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TWO SWORDS FOR CHRIST

A study of the relationship between Knights Hospitallers and Knight Templars
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The Templars were the first to be organised into a chivalric order with military purposes but, soon after their recognition at Troyes, they were joined by a second order, that of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem, founded in Jerusalem in 1098. Under the second Master of the Temple, Raymond du Puis (the founder, Blessed Gerard never called himself “master”), a distinct military spirit started taking shape.

Although the military role was gradually becoming as important as the original “Hospitaller” raison d’être, matters did not alter much for about a century. By then, it was more than apparent that the Order’s main original aim, namely the succour and welfare of pilgrims, required a formally organised military arm for survival in essentially hostile territory. Little emphasis is given to the fact that the Order of the Hospital was more than likely, also motivated by witnessing the popularity and success of the Templar Order, which through its military defence and conquest, was attracting great respect and admiration, with a resultant increased support from the West.

In a short time, the Order of the Hospital was to become as renowned as that of the Templars, its strong military contingent winning much glory and respect. Under Gilbert d’Assailly, this military role became impressive and was dominant in the fighting in Egypt, the Templar military prowess being temporarily overshadowed. This would inevitably lead to competition and rivalry between Hospitaller and Templar, both of which depended on a lifeline of financial support from the West.

One must also remember that at some points in the history of the Latin East, the Hospitaller and the Templar knights were essentially the only organised standing army. Between them they comprised only about six per cent of the resident western population, which was essentially Frankish. (Hence these warriors in outre mer were often referred to collectively as “Franja”, whatever their European country of origin).

It is inevitable for two distinct, powerful armies to vie with each other to varying degrees but, also, to combine operations due to the force of necessity. Both the knights of the Temple and the Hospital were greatly feared by the enemy for their ruthless bravery as well as their organised military manoeuvres. A combination of both forces was a redoubtable challenge, and such pooling of war resources could be surprisingly swift and well co-ordinated.

One such incident occurred in 1113, when both Orders ransacked the Moslem forces, which planned a surprise nightly attack on Jerusalem from their encampment at the Mount of Olives. Hospitallers and Templars were friendliest when facing the Muslim at times of danger. The wholesale destruction of the Byzantine army at Manzikert by the Seljuks in 1071 was not likely to be repeated when Cross fought Crescent now.

Occasionally, both Orders could also put their heads together at times of peace. This happened for example when the respective rules and regulations of the Orders were drawn up or revised. Thus, to circumvent the obvious attempt of a knight rejected from one Order joining the other, it was mutually agreed to formally bar such people from either Order. Such expulsions could result from a wide spectrum of crimes ranging from sodomy and heresy to simony, larceny, conspiracy and even leaving the quarters secretly at night or running away from an enemy unless outnumbered three to one.

Yet, from their very inception, strong sporting rivalry and, at worst, open hatred was often evident between the two Chivalric Orders. This became even more marked at times of diminishing support from the West, as happened in 1152 when the European monetary rivers ran at their lowest. 

Both Orders recognised the Pope as their supreme leader. Both Orders fought and died for their staunch Christian faith. Yet, it was not a case of both Orders always following the same policies in the complicated political arena of the Latin East. This must be borne in mind when accusations would eventually be levelled by Pope Nicholas IV, among others, that the hatred between the Orders was a major factor in the eventual disastrous loss of Jerusalem. This rivalry/hatred was also known both to the Muslim enemy as well as to ‘friendly’ Western rulers intent on protecting their old Eastern kingdoms or carving new ones.

For, one must remember that, among the many original reasons behind the psychology of the ‘Crusader’, not least was the dream of honour, riches, land and temporal power. At a time when the eldest son inherited all, be it title, land or money, many a noble’s second, third or fourth son sped to the land “which had witnessed Christ’s footsteps” to fight for God and whatever else they could lay their hands on.

Ambition and religious sentiment varied from individual to individual, be he king or pauper, but all who eventually managed to carve a kingship, governate or protectorate knew the value of the strength of a disciplined army. Hence, both Hospitaller and Templar were often ‘wooed’ for their help, many promises being in the offing. Many were the factors that affected the leaders of both Orders from time to time and from region to region.

At times, policies concurred; at times they were in direct confrontation. Between 1175 and 1185, for example, Templar and Hospitaller governing policies differed in serious and politically destabilising ways. Thus, at one point, the Hospitallers supported Baldwin the leper king (still a minor) and his regent Raymond of Tripoli, who sought peace with the surrounding Muslims. On the other hand, the Templars, with Raymond de Chatillon, lord of the strategic castles of Kerak and Montreal, wanted war, and actively sought it. The Templars’ very close friendship to Raymond de Chatillon, a rogue by all descriptions, was in itself a very censurable relationship, for the man not only fought Muslims and actively opposed Manoel Comnenus I of Byzantium, but rapaciously plundered and destroyed Christians (as happened in Cyprus) wherever goods or money beckoned. 

