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A Hospitaller’s plan* to re-capture the Holy Land  - The Passagium  Particulare of 1309.   

Comm. Dr. George Gregory Buttigieg KM, MD, LRCP(Eng.), MRCS(Lond.), Dip.F.P.(Glas.),  FRCOG

The Christian defeat at Acre in 1291 signalled the ultimate loss of the  last  crusader  foothold of the Holy Land.    In 1303 even the small island of Tortosa, up till then still in the hands of the Templars, fell to the Mamluks, and in the same year, a Mongol-Armenian army was routed by the Muslim hordes at Marj as-Saffar, about twenty miles south of Damascus.      Ripples of horror sped across Christian Europe with the news that the Land which knew Christ’s life and death, was, once again,  in infidel hands.   Combined with such misgivings, was the dream of a  reconquest and all strata of society, expected, from time to time, plans for a new crusade.    There were at least, eighteen such  planned campaigns for de recuperatione Terrae Sanctae  over the period 1274 to 1314.

Among the direct effects of the loss of the Latin Kingdom, few could have been more devastating than that on the Religious Military Orders, chief of which were the Orders of the Temple and of the Hospital.     Besides the loss of their chief operative base and home in the East, was the immediate loss of their very raison d’ etre .    One may be justifiably impressed by the fact that of the eighteen proposed campaign treatises, only two  came from the Hospitallers ( 1305 and 1306 – 7) and only one was proposed by the Templars ( 1305 – 1306).   This can be contrasted, for example to the  full seven treatises proposed by the  Spanish Catholic mystic Ramon Lull.      

One would have expected that the Templars’ and Hospitallers’ unique knowledge of the geography, muslim politics and general  battle experience of the Holy Land  would be ideal criteria for highly motivated planned crusade strategy.   Here, I briefly review, some of the circumstances surrounding the 1306 – 1307 plan of  Fulk de Villaret,  24th  Grand Master of the Order of the Hospital.     This plan, would never be executed as planned and a much distorted form of it would not come into action  until 1309. 

  Planned crusades and “spiritual” military campaigns were not simply motivated from religious zeal and Christian fervour.     The higher one’s pecking order in the feudal and social hierarchy, the more likely that one’s motivation for holy war was admixed with personal ambition, vanity, power and  avarice for land, or power.   The trading states such Venice, Genoa and Pisa had always had their own mercantile agenda as foremost, if not solely, in evaluating both short and long term effects, advantages and cost of crusade involvement.     Kings, leaving their kingdoms to wield sword and shield in Christ’s name, had to be wary of what their enemies might be up to back home.   Good examples of this would be England and France, always at each other’s throats.   

 Crusades also depended on Papal attitude.    He may have been the Head of the Church, but the Holy Father’s interests and power often stretched  way beyond solely spiritual matters.    His interest too, would, at times, take into consideration, the little matters of finance and power.    Diplomacy at its zenith might be executed with one monarch while interdiction or excommunication may be laid on another.    He could make or break kings, depending on the political situation of the time.      The  infliction of excommunication was not to be underestimated, although throughout the ages, this was not uncommonly defied with variable consequences.    Regarding crusade policy, the Pope would often be directly involved with planning financing, geo-military strategy and spiritual as well as military leadership hierarchy.      Planning, however, was not always synonymous with execution.       

In evaluating Fulk de Villaret’s plan of de recuperatione terrae sanctae of 1306 -7, one must recall the Order’s fresh previous history.    The Order of the Temple and the Order of the Hospital had been the major standing armies in the Latin kingdom.    Both Orders had shed river of martyrs’ blood  in the various military campaigns.     Both Orders had, on a regular basis, saved the day in the myriad wars and battles against the Muslims, who though  initially split were later much united under Zengi, Nur-ad- Din and finally under the great  Salah – ed- Din.    Both Orders had also made their own various mistakes, chief of which, was their continued rivalry, open hatred and even internecine warfare, in spite of numerous papal  warnings and threats.    On Friday 18 May 1291, at the Port city of Acre, both orders valiantly gave their all, against the invincible hordes that assailed them.   The poor remnants of the decimated cavalry and infantry of both Orders then evacuated to Cyprus, initially, most welcomed by Henry of Lusignan, who wrongly entertained ideas of eventually uniting both orders under his own banner.      

Both Orders still dreamed the dream of a new regroupment of Christian forces aided by a new western crusade and a new campaign to re-take the Holy Land.     But, many western tongues wagged much evil against them, some laying the loss of the Holy Land at their doors.     The immensely rich Order of the Temple was especially the target of much malicious propaganda, some based on fact, but much based on envy and avaricious hatred.      This would boil onto the  general arrest of the Templars in France on the 13th October 1307.    Torture, persecution, calumny and even suppression awaited the Order of the Temple on the orders of the King Philippe IV of France (Philippe le Bel).     Their accusations were  many but essentially the core heresy was the  rejection of Christ.   At the very time that the French  were destroying the Templars, other templars were still dying slow deaths for Christ in infidel dungeons.

