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Sovereign Order of St. John of Jerusalem 
Knights Hospitaller
Founded in Jerusalem 1113, continuing through Czar Nicholas II 

Confirmed by the Royal Charter and Constitution of H.M. King Peter II of Yugoslavia

Pro Fide, Pro Utilitate Hominum

SEPTEMBER 2015.  PART 1
The September issue of the International Newsletter is published in two Parts:

Part 1 contains:  General news in the Sovereign Order and: 
Commemorating the 450th Anniversary Victory of the Great Siege of Malta.
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On July 1 Bailiff May Storrie was formally invested as a Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British 
Empire (CBE) by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II at a ceremony at Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh.

May’s sons Grahame and Stuart and her daughter-in-law Kathryn were guests at the ceremony.

This distinguished honour is awarded in recognition of May Storrie’s contributions to business and philanthropy 
over many years. 

We congratulate May on this recognition of her significant community involvement. 

H. E. BAILIFF MAY STORRIE, CBE, GCSJ, MMSJ 
HONOURED BY THE QUEEN
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The Government of Monaco has approved the formation of a Commandery in the Principality of Monaco.  It will 
be known as “Association of Monaco Italy of the Sovereign Order of St. John of Jerusalem, Knights Hospitaller” and 
“Association Monaco Italie de l’Ordre Souverain de Saint Jean de Jérusalem, Chevaliers 
Hospitaliers”

The plan is to form an Italian Priory that would include the Commanderies of Italy and Monaco. Already 
Commander Jacqueline Marschner Von Helmreich of Monaco has met with Commander Anselmo Sarchi of the 
Italian Commandery in Formation to discuss the structures of the respective Commanderies.  It has been agreed 
that both Commanderies remain autonomous but that Italy be administratively attached to the Grand Priory of 
German Langues and linked with Monaco.

Both Commanderies in Formation have been active in their respective charitable works in 2015.  Details of these 
activities can be found in the July 2015 issue of “The European” newsletter, which is posted in the International 
website at www.sosjinternational.org 

PRIORY OF BRITTANY, FRANCE
INAUGURATION OF NEW ST. JOSEPH VILLAGE BUILDINGS

 The Priory of Brittany, through its humanitarian association, actively supports the St Joseph Village that cares for 
homeless people. Years ago we acquired a farm to house them and create workshops, training and job 
opportunities.

 On March 21, we inaugurated the new buildings fully restored thanks to funding support provided by our 
Association. 15 new people will be accommodated with individual rooms or studio, kitchen, meeting rooms, chapel 
and workshop.

 Over 200 people attended the Mass of Thanksgiving and the inauguration presided by the Bishop of Saint Brieuc.

Chevalier Rémy Leprette, KJSJ

NEW COMMANDERY OF 
MONACO IN FORMATION 
COMBINED WITH THE 
ITALIAN COMMANDERY IN FORMATION
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INTERNATIONAL OFFICE 
E-MAIL ADDRESS CHANGE

We have changed the international office e-mail 
address to registrar@sosjinternational.org. The reason 
we did this is part of the modernisation program along 
with the new website expected at year end.

The old address ended in “@telus.net”. 

To people familiar with the internet world, this cries 
out that the owner is a small scale operation that lacks 
the capability of getting its’ own address. In fact, we 
have had our own “domain” name “sosjinternational ” 
for some years so the switch was made.  

The expectation is that possible aspirants who are 
internet savvy will be more likely to perceive us as the 
professional organisation we are.

Think of it as our originally using a suite number in 
the service provider’s building while actually owning 
a unique street address for our own building. We are 
switching to the street address from the service 
provider’s suite number.

As a practical matter, the old address will work 
temporarily. However, please change the address on 
your computer to registrar@sosjinternational.org as 
soon as you can if you have not already done so.

Chevalier Ian Reid, KCSJ, MMSJ

ARCHIVING INTERNATIONAL RECORDS

Work is progressing in Vancouver in archiving the 
records of the International Sovereign Order.  The 
archivist is Sarah Giesbrecht, who is a gadiuate student 
in Archival and Information Studies at the University of 
British Columbia.

2016 SOVEREIGN COUNCIL MEETING 
AND CRUISE

The 2016 Sovereign Council meetings will be held in 
Cleveland, Ohio between September 23 to 27.  
Members wishing to attend the meetings should 
contact kmamajek@schoffent.com

Following the meetings a tour is planned to Niagara 
Falls and Montreal in Canada and then cruise with 
Holland America cruise line from Montreal to Boston 
ending on October 8.  
Again contact kmamajek@schoffent.com if you are 
interested in the post-meeting tour.

