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THE ORDER OF THE HOSPITAL, FEUDAL LEVIES  AND FEUDAL  DUTIES

Comm. Dr. George Gregory Buttigieg K.M.,  M.D., L.R.C.P.(Eng.), Dip.F.P.,

M.R.C.S. (Lond.), F.R.C.O.G.

The Order of the Hospital owed  allegiance to the Pontiff of the day, at a time when the Church was vastly involved in local and international politics.    This entailed its own rights and responsibilities .    However, commencing with the  first Bull of  Pope Paschal II  and subsequent  papal championing, this peculiar Order of  battling monkhood was granted much exclusion of feudal dues.    In a short period of time the Order  was  to acquire vast tracts of property  throughout  France, the German Empire, England, Ireland, Scotland,  Italy, Spain,   Portugal and  Switzerland.    In addition to the Papal decrees and bulls of exclusion of feudal duties and levies, the acquisition of Rhodes,  also added the crown of Sovereignty to the Order,  as  confirmed by Pope Clement V in September 1307.

The concept  of “warfare in Christ’s name” which emerged at the time of the inception of the first Crusade had  ramifications which spilled into social, administrative, legal and even geo-political implications.     Alongside the fiery preaching of Pope Urbanus II at Claremont, came the blessing of the creation of a new order of monkhood. Originally based on the basis of the Cistercian Order this was a completely new concept – the idea of the warrior monk.   This Order had a dual hierarchy – a monkhood  of  noble warriors.     These would be the men who prayed “in Church like lambs,  and would fight in battle like lions. 

The raison d’etre of the Order of the Hospital lay in Outremer, in the far flung lands of the East.     Yet financial and other sustenance had to come from the West.  The idealistic aims of the Order of the Hospital were immensely appealing in both East and West.      Although the Order’s  expenses were heavy, the incoming donations were such that by the thirteenth century we read of nineteen thousand manors in Europe.     In 1134, the Hospital along with the Temple and the Holy Sepulchre inherited the whole kingdom of Aragon and Navarre from Alphonse I.      Much of the wealth of the Hospital lay in the  ownership of  Priories, Manorial Houses, Commanderies,  and Preceptories which lay scattered throughout various kingdoms.  

Normally about a third of the income from these possessions would be sent to the Order’s headquarters as ‘responsions’.  This amount might vary from time to time depending on circumstances affecting the particular Commanderie and/or the situation of the Order in Outremer.     These properties would normally incur the particular levies and exact the feudal duties particular to the kingdom in question.   The Papal championing of the Order would theoretically exclude such dues and although by and large this was so,  the reality did not always tally.  The claim for the Order to be Religious would not always allowi  the avoidance of all “feudal”  obligations or responsibilities which would normally arise were the Order a purely worldly association of warrior knights.

   One wonders at the strength of the Church or specifically the Holy See which could abrogate feudal levies and duties at a time when kings and emperors could and would initiate battles in defense of the right.    At a time where the power of the sword often had the final word, one must not underestimate the papal authority.   The ultimate weapon of excommunication could     strike terror in the heart of serf and emperor alike.   To the awaited acute fear of an eternity in flames, one must also remember the more mundane and practical  discomfitures of being cut off not only from the Church butt also from all other Christians..     Indeed, Popes could make or break kings within Christian Europe, although this strength varied from period to period and as would eventually happen with Henry VIII of England, could be resisted and countered.  The Pope’s influence could also, at times, even extend to the kingdoms in Outremer, usually through his legate. 

The theoretical and often practical abolition of feudal duties for the Order of the Hospital in Europe had different expressions in different geographical regions and at specific circumstances.     In Scotland for example, the claim was never admitted.     However a number of privileges were enjoyed by the Hospital in Scotland under a number of Royal Charters.     Even when the claims of the Order were respected, the Hospitaller lords of the various Priories, Commanderies and Preceptories had to find a modus vivendi with the local overlords.  Thus, the Lord of the Hospitaller Priory at Clerkenwell, regularly spent a significant part of the Priory’s  revenues  on  entertainment for the king and his “hordes”, on castle guard duties and even on a number of military commitments.     These were some of the ways by which the equivalent of feudal duties were at times, exacted.