 Sometimes, such weakening policies were perceived and exploited by the Muslims. Such news worried Western ears. In February 1179 a peace agreement was drawn up between Odo de St Amand, Master of the Temple, and Roger des Moulins, Master of the Hospital, in the presence of Baldwin King of Jerusalem, Bohemond Prince of Antioch and Raymond Count of Tripoli.

This was as a result of pressure put on the two masters by Pope Alexander III. By this agreement, the parties “terminated… voluntarily and irrevocably, all the debates born between the two orders, both here and beyond the sea, over our lands, moneys and various possessions”. Again, in February 1199, the newly ascended Pope Innocent III sternly rebuked the two Orders after much violence and bloodshed resulting from disagreement over lands between Margat and Valenie.

Despite many, frequent promises and good intentions, no such peace was ever to be truly witnessed by Hospitaller and Templar. Despite an uncomfortable alliance, kept on a common distrust between the two Orders since 1227, much jealousy, rivalry and actual fighting and bloodshed was to take place until 1243 when some kind of temporary peace was decided on.

This followed a disgraceful period of open warfare when the Templars laid siege to the Hospitallers’ House in Acre, barring food from entering and the dead to be let out and buried. Both sides seemed to behave like independent Republics, uniting when necessary, but otherwise tolerating each other at best. 

It is interesting to note that sometimes rulers played on the hostility between the two Orders and actively added fuel to the fire of perpetual dissension. Thus in 1207 the Count of Tripoli, on securing firm control of Antioch, treacherously gave the town of Zibel (Jabala) to the Templars.

The town, along with the Château de la Vieille, previously had been given to the Hospitallers by the King of Armenia as thanks for their help in aiding the Count, his kinsman, to drive Prince Raymond-Rupen out of Antioch. The Hospitallers did not secure their hold on Zibel until 1210 but the Templar-Hospitaller tug-of-war continued until 1221 when, by decree of the Papal legate, the town was split between the two.

Middle East Crusade history bears witness to numerous but impressive combined brave acts of the Hospital and the Temple. The presence of either army or, worse still, the two combined, could strike paralysing fear in the enemy. The great Saladin himself, undefeated since his glorious victory in the battle of Hattin in 1187, was vanquished at Arsuf, half way to Ascalon in the roasting heat of summer in 1191 by Richard Coeur-de-Leon, King of the Franks, with his infantry, archers and footsoldiers, but more impressively with the Templars to his right and the Hospitallers to his left.

In my opinion, two great historical moments stand out as glorious symbolic atonements for all past rivalry.    The first occurred on the 6th July 1187, two days after the loss of the famous battle at Hattin or Tiberias .    As prisoners of war, 230 Templar and Hospitaller knights, were  offered life through rejection of their Faith.    Each and every knight, be he Templar or Hospitaller, movingly, chose martyrdom for Christ rather than apostasy.    And there, on the slopes of Kura Hattin, irrespective of past pique and rivalry, hatred and fighting, Templar and Hospitaller blood flowed freely together as witnessed by the whole army of Saladdin.

The other occasion of great expiation came in  1291, at the final defense of Acre, when,  Hospitaller and Templar blood was shed and mixed freely in the desperate fight against the indomitable sea of  ferocious, hashish fired Muslim hordes.   As the heathen cacophony of the Muslim kettle drums and war horns ushered the unstoppable general assault along the whole length of wall in the inner fortifications wall, Templar and Hospitaller together, rose to the final call, knowing that  inevitable death  awaited most of  them.    On that fateful  May 18th, 1291, the Master of the Temple was shot to death by an arrow and the Master of the Hospital was almost mortally wounded.  

After the loss of Acre in 1291, the remnants of both Orders repaired to the island of Cyprus. I maintain that it is at this time and in this place that the two Orders parted philosophical ways completely. The Hospital followed new paths leading to eventual survival to this very day as I write and the other finding destruction and papal dissolution within 19 years of settling on the island.

One was still to find its zenith of glory in time; one would find its terrible, undeserved (in my opinion) end in the flames of heretics. This fascinating period has led to much speculation and theorising. The whole facts will never be known but what is known, points to many fascinating strands, which were finally worked by the hand of fate into a terrible tantalising tapestry.