WEBSITE UPGRADING

Le Petit Conseil has approved major changes to the 
International website following concerns expressed 
that the current website needs upgrading.

It is intended to change the look, feel and content of 
the website as well as include two separate 
sections—one will be a ‘public’ section and the other 
will be for members only. 

Chevalier Ian Reid is chairing the task force and has 
sought advice and comments from members of the 
Sovereign Order in both North America and Europe.  
It is expected that Phase 1 of the project will be 
completed by early 2016.

 ELECTIONS AND APPOINTMENTS

The following elections and appointments have been made since May 2015:
Alan McCulloch, KJSJ. Prior of Scotland
Vassilios Papalois, KJSJ, Prior of England
Giselle Farris, DGSJ.  Commander of the San Francisco Commandery, USA
Robert Barengo, KGSJ. Commander of The Sierras Commandery, USA
Dr. Rose Mary Harley, OBE, DGSJ.  Commander of the Glasgow Commandery , Scotland
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THE 450th ANNIVERSARY OF THE VICTORY OF THE GREAT SIEGE OF MALTA
COMMEMORATED IN SEPTEMBER 2015

Our thanks are due to Chevalier Christopher Greene, KGSJ, of the St. Joseph Commandery, for encapsulating 
a very complicated historic battle.

On the Horizon
At dawn on May 18, 1565 sails were sighted on the horizon by lookouts at Fort St. Angelo and Fort St. Elmo, 
guardians of the entrance to the great harbor of Malta.  This was the vanguard of a vast Ottoman fleet.  Three 
cannon shots were fired from the forts accompanied by drums and trumpets and the lighting of watchtower 
fires, the agreed signals to all inhabitants that an invasion was imminent.

It took until midday for the full size of the fleet to be gauged – 400 ships carrying 30,000 men.  Each ship was 
elaborately festooned in the Turkish fashion, none more than the three command galleys of Admiral Piyale, 
General Mustafa, and Sultan Suleiman represented in abstentia.  The ships carried soldiers in various brilliantly 
colorful uniforms with outlandish hats, including the famed dervish warriors.  The core troops were 6,000 
cavalry and another 6,000 of the Sultan’s elite janissaries with their huge feathered headgear, big mustachios, 
and deadly arquebuses. This force was fearsome, but even to the Maltese the sight of the fleet was 
spectacular.

The invaders came ashore during that night and the next day.  They offloaded 62 cannon, including two 
terrifying giant basilisk siege guns; 100,000 cannonballs; 2,000 tons of gunpowder; tools and materials for 
trenching, mining, and the building of siege machines; medical supplies; and the food, tents, and other 
requirements to sustain a siege lasting months.  Then the fleet retired to establish a blockade around the 
island.  At the Sultan’s order, his North African corsairs sent another 18,000 men to bring the total invasion 
force to 48,000.

Spies in Istanbul had warned European rulers earlier in the year that a huge Ottoman fleet would sail that 
summer and Malta was the likely target.  By the time the fleet arrived, of the 600 total Knights of St. John 
spread across Europe, 500 had answered the summons of Grand Master Jean de la Valette.  In addition, there 
were 100 Sergeants of the Order and 2,500 soldiers sent by various European rulers.  The bulk of the troops 
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were 4,000 Maltese men who took up arms, bringing the fighting force to 7,000. The women of Malta worked 
alongside the soldiers building and repairing the defenses and doing other crucial work.  But even with all 
hands, the defenders were hugely outnumbered.

The stakes were great not only for the Knights of St. John and the Maltese but for all Europe.  Malta controls 
the narrow passage between the Eastern and Western halves of the Mediterranean Sea.  It wasn’t just that 
the location was strategic, Malta’s importance lay in what Suleiman intended to do once it was his.  He styled 
himself “Master of the lands of Caesar and Alexander the Great” and he fulfilled this boast with conquests 
in the Balkans, the Crimea, the Middle East and North Africa.  He sometimes called himself simply “Caesar” 
for his sights were long set on conquering all of Europe.  His army attacked from the east and his navy and 
corsairs raided the Italian, Spanish, and French coastlines.  He boasted that he would capture Caesar’s Rome, 
then press north.  Malta would be the base for this invasion, and European monarchs and the Pope feared he 
would make good on his promise.  Even Queen Elizabeth of England – no friend of Spain, France, or the Pope 
– wrote that summer: “If the Turks should prevail against the Isle of Malta, it is uncertain what further peril 
might follow to the rest of Christendom.”

