims, and, besides 
acting as - one suspects - the most efficient 
billeting officer the crusaders had encountered 
in their three-year campaign, had shown them 
a vocation of humble service that was not the 
least of the wonders they found at the tomb of 
Christ. To the lands where these reports ran the 
Hospital became, next to the Holy Sepulchre 
itself, the chief of the Christian institutions in 
the Holy City. Godfrey de Bouillon, the con- 
queror of Jerusalem, gave it its first endow- 
ments in the new feudal state; kings and nobles 
followed his example, so that within a few years 
the Hospital possessed rich properties in the 
Christian lands bordering the Mediterranean. 

These were much more than ornamental 
gains; the resourceful Gerard was busy with 
vast schemes, not merely sheltering the pilgrims 
in Jerusalem but setting up a great network 
of spiritual travel from Western Europe to the 
Holy Land. By 1113 he had under his auth- 
ority seven ancillary hospices, at Bari, Otranto, 
Taranto, Messina, Pisa, Asti and Saint-Gilles. 
Until then pilgrimages had almost exclusively 
followed the land route, making a brief sea 
crossing from Apulia to northern Greece and 

* The surname Tunc (fancified into French as Tenque or Tonque) seems to be an invention of the seventeenth-century 
writer Anne de Naberat,4 and has been explained as a misinterpretation of the phrase ’Geraldus tunc . . .’ in some unknown 
document. Although the error was soon exposed, the Order has shown a surprising pertinacity in attributing its foundation 
to Gerard Then. 
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The Kingdom of Jerusalem 

then following the Roman roads to Constan- 
tinople and through Anatolia to Jerusalem; but 
Gerard’s hospices were all (except Asti) in im- 
portant embarkation places for the Holy Land, 
and their foundation seems to reflect a plan, very 
proper to an Amalfitan, to promote direct travel 
by sea. He probably instituted the service of 
maritime transport for pilgrims which became so 
extensive and so competitive beside the com- 
mercial carriers, that the city of Marseilles even- 
tually limited the Hospitallers and Templars to 
a quota of 6,000 pilgrims a year. At the same 
time the material needs of the hospital, and 
of Outremer as a whole, were enormous; most 
of Gerard’s European hospices also seem to 
have been goods depots, and the Hospital of St 
John became perhaps one of the most impor- 
tant organisers of the life-line of material supply 
which remained essential to the crusader states 
throughout the two centuries of their existence. 

The Order of the Hospitallers 

By 1113 Brother Gerard’s organisation had 
reached a point where it called for corporate 
establishment, and Pope Paschal II issued the 
bull Pie postulatio voluntatis, giving ecclesiastical 
recognition to the Hospital and its daughter 
houses. The servants of the Benedictine abbey of 
St Mary thereby became the Hospitallers of St 
John,  a foundation of marked novelty in the 

Church’s history. They became the first of the 
great centralised orders of the middle ages, 
and their example was soon followed by the 
Cistercians and later by others;5 but more than 
this, the originality of the Order lay in its prac- 
tical aims: the Blessed Gerard devised a vocation 
for those who characteristically of their time 
sought a way of dedicating themselves to the 
religious life while preserving an active role in 
the world. It was a vocation especially well 
adapted to the Order’s new field of recruitment, 
the crusaders who remained in the Holy Land 
after the fulfilment of their vows; just as the 
crusade had been presented to them as a form 
of pilgrimage to which they, as soldiers, were 
especially called, so they now turned their devo- 
tion to the task of helping those whom they had 
enabled to follow peacefully in their path. 

From this aspect of the Hospitaller vocation 
flowed a development which was soon to prove 
even more revolutionary; for if Brother Gerard 
had worked to develop pilgrim travel from 
Europe, it was a chain in which one weak link 
remained. The First Crusade had opened up the 
Mediterranean route, and had given Western 
seafarers the use of some of the ports on the 
Levantine coast; but the road between these 
and Jerusalem was still far from secure, being 
exposed to incursions from cities such as Tyre 
and Ascalon which remained in Moslem hands. 
Gerard, who was remembered in his epitaph 
especially for his versatile energy, was not the 