It is noteworthy that Jaques de Molay, the Grand Master of the Templars, in spite of the comments of some historians, was not a weak man.     Thus, on the 22nd December 1299,  he and Ilkhan Gazan victoriously led a fierce combined Mongol –Christian ( Templars, Hospitallers, Georgians, Armenian and  Cypriots ) assault on the Mamluks  on the 22 December.   Jerusalem was back in Christian hands, as was Armenia and the seacoast cities as far as Gaza!      But, in the continued absence of indispensable Christian reinforcement  from the West, the re-conquest lasted but six months.    Such was the anti – templar propaganda generated by Philippe le bel’s agents, that this fact seems to have been given hardly any importance at all in the West.    Furthermore, we cannot say that Jaques de Molay’s physical prowess precluded pari-passu  theoretical  strategy,  for in 1305 – 6 he also put forward his own military plan  to retake the Holy Land, entitled ‘Concilium super negotio Terre Sancte’.  

  Fulk de Villaret, the Hospitaller Grand Master put forward two treatises  de recuperatione Terrae Sanctae,  that of 1305, and the one considered here, that of 1306 – 7, which was avidly championed by the Holy Father.     One wonders as to whether  the Templars’ fate could have been averted, had de Molay’s  rather than de Villaret’s plan  been accepted by the Holy Father.     Yet, such Papal bestowment of honour on the Templars, was unlikely, in view of  Philippe le Bel’s influence on  Clement V and Philippe’s plan for Templar destruction.     There are those who maintain that the destruction of the Temple was on the French king’s mind even at the very time that he was helping Bertrand le Got attain the papal tiara and metamorphose into Clement V.

Before and during the period of time that Philip le Bel commenced his attack on the Templars, Fulk de Villaret  had been been busy in Cyprus, penning down his thoughts regarding the Passagium Particolare.    This  Hospitaller plan  supplemented and modified Villaret’s  1305 treatise.    The new strategy of de recuperazione Terrae Sanctae  was accepted and seconded by the Pope Clement V at a formal meeting of Poitiers in May 1308.   It planned 5 year strategy of strengthening the general Christian presence in the East.    This was NOT  a plan for a general  crusade but for a particular or specific and limited assault, antedating a massive general re-conquest.    Finding acceptance by the Pope, the  Passagium Particolare became very much a Papal-Hospitaller venture. 

This Passagium was ambitious and not  limited to simply “softening up” of the enemy.     Indeed, the Master of the Hospital , did not rule out, that, at the end of it, Antioch and possibly even Jerusalem may, already, have fallen back in Christian hands.       It certainly included

(a) The  occupation of Byzantine Rhodes – aimed as a base for the Order of the Hospital 

(b) The strengthening and defense of Cyprus , then rumoured to be under   imminent attack. 

( c ) The defense of Lesser Armenia

( d ) The chastisement of all “mauvais chretiens”  who were still supplying the infidel with all manner of merchandise in exchange for  hard cash.r it.



Clement V did not simply accept and announce de Villaret’s Passagium, but promised to foot three fourths of the 400,000 gold florins estimated as minimal cost of the expedition.      King Philip of France promised the other 100,000 gold florins.    The Pope also established numerous plenary indulgences for any money especially donated for this venture, the amount of money, and the magnitude of the indulgences, being directly proportional!    He even sought to obtain compensation from the “bad Christian” merchants who supplied the enemy.     In a bull published on the  12th October 1308 he accordingly  declared all such merchants excommunicated, and no revocation was to be  even contemplated,  unless  financial contributions to the  Passagium were made, equal to any money made from all  evil transactions with the infidels.




I often contemplate  the ironic twists of fate.     Templars and Hospitallers had vied with each other throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.     They could unite heroically in battle facing a common enemy , but often open hatred flared between them, at times, even making  them  favour  diametrically opposite politics in the Latin Kingdom.      Yet, their  ends  were to be so dissimilar – one would be destroyed and dissolved by a Pope who openly championed  the other.    Even sadder, Clement V was such a pawn in the hands of King Philip, that  the latter  would only accept the Papal-Hospitaller Passagium if the Pope would finalise his condemnation of the Templars!        Although I cannot confirm and quote chapter and verse, it is my contention that Fulk de Villaret, the Hospitaller’s Grand Master, must have been aware of this situation, in view of his frequent visits to the Curia in the period 1307 –1308, when he was avidly canvassing  support for  his Passagium. 