The feudal system varied in its complexity, structure, rights and responsibilities throughout Christian Europe and from country to country.     The Knights of the Hospital maintaining the Order’s possessions in the West had to live in a practical arrangement  involving rights and responsibilities in the particular country in question.  One would expect  that the military might of the renowned knights of the Hospital would be an asset for whosoever might acquire its support.    This military strength was designed for use and most often used  against  the Muslim.    Yet,  human nature being what it is, we do find various political entanglements in  Europe, involving local Knights of the Hospital either acting on their own initiative or even after senior clearance. 

Many examples  can be quoted  where the Hospitallers became embroiled in wars between Christians or in various national politics.      It was to some extent natural that the  local  lord of the Hospitaller estate, would owe some allegiance to the ruler of the land.  Here, one finds the normal extremes of human behaviour.    Some knights would  adhere as much as possible  to the supranational character of the  Order.   Others would use their discretion, sometimes unwisely as hindsight or history would reveal, and become embroiled in local, or not so local, political upheavals.   These upheavals could range from local squabbles or battles to full blown wars between Christian parties.      It is interesting to note that in England, where the feudal structure was most highly developed, we find the most active  Hospitaller  “feudal like” involvement  on the  internecine Christian  battlefront. 

One example where the history of the Order of the temple would condemn would be the heavy involvement of Hospitaller Robert Hales in British fourteenth century   politics.     Master Robert Hales was the  Hospitaller Prior  of the Order at the Priory of Clerkenwell.     Master Hales also wore another hat of authority, namely Lord treasurer of England.   In 1381 his association and support of the hated policies of the Lord Archbishop’s detestable and savage policies led to an uprising.    Mixing the individual with the Order, the mob, in a rage decided to vent its hate on the Order of the Temple’s asset of the Priory of Clerkenwell which was attacked and burnt down.   The chief protagonists were also rewarded and both the good Archbishop and Master Hales were very  enjoyably lynched in public.    In 1471, John Langstrother, the Hospitaller Castellan of Rhodes, actually commanded Queen Margaret’s army at Tewskebury. and against Edward IV.      Again, in 1513,  Sir Thomas Docwra actively supported Henry VIII’s war against France.     Sometimes, the situation demanded loyalty to the over-all ruler, in spite of any local friendships.   Thus in 1314, Scottish Hospitaller knights actively  fought on the side of the English at the battle of Bannockburn. 

The many privileges of the Order of the Hospital, were strengthened and increased from time to time, and not only exempted the members of the Order from the local feudal duties but also from local diocesan jurisdiction which in itself could have involvement on feudal levies and duties.     Owing to the Order’s direct dependence on the Holy See, there simply existed no local  mechanism of either ecclesiaistical or lay discipline.     One should also point out, that from time to time, the Order of the Hospital did exploit its privileges, occasionally , at the point of  aggressiveness.      Especially, in the Latin East, records of myriad quarrels are recorded between the Order and the local hierarchy including the ecclesiastic princes and even the Patriarch of Jerusalem.

The Order’s Papal protection from local feudal dues and duties was inevitably combined with its accountability to the Holy See.    From time to time, the Order of the Hospital was indeed reminded of this by the supreme Pontiff and his Curia.    One of the numerous extant examples comes from 1343, by which time the Order had nicely ensconced itself in the Island of Rhodes.    While the sister military Order of the Temple had been destroyed some thirty years previously, that of the Hospital  was now Sovereign ruler of this this fertile Island.      Besides the Island of Roses, the Order owned the suzerainty of Kos, Kalymnos, Tilos, Khalkia, Nisyros, and Symi.

In this little paradise, one notes with some irony, that the Hospital had wisely established its own feudal state with its tenants in chief and its own vassals.    Although the Order’s luxury seems to have been greatly exaggerated, Pope Clement VI wrote to the Grand Master,  rebuking him of the Hospitallers’ life of luxury and  threatening  reforms as well as the  establishment of a new crusading order.    In 1355 Pope Innocent VI made similar threats.    In reality, the Order owned vast amounts of money borrowed in its long campaign of invasion of Rhodes and had suffered a major blow with  the collapse of the Florentine Banks in 1340.

The situation in the Latin Kingdom, the real theatre of action of the Order of the Hospital , presents peculiar features vis-a-vis the concept of feudal duties.  Firstly, the papal exemption from tithe payments on their demesne was essentially of no use in the East, where no formal feudal manorial system existed.    The Hospital, sought exemption from certain tithes where possible by using such measures such as altering production of tithe bearing produce  to non-tithe bearing ones.    One example would be the alteration of fields used to grown corn on which a tithe was levied to that of vineyards and olive groves which carried no such tithe. 

