
 

Grand Commander’s Message 
Knights of Malta: Early History  

Detailed history abounds everywhere; a blogger I follow put this together better than I 
ever could. While the Masonic Order of Malta is not tied to the Sovereign Military Order 
of Malta, we still commemorate a common history.   Masonic Knights of Malta should 
remember the elements and lessons of this Order of Knighthood. 
     Within the Commandery of Knights Templar, there are conferred 3 chivalric orders: 
the Illustrious Order of the Red Cross, the Order of Malta, and the Order of the Temple. 
The Order of Malta is an order which emphasizes the lesson of faith. The pass degree of 
the Mediterranean Pass or Knight of St. Paul prepares the candidate for the Order of 
Malta by introducing the lesson and example of the faithful martyr of Christianity. After 
passing through the preparatory degree of the Mediterranean Pass (which surrounds the 
story of Paul on the island of Malta from which this Order receives its name), the 
candidate solicits himself to become a member of the Order of Malta. This ceremony 
teaches the history of the Maltese Order as inheritors of the crusading Knights 
Hospitalers. The preparatory degree emphasizes the need of faith, while the lessons of 
the Order express examples of love, mercy, and the un-fearing and faithful martyrdom 
of Christianity. The body is called a Priory and the conferral of this order is presided over 
by a Prior. 
     It is important to note that the Order of Malta that started in the medieval ages still 
exists today, but the Order of Malta conferred in the Commandery only commemorates 
the medieval knights until their time in Malta from which they took their name. A proper 
understanding of history will give us better insight and guidance as men, as Masons, and 
as Knights. 
     Today known as the Sovereign Military Hospitaler Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, of 
Rhodes and of Malta, or better known as the Sovereign Military Order of Malta (SMOM), 
is a Catholic-based religious order and one of the world's oldest surviving orders of 
chivalry. In 623 AD, Abbot Probus was commissioned by Pope Gregory the Great to build 
a hospital to care for and treat pilgrims in the Holy Land. This hospital was enlarged in 
800 AD by the Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne, and added a library to it. In 1005, 
Caliph Al Hakim destroyed this among other Christian buildings in Jerusalem. In 1021, 
Caliph Ali az-Zahir of Egypt, the Seventh Caliph of the Fātimids, took over governance of 
the Holy Land. In 1023, he gave permission to merchants from Amalfi (Italy) to rebuild 
the Hospital in Jerusalem.  
     On February 15, 1113, the order was formally named the Hospitalers of St. John of 
Jerusalem and recognized by the Papacy.  Their original goal was not militaristic, but only 
medicinal; it wouldn't be for several decades that knights were being used as escorts for 
pilgrims as well as in battle. The Knights Hospitalers were originally led by a "Master of 
the Hospital", but this would change in 1267 to "Grand Master" who was elected to 

serve for life with the permission of the Pope. 
     By donations of appreciative patients the Hospitalers grew, and so did the number 
of patients and pilgrims coming to the Holy Land. There was enough demand that the 
Hospitalers expanded to include a class of knights who would escort and protect 
pilgrims throughout the Holy Land. Along with the knights, the order also employed a 
chaplain class and infirmary class. The Hospitalers rivals, the Knights Templar, were 
known for their famous uniform of a white mantle emblazoned with a red cross. To 
differentiate themselves, the Hospitalers wore a black mantle with a white cross; in 
battle when wore a red mantle with a white cross.  
     Eventually the Holy Land was lost and the Kingdom of Jerusalem fell to the Muslims 
in 1187.  The Hospitalers fled to Margate, then to Acre in 1197. When Acre fell in 1291, 
the Hospitalers fled to the island of Cyprus. Due to the politics of Cyprus and wishing to 
be independent, the Grand Master, Guillaume de Villaret, made plans to acquire the 
island of Rhodes as their new domain. His successor, Fulkes de Villaret, executed those 
plans. 
     On August 15th, 1309, the island was surrendered to the Knights Hospitalers. The 
acquisition of this island changed the mission and operations of the Knights Hospitaler 
who also became to be known as the Knights of Rhodes. There were very few pilgrims 
on the island, and with the dissolution of the Knights Templar, the order became more 
militaristic with most battles taking place on the sea rather than land. In 1334, the 
Knights of Rhodes defeated the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus III Palaeologus, who 
claimed to own the island of Rhodes. In 1440, Az-Zahir Sayf ad-Din Jaqmaq, the Sultan 
of Egypt attempted to attack the Knights of Rhodes, but the island had been strongly 
fortified so the forces were rebelled and a naval battle followed without either side 
gaining a decisive victory. This Sultan attacked Rhodes again by siege in 1444, but this 
ended after 40 days. 
     May 29th, 1453, the Ottoman Turks under Mehmed II captured Constantinople. 
With the Byzantine Empire gone and the Ottoman Empire established the Knights of 
Rhodes became an important aspect of the security for Christians and merchants in the 
Mediterranean, particularly against Barbary or Ottoman pirates.  Seeking to unseat the 
Knights of Rhodes, Mahomet II attacked the island in 1480, but failed. Under the 
governance of Suleiman (II) the Magnificent, the island was attacked by an armada of 
around 400 ships and an army of around 150,000 men while the Knights of Rhodes 
consisted of only 7,000 knights. The Knights of Rhodes were able to hold up for 6-
months, but supplies ran out and the knights surrendered to the Ottomans on 
December 22, 1522. 
     The Knights Hospitalers (formerly Knights of Rhodes), were essentially homeless. 
They sought assistance from the monarchs of Europe, but no one was willing to listen. 
Finally in 1530, the Holy Roman Emperor, with the approval of Pope Clement VIII, gave 
the Order the island of Malta. In return, the knights would have to give an annual 
payment of a Maltese falcon to the Viceroy of Sicily on All Souls Day. For receiving the 
island, the order promised to resume its previous mission of securing safe passage for 
Christian merchants through the Mediterranean Sea and fighting against Muslim 
pirates. It was from this period that the Order would be known as the Order, or 
Knights, of Malta and began wearing the famous Maltese cross.  

 
Fraternally Always, 
Hamilton “Zach” Zachary, Grand Commander 
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