In the complex European early fourteenth century political mélange, it is not too surprising that the planned Crusade of Fulk de Villaret  never saw daylight, although  one of the Hospitallers’ aims was still  achieved.     A number of reasons are known to have contributed to this failure.



Firstly, there seems to have been a strange lack of communication and at times even of dissemination of misinformation, with regard to battle strategy, short and long term objectives and even the leadership of this multinational army .     Some presented the plan as aimed at the exclusive occupation of Rhodes.      Others thought that the whole exercise was the strengthening and defense of Cyprus from a rumoured  attack.      At certain instances, the Curia itself seems to have originated incorrect rumours although it is not clear as to what is meant by the  “Curia” – a voice- peace of the Holy Father ?     An individual with vested interest ?     An agent provocateur ?    




A main stumbling block came from the King of France.    King Philip  had long  phantasised of leading a massed western army under  the title of Rex Bellator(Warrior King) to liberate the Holy Land.   This would include a united Templar-Hospitaller force as encouraged by the mystic Ramon Lull.    In agreeing to the concept of a Papal-Hospitaller stategy of a Passagium Particulare (he actually favoured a Passagium Generale and not Particulare) he envisaged his over-all leadership.     On discovering otherwise, he simply  refused to honour his promised financial support. 




Aragon added another set-back.     The initial enthusiasm of James II,  suddenly shifted in aim, from a dream of  re-liberating the Holy Land to a riconquista of  Granada.    He also objected to the strategy of taking Rhodes, seeing in this move, too much vested Hospitaller interest.     Strategically, he considered Rhodes as too distant a base for blockading Egypt, although he did not question the time honoured military expediency of an Egyptian blockade.




Not to be underestimated was the public opinion, which, was far far from trusting either Pope or Hospitaller.     Most of Europe knew that the Pope was very much in the King of France’s clutches.     Secondly, one must enter the mental dichotomy, which, at the time, was striking Christendom with regard to the Military Religious Orders.      While one leading Order was facing terrible charges of heresy and treachery, another Order strove to raise large sums of money to finance yet another  expedition to re-take what had been lost in the first place.     This could not have augured well for the Order of the Hospital, in spite of the  popular opinion favouring  re-liberation of  Holy Land.  




The loss of the Templars on the field of battle was also no small matter.      Their experience and military reputation needed no advertising.   The Hospitallers, who prayed like lambs  in Church but fought like lions in battle lived to fight the infidel but also true to their adage of obsequium pauperum, they also lived to nursed and heal.      The Templars existed  purely to fight, their warring reputation, being second to none.      To fight and die for Christ in one last re-take of the Holy Land could have been a final proof of their innocence or atonement if they were guilty of their morbid accusations.      But, King Philip was not going to give them a chance.     It is estimated that by 1307 the Order of the Temple could have raised an army of 1,000 cavalry and 4,000 infantry from their priories and commanderies spread throughout Europe.




Finally, one must  not underestimate the serious papal order to punish the  “bad Christian” merchants, traders, ship owners….who plied enemy waters exchanging western goods like wood or iron for infidel money.    The massive planned crusade badly needed all potential western help, including  trader states  like Ancona, Genoa, Pisa and Venice with their fleets and mercenary armies.         Admittedly, often more motivated by money and mercantile monopoly, such states could be extremely powerful allies.     Many question the wisdom of the Papal aggression towards these states at this crucial time, instead of incorporating them in the passagium.    Furthermore, negotiation could have eliminated further retribution such as the Venetian  mercenary troops which  resisted the Hospitaller assault on the Island of Cos, Venice fighting to protect its  hegemony in the Aegean sea 

            

Thus, the planned and fateful 24 August 1309 came, and, sadly, no massed crusade  army left any shores.     Eventually, a greatly diminished army than the one originally planned, did sail in October, but, inclement weather forced it to shelter into Brindisi .    It eventually reached Rhodes seven months later, and it  assisted the Hospitallers to finalise    their long drawn conquest of  the island.     This was small compensation for the outcome of a planned  master campaign  which envisaged the re-conquest of the Holy Land.     Although, such a  dream would never materialize, the Hospitaller maritime activity at Rhodes would prove a great thorn in the flank of the Muslim.   The conquered island would be home for the Order of the Hospital up until 1523.    The Order, enjoying complete sovereignty in their new home,  would,  in time, prove their mettle, in the very heart of  Muslim infested waters, Turk and Mamluk finding merciless opponents in the wearers of the eight-pointed cross.     

*Tractatus dudum habitus ultra mare permagistrum et conventum Hospitalis et per alios probos vires qui diu steterunt ultra mare: Qualiter Terra Sancta posit per Christianos recuperari. 
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