At the time, the Master of the Temple was Jacques de Molay, destined to be the 23rd and last Master. He was a rather brash, immature man, who had never held high office till his election as Master in his 49th year. His success in this election has been ascribed more to his open, constant criticism of his seniors rather to any personal characteristics. No details can be found as to why, 28 years of Templar service he never gained high office in spite of his undoubted bravery on the field of battle.

In spite of his election to the Mastership in 1298, he remained unable to balance valour with wise judgment. The concurrent Master of the Hospital was William de Villaret, from the langue of Provence. He was considered the epitome of talents and valour, and had been elected following the unpopular Odo de Pins, also a Provencal, a man of great piety but no leadership qualities.

De Pins had been reported to the Pope for his in capabilities, and he died while on his way to Rome, where he was headed to give account for himself. On the other hand, De Villaret was wise, diplomatic, pragmatic, politically malleable but undoubtedly shrewd. His qualities would continue in his brother Fulk, who replaced him as grand master in the fateful year of 1307, although many years of power would eventually bring out the despot in Fulk.

With the loss of the Holy Land, both Orders’ very reason of existence was dashed. One must realise that both the Order of the Temple and that of the Hospital were by then very powerful and collectively rich, albeit religious orders. Both owned extensive Commanderies throughout and at times even out with Europe, and these proved a rich source of common wealth to the mother Orders which owned them.

The Templars, especially, had established the earliest form of organised banking known, exploiting their military strength and vast wealth to issue certificates of guarantee that were the equivalent of the modern cheque. Thus, a merchant in Amalfi could deposit a quantified amount of money at a Templar stronghold at home and cash his certificate in “Crac de Chevaliers” located in (modern day) Syria.

The Templars were rich enough to lend money to various kings and rulers who acknowledged the supremacy of the Pope. The King of France himself, Philippe le Bel, owed them a vast amount of money, not to mention the fact that he also owed them his life when once they had, at their own peril, sheltered him in the temple in Paris from a large mob who chased him.

This massive fortune made the Orders of the Fighting Monks a potential target for those strong enough to dare attack them. This was especially so when the Holy Lands were lost and voices were uniting in condemning the chivalric orders in general, especially “Templar dissolution and lascivious behaviour”. Indeed “drunk like a Templar” found itself part of the language!

The Templars did little to offset the increasingly negative European concept of themselves. Although they vaguely shared the common Knightly dream of returning to the Holy Land, little forceful and definitive action seems to have been planned. On the other hand, William de Villaret and his wise Council were laying new foundations for the Order of the Hospital, within a relatively short period of time of losing Acres and settling in Cyprus.

Firstly they realised the importance of maritime strength and, at this stage, the Order of the Hospital started seriously turning its attention to this aspect of warfare which one day would earn it a new chapter of glory. Secondly, they took steps to make the return to the Holy Land a possibility by making plans to invade the Island of Roses or Rhodes, till then a lair of ruffians and corsairs, powerfully defended and backed by Muslim rulers from the mainland.

Many background factors were at play and slowly leading to the final dramatic twists of fate. Philippe le Bel, then current King of France, nurtured a dream first fed to him by the Spanish mystic Ramon Lull. This was the concept of unifying both orders under one leader, a great and glorious war leader who would carry the title of Rex Bellator – Warrior King.

This powerful leader would return the Crusades to the Holy Land and, once more, vanquish the Muslim. Philippe was enamoured of this idea and probably partly genuinely wanted this leadership. For, however astray he had wondered, was he not the grandson of Louis, the Crusader, he who had earned the title of Saint Louis? Moreover, since the death of his wife, Louis had also become more religious, at times acting fanatically so.

However, in spite of these increasing bouts of religious zeal and, a times, aberrant behaviour, he still had a country to lead, a country whose coffers he had capriciously and repeatedly emptied and refilled only to re-empty again. And in 1307 they were empty indeed. Throughout his reign, the French King had resorted to many unsavoury ways of making up for his capricious way of life.

He had inflated the kingdom’s currency; at other times he borrowed immense sums of money; in 1306 he had confiscated the property of all Jews, and then had them thrown out of the country. His right hand man in all these ventures was a certain Guillaume de Nogaret, whose parents had been originally burnt at the stake for cathar beliefs. He would reach the rank of Chief Lawyer in France and a wilier man was still to be found.

There are those who believe this man as the real brains behind the masterful orchestration of the arrests of the Templars. He certainly organised the complex and secret machination for the arrests and sought to invoke legality within and outside France vis-à-vis the explanations to be given to the various Christians kings and rulers. Not only would the destruction of the Templars eliminate the gross debt owed by the King but it would also be a good excuse to impound their wealthy Commanderies throughout France. This would eventually backfire, for by Papal decree most of the Commanderies and other possessions of the Templars would, legally at least, be passed on to the Order of the Hospital.