By the twelfth century,  the Knights of the Hospital as well as those of the Temple and to a much lesser extent the Teutonic Order, were an established economic power based on their military prowess .    Combined, they could  raise a standing army equal and often exceeding  the feudally raised crusading host.     Furthermore, battle was the knights’ constant business.     They lived for God and War,  Religion furthering their mental and physical  capabilities in unique fashion.   Their celibate,  austere, religious life destroyed all frivolity and human distractions, honing their fighting instinct into frenzied battle  at the clarion call.    No wonder, the muslim came to fear these ‘mad’, “men in red”.  Furthermoe.  unlike the feudal armies, who had to be mobilized at time of action, the Knights of the Hospital were always on a permanent state of stand-to.

The Order of the Hospital as part of the Military Orders achieved a major role, mostly in the northern  parts of the Latin East, the county of Tripoli and the principality of Antioch.    Here, we must stress, that, out of all the Military Orders, that of the Hospital, achieved unique status of independence in the Latin kingdom, even being recognized as tenants-in-chief  and almost achieving  independent  status.     The Order was recognized as liege lord of these territories, could pursue its own political policy versus the Moslims, and in Antioch,  did not even need  to abide  by treaties entered into  by the prince of Antioch.

The Hospital held seigneural jurisdiction in their rural possesson and in villages and cities acquired by them.    Yet, no concrete evidence of independent status of the Military Orders exists .     For example, although the large quarter  across the southern entrance of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, belonged to the Hospitallers, they did not  hold jurisdiction over the inhabitants of the quarter.     This  absence of seigneural juriduction over the inhabitants naturally did not apply to members of the Order itself.

The principle of transfer of vassalage on the acqusition of land ownership did not apply to the Order of the Hospital.     Thus the  acquisition of lordship by the Order of the Hospital did not imply automatic acquisition of tenancy-in-chief.    The Hospital never entered into vassalage.   Here, it is worth noting, that in the case of Arsuf, formal stipulation of the former lord owner’s duties specifically excluded ‘service de  corps’ by the Order of the Hospital.     Needless to say, such preferential status lay in the strength of the military arm of the Hospital .     Such a standing army of  religiously fired professionals  needs must be wooed and respected .      However, much respect was also won by the Hospital because of its unique,  dedicated and professional work in looking after the sick.    This feature of the Order’s dual role had also won extensive properties in Europe even before its military arm has come into existence.   

Although the Order of the Hospital is under study here, the whole group of the Military Orders occupied  a unique position in the defence and the very existence of the Latin Kingdom of the East.     The Order of the Hospital, in particular was at times and at certain regions treated as  if having independent status.   (  At other times the individual Orders pursued their own policies in local politics, acting as if they were indeed independent states.      Such policies may have contributed to the loss of the holy Land by the Christians)       Yet,  there were occasions where the Hospital did sign agreements where a feudal – like arrangement operated.      One example is the agreement with King Amalric (1163 – 1174)  by which  500 knights and 500 turcopoles would be supplied for Amalric’s Egyptian campaign in exchange  for massive territorial concessions in favour of the Hospital.       One must also remember that in the field of battle the Knights of the Hospital (like those of the Temple) would be considered as allies and not as subordinates, irrespective of any agreement leading to their  involvement.    However, it should be noted that no act of feudal homage by the Hospital has ever been recorded, although on accession in the Latin East, the Grand Master did undergo a symbolic investiture and an oath of fealty may also have been taken.

(This article is part of a much more extensive work on the subject matter discussed)

Copyright of this article is fully retained.

REFERENCES  

ARCHBISHOP  William of Tyre History of Deeds Done beyond the Seas, trans. E. A. Babcock and A. C. Krey (New York, 1943)

AUDOUIN Edward Essai sur I' Armee Royale au T emps de Philippe Auguste ( Paris, 1913)

BEELER John, Warfare in England, 1066-1189 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1966);

BEELER, J. Warfare in Feudal Europe 730 – 1200 (New York 1971)

BLOCH Marc F eudal Society, trans. F. L. Manyon ( Chicago, 196,….