Twelfth-century prioral 
church of Asti, one of the 
seven European houses 
belonging to the Hospital 
in 1113. 
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man to shrink from this challenge. He may have 
been an Amalfitan merchant by origin, but in 
the siege of Jerusalem he had done all he could, 
as a non-combatant, to aid the crusaders by 
climbing onto the walls and throwing rolls of 
bread at the besiegers under pretence of pelting 
them with stones (perhaps not so much in a 
naive attempt to alleviate their shortage of pro- 
visions as to show them that they had a friend 
within the walls); he had subsequently been 
very successful both in winning the favour of 
the victorious commanders and in governing 
an Order increasingly recruited from former 
soldiers. We do not know when a military role 
appeared among the Hospitallers, but it would 
be entirely in character if Gerard saw the need 
for some of his subjects to resume their dis- 
carded coats of mail and ride with the columns 
of pilgrims on the dangerous road from the 
coast. The term ’caravans’, which was later used 
for the military campaigns of the Order, betrays 
their origin in that primitive duty.6 

The crusade had introduced the notion of war 
as a religious service; that of a religious order 
devoted to fighting had not yet been conceived, 
though it was being adumbrated in these early 
years of the eleventh century. A plan to found a 
Militia Sacra dependent on the Holy Sepulchre 
was aired; but the idea was to take form under 
different auspices. In 1120 a group of knights 
under Hugo de Payns vowed themselves to the 
protection of pilgrims in the Holy Land, ani- 
mated by a spirit of religious dedication which 
in that age was not a flourish of romantic liter- 
ature but a spring of action to practical military 
men. The King of Jerusalem, Baldwin II, gave 
them a headquarters in the Temple of Solomon, 
from which they took their name. In their first 
decade, when they were no more than a band of 
nine knights united by the rules of a religious 
sodality, their special task seems to have been 
that of guarding pilgrims along the River Jordan, 
a work which could well have been comple- 
mentary to that of the Hospitallers. Which of the 
two institutes inspired the other, and which had 
greater armed strength at this early period, it is 
impossible to say. 

Brother Gerard died in 1120 and his epitaph in 
the Convent he founded reads as follows:7 

Here lies Gerard, the humblest man among the 
dwellers in the East; 

The servant of the poor, a welcoming friend to 
strangers; 

He was lowly in mien, but within him shone a 
noble heart. 

The measure of his goodness may be seen 
within these walls. 

He was provident in many things, painstaking 
in all he did; 

He undertook many tasks of diverse nature; 
Stretching out his arms diligently to many 

lands, 
He gathered from everywhere the means to feed 

his people. 

By the time of his death the vocation inspired by 
his example was already bearing fruit to dis- 
seminate one of the most vigorous orders of the 
medieval Church. 

Hospitallers and Knights 

According to tradition Raymond du Puy, who 
was elected to succeed Gerard, was a typical 
representative of the class from which the Hos- 
pitallers were now being recruited: a Frankish 
knight who had come to Jerusalem in the First 
Crusade and stayed to join the brotherhood of St 
John. His career as Master certainly supports 
the idea of a military origin, and he developed 
the role of the armed brethren of the Hospital 
far beyond their original calling. By 1126 the 
officers of the Hospital included a Constable;8 

two years later we find Raymond on campaign 
with the army of Baldwin II at Ascalon, a sign 
perhaps that his knights had passed from the role 
of armed guards to that of fighting in battles; 
and by the end of the decade Raymond was 
sending knights to fight in Spain.* 

The Templars, for their part, had been pur- 
suing their task with little recognition until in 
1128 Hugo de Payns journeyed to France on a 
recruiting mission. He possessed the advantage 
that one of his followers was a kinsman of St 
Bernard of Clairvaux, who wrote for him the 
tract, De laude novae militae. As a result of his 

*    An Aragonese charter of 1130 referring to Hospitallers travelling cum suis armigeris shows that active military brethren 
were already familiar in that country. 
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The Hospitallers in the Crusader states. 

advocacy the small band of knights grew almost 
overnight into a large and powerful order, which 
became the strongest element in the military 
defence of Outremer. It certainly overtook the 
armed strength of the Hospital, and the example 
of the Templars - the very fact that the con- 
cept of a military order had been sanctioned by 
the Church - had far-reaching influence on the 
Hospitallers. From about 1140 the title of Master 
was borrowed from the Templars for the su- 
perior of the Hospital, to whom previously titles 
such as Prior or Rector had been applied. 