Both the Order of the Hospital and that of the Temple were under the direct jurisdiction and protection of the Pope. No power could touch them in any Christian country without precipitating instant Papal wrath, potentially incurring both excommunication and military retaliation, depending on the Pope’s political strength at the time. Besides, we speak of two Orders which were world renowned for their martial valour.

Yet, the situation in 1307 was such that the ruling Pope, Clement V, or to give him his real name, Bertrand de Got, was a pawn in Philippe le Bel’s hands. The previous pope, Boniface VIII, was the French King’s mortal enemy, and on the Pope’s demise, the king decided to manoeuvre his own man on to the seat of Peter. Using the powerful and numerous transmontane members of the conclave, Philippe ingeniously managed to elect the Archbishop of Bordeaux – Bertrand de Got – on the much-sought papal throne.

This was a brilliant move on the chessboard of European power. The Pope could make or break kingdoms with varying strength, depending on the politics and geography of the time. One may go further and state that such a move could also greatly influence French policy in any Western politics on the East, which admittedly at that time was at its lowest ebb. One must add another point at this stage and remember that in the quarrel between Philippe le Bel and the Pope Boniface, the Templars had openly sworn their swords to their supreme leader and pontiff (as indeed expected), thus openly defying the French king.

This move would be another considered reason for the destruction of the Templars and would be nursed fully by Guillaume le Nogaret, who had actually been excommunicated by Boniface after daring to abduct the Pontiff from his palace in Anagni in 1303.

Many were the circumstances which, in the “Cyprus Period” led to the eventual survival and flourishing of the Order of the Hospital, while sealing the fate of the Templars. Many accusations would be levied against the Templars, chief of which were the blasphemous rejection of Christ, the desecration of the crucifix, the adoration of a false god, the self assumed authority of the Master to forgive sins, homosexuality and the giving of the kiss known as “osculum infame” at initiation…

Many facts were distortions of wrong, sinful acts performed by individuals but never collectively; others were pure lies fanned by two dishonoured Templars. All information, real or otherwise was music to Philippe le Bel’s ears. Public opinion was against the Templars. They were rich and arrogant, and were ripe for destruction. They showed no solid will to return to the Holy Land. They were hated by Guillaume le Nogaret for having sworn public support to Pope Boniface who had excommunicated le Nogaret.

Philippe le Bel wanted their money, their Commanderies, their power and the elimination of the money he owned them. As the Hospitallers, led by a wise Master, planned the attack on Rhodes, Jaques de Molay with the treasure and his entourage obeyed Clement V’s treacherous summons to France. The Master of the Hospital excused himself – he was on the eve of battle. He would stay and fight, and live to tell the tale. An ignominious arrest and destruction awaited the Templars’ rivals.

The Templars are no more. Many are the Orders still claiming the right of descent and survival. No such basis in law or reality can be proved. In a minority of regions, like Portugal, Majorca and Aragon, the Templars were found to be innocent. However, Papal decree held sway and on April 3, 1312, at an ecumenical council held in Vienna, the Bull Vox in Excelsio demolished two centuries of blood and glory with the words:

 “In view of the suspicion, infamy, loud insinuations and other things which have been brought against the Order and also the secret and clandestine reception of the brothers of this Order; in view, moreover, of the serious scandal which has arisen from these things, which it did not seem could be stopped while the Order remained in being, and the danger to faith and souls, and the many horrible things which have been done by very many of the brothers of this Order, who have lapsed into the sin of wicked apostasy, the crime of detestable idolatry, and the execrable outrage of the Sodomites ... it is not without bitterness and sadness of heart that we abolish the aforesaid Order of the Temple, and its constitution, habit and name, by an irrevocable and perpetually valid decree; and we subject it to perpetual prohibition with the approval of the Holy Council, strictly forbidding anyone to presume to enter the said Order in the future, or to receive or wear its habit, or to act as a Templar.”

Unfortunately, the Templars are no more. But, the lore surrounding them lives on and is unlikely to ever die. The Order of the Hospital still lives as the Sovereign Military and Hospitaller Order of St John of Jerusalem, Rhodes and Malta. Much property belonging to the Templars was inherited by the Order of the Hospital, including the SMOM’s present headquarters in Rome.

In a limited way, in spite of much rivalry in life, destruction of one Order united both swords in one, or at least part of their resources. The Order of the Hospital would survive and brandish its well-blooded sword, always obeying its founder’s aims, namely Tuitio Fidei and Obsequium Pauperum – Defence of the Faith and Care of Our Lords the Sick. 
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