A Battle for Time
The Siege of Malta was no passive affair to starve the inhabitants into submission.  It was brutal, bloody, 
hand-to-hand battles fought day after day.  At any moment, day or night, a wall could be breached or 
undermined with explosives, and the superior number of attackers would flood in.  Past Ottoman victories 
proved that the next few hours would see most of the men and many of the women and children put to the 
sword, and the survivors would be sold into slavery.  A few would be taken to Istanbul to parade before the 
Sultan, or perhaps just their heads on a spike, along with the riches of the island that were stripped from the 
treasury, churches, and homes.

Siege warfare required the defenders to win every day to avoid such a fate.  The attackers had to win only 
once.  On the other hand, time favored the defenders.  The Ottomans had limited supplies and the shallow 
galleys of the day required them to sail home before the fall storm season began or they would risk losing 
their fleet.  Both sides knew the Ottomans had until mid-September to conquer the island’s defenses.  Every 
day was a fight for life, but if the defenders could string 120 such days together, they might survive.

Malta’s defenses consisted of three forts guarding the harbor and a small walled town in the interior of the 
island.  This spread the relatively few defenders even more thinly along a long set of perimeters, and it gave 
the Ottomans more points of attack.  To maximize their advantage, they concentrated their initial attack on 
one objective – Fort St. Elmo at the center of the harbor entrance, across the water from the other two forts.  
Once St. Elmo fell, the Ottoman fleet would have access to safe anchorage as they maintained the naval 
blockade, and the army would be able to fire on the two remaining forts from the harbor side as well as from 
the hills behind them.

The smallest of the forts, St. Elmo was poorly designed with multiple flaws.  Worst were its low walls despite 
the high surrounding ground that was perfect for placing cannon and snipers.  It was defended by just 100 
knights and 500 soldiers total, with no civilians inside.  After a careful survey, General Mustafa and his engi-
neers calculated that it would take four to five days to capture St. Elmo with minimal losses.

The bombardment started on May 28.  Day after day, attacks were made and repulsed.  At night, the walls 
were rebuilt.  Supplies and reinforcements were sent across the harbor under cover of darkness.  Several 
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times, the walls were breached in part but a counter-attack succeeded in pushing out the attackers.  Days 
turned into weeks, and Mustafa poured more men and resources into the fight as time slipped away.

Finally, on June 23 the Ottomans broke through.  Humiliated and angry, Mustafa left not a single defender 
alive.  The cost to the Ottomans in men, ammunition, and precious time was huge.  They lost at least 4,000 
soldiers including many of their valuable janissaries, and they consumed a large portion of their gunpowder.  
The weakest fort had taken 4 weeks not 4 days to capture, and this time was used by the Knights of St. John to 
strengthen the defenses of the other forts.  Still, with the reinforcements the Knights sent, the defense of St. 
Elmo had cost the lives of 1,500 soldiers, proportionally an even higher loss than that suffered by the 
Ottomans.

The Knife’s Edge
The day after St. Elmo fell was the Feast of St. John.  A grim but resolute community commemorated the 
Order’s holiest day, and then braced themselves for the inevitable onslaught led by the determined 71 year 
old Grand Master La Valette.  Fort St. Angelo and Fort St. Michael were on adjacent peninsulas jutting into the 
harbor.  They protected each other’s flank, and the water in between them allowed soldiers and supplies to be 
exchanged.  Now they needed to hold out for some 12 weeks under constant assault.

On July 3, the best present possible arrived on Malta – 700 armed experienced soldiers from Sicily slipped 
ashore in darkness and quietly made their way to Fort St. Angelo.  Their arrival was a big help militarily, and an 
even greater boost to morale.

As with St. Elmo, the attacks on St. Angelo and St. Michael were brutal and relentless.  And the defense was 
just as determined.  Losses mounted on both sides, with the Ottomans coming close to breaching the walls 
several times.

The closest call was on August 7 when 8,000 men attacked St. Michael and 4,000 attacked St. Angelo 
simultaneously.  A portion of the walls of St. Angelo had been reduced to a pile of rubble and the Ottomans 
were climbing over it, planting their flags along the way.  Even the Sultan’s own standard, their precious symbol 
of ultimate victory, was brought and planted to great cheers from the Ottomans.  After nine hours of fighting 
without rest, the exhausted defenders were faltering.  La Valette himself