Rapidly the needs of the crusader states placed 
growing burdens on the knights of the Hospital. 
In 1136, ’at the urging of the whole kingdom’, 
King Fulk of Jerusalem granted them the castle 
and fortified town of Bethgibelin, a stronghold 
of the first importance on the southern frontier 
of his kingdom.   They were placed there to 

defend the border against Egyptian attacks from 
Ascalon, to colonise the territory (and therefore 
to protect the colonists) and to form a base for 
an eventual conquest of Ascalon, which in fact 
they helped to take seventeen years later. In 
1142/4 the Count of Tripoli likewise turned to 
the Hospitallers when he sought a vassal to 
whom he could entrust the defence of his eastern 
frontier: he gave them five castles, including the 
famous Crac, which they were to turn into the 
most powerful castle in the East. By 1148, in 
the Second Crusade, the Order was a recognised 
part of the military effort for the defence of the 
Holy Land. 

How this new role affected the Hospitallers’ 
internal life we do not know. Former knights 
and soldiers who had taken vows as ordinary 
brethren must gradually have been given tasks 
appropriate to their experience. There is no evi- 
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Ruins of the Hospitaller church at Bethgibelin, the first 
military donation to the Order (1136). 

dence of any conscious decision to militarise the 
Order; until 1206, when the knights were con- 
stituted a separate class, nobody could properly 
describe himself as a 'Knight Hospitaller'. The 
Order may have relied for much of its military 
strength on confratres (a class known as early as 
1111), men who without taking vows associated 
themselves with the work and spiritual benefits 
of the Hospital. Thus when we hear of four 
hundred knights residing in Jerusalem in 1163, 
and five hundred who marched against Egypt in 
1168, we can be certain that these were not all 
professed: such numbers are greater than those 
of all the Hospitaller knights in Outremer in the 
thirteenth century. Yet the distinction between 
fratres and confratres was not clear-cut; a variety 
of vows developed and was not suppressed 
until 1216, when uniformity of profession was 
restored. 

Important as this military development was, 
it was almost secondary to the vast expansion of 
the Order that took place under Raymond du 
Puy. In Jerusalem the Hospital overflowed its 
original site and engulfed the Abbey of St Mary, 
its mother house, which was obliged about 1130 
to seek new quarters to the north-east. The 
buildings of the Hospital covered a square of 
150 yards on the south side of the church of 
the Holy Sepulchre, and completely dominated 
the Christian quarter of the city. The precinct 
included the former abbey church of St Mary 
and the quaint little church of St John which 
gave the Order its name. The new hospital built 
*    See below, p. 12. 

in the middle years of the century was a vast hall 
measuring eighty yards by forty, 'a building 
so great and marvellous that it would seem 
impossible unless one saw it',9 divided into 
many aisles by 124 marble columns, with a 
further 64 pillars engaged in the massive walls; 
they carried intersecting vaults twenty feet high. 
It had a capacity for two thousand pilgrims, and 
hundreds of knights and other brethren filled the 
quarters along the Street of David, on the south 
side of the precinct. So palatial was this great 
building that it was to be occupied by Saladin 
and the Emperor Frederick II when they respec- 
tively came into possession of the city. 

Moreover in the 1140s Raymond was build- 
ing another house to receive the pilgrims by sea 
who landed in Acre, a hospital whose grand 
proportions, dwarfed only by the mother house 
in Jerusalem, demonstrate the regal conception 
of this outstanding Master.* He also directed 
the European expansion of the Order, which 
by the end of his rule was divided into at least 
seven national priories, two of them (Saint-Gilles 
and Aragon) already endowed with enormous 
estates. In 1157-58 we find Raymond, who is 
said to have been then about eighty, travelling in 
western Europe to organise these possessions. 
We do not know if he saw Jerusalem again 
before his death, which had taken place by 1160. 
His mastership of thirty-eight to forty years 
is the longest in the nine-hundred-year history 
of the Order, and it was as formative as that of 
the Founder himself. The Hospitallers had esta- 
blished themselves as one of the most flourish- 
ing religious orders in the Latin Church, with 
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