BROCKMAM, E.,  The Two Sieges of Rhodes: The Knights of St John at War 1480 – 1522   (USA 1969) 

BUTTIGIEG, George G.  Two Swords for Christ (STOM, Malta)…

Cahen, Cl. La Syrie du nord a I'epoque des Croisades et la principaute 

Cahen, Cl., 'La feodalite et les institutions politiques de l'Orient latin', XII Conv. Volta. Accad. Naz. dei Lincei, Rome, 1959,167-94

CAOURSIN, W ., Obsidionis Rhodiae Urbis Descriptio. Venice, 1480. English trans.(1496) by John Kaye,(Caxton pub.) as: The Dylectable newessee & Tithyngs of the Gloryoos Victorye of the Rhodyns Agaynst the Turkes. 

CRUMP, C. G., and JACOB, E. F.: The legacy of the Middle Ages. (Oxford, 1926.)

CURTI, G. DE, La Citta di Rodi assediata dai Turchi il di (2) maggio 1480. Venice, 1480. (De Curti) 

DUCAU'r-BOURGE'r, F., The Spiritual Heritage of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta. Vatican, 1958. (D-B) 

DUCAUT-BoURGET, F., The Spiritual Heritage of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta. Vatican, 1958. (D-B)

EHLER, S. Z., and MORRALL, J. B. : Church and State through the centuries. (Translated official documents, London, 1954. ) 

Ferdinand Lot  L'Arte Militaire au Moyen Age en Europe et dans le Proche Orient ( 2 vols.; Paris)

FINKE, H., Acta Aragonesia. Berlin, 192.2.. 

FISHER, H. A. L., History of Europe. London, 1936. 

GANSHOF, F. L.: Feudalism. (English translation, London, 1952.)

GANSHOFS F.L.,  trans. Philip Grierson (2d Eng. ed.; New York, 1961)

GAUTIER, L., Chivalry. Trans. D. C. Dunning. London, 1965. 

GILSON, E. : Christian philosophy in the Middle Ages. (London, 

GONTARD, F., The Popes. London, 1964. (Gontard) 

HOLL1S'rER, C. W ., The Military Organization of Norman England. London, 1965. (Hollister) 

HUGHES, P., The Reformation. London, 1957. (Hughes) 

KING, E. J ., The Knights of St. John in England. London, 1924. (King)

MORRALL, John B., Political Thought in Medieval Times  (London 1997)
OMAN Charles Sir A  History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages (2 vols.; London, 1924)

PANTALEONE, E., Militaris Ordinis Johannitartlm Rhodiorum aut Melitensitlm Bquitum. 12 vols, Basle, 1581. (pantaleone) 

POOLE, R. L.: Illustrations of medieval thought and learning. (2nd edition, London, 1920.) 

PORTER, W ., The Knights of Malta. 2. vols, London, 1883. (porter) 

PRAWER ,J. Histoire du royaume latin de Jerusalem, 2 vols, Paris, 1969-71.

PRAWER, J. The Crusaders’ Kingdom- European Colonialism in the Middle Ages (London 1972)

PRAWER J., 'Les premiers temps de la feodalite dans le royaume latin de Jerusalem', Revue d'histoire du droit, 22 (1954), 4O1-24.

R. B. Yewdale, Bohemond 1, Prince of Antioch, (Princeton, 1912.)

R. C. Smail, Crusading Warfare, 1097-1193, (Cambridge, 1956) 

RASHDALL, H. : The medieval universities. (Revised edition, edited by Powicke, F. M., and Emden, A. B.,  (Oxford, 1936.)

RUPP , J. : L 'idee de chrtitiente dans la pensee pontificale des origines a Innocent III. (Paris, 1939.)

SCHERMERHORN, E.. Malta of the Knights. London, 192.9. (Schermerhorn) 

SMAIRS R.C.  Crusading Warfare (1097-1193) (Cam bridge, 1956)

SUTHERLAND, A., The Knights 0/ Malta. Edinburgh, 183°. (Sutherland)

TAAFE, J., History. of the Order 0/ St. John of JerlISalem. (London, 1857). 

TOURNEBIZE, H.F., Histoire politique et religieuse de I' ArmCnie depuis les origines des Armeniens jusqu' a la mort de leur dernier roi, (Paris, 191O. )

TRIONF1, C., II Segno degli Eroi. (Milan, 1933)

VERTOT, L' ABBF. DE, Histoire des Chevaliers Hospitaliers de St. Jean de St. Jean de Jerusalem (paris 1726)

VIGNAUX, P.: Lapensee au moyen age. (Paris, 1948.)

                             --------------------------------------------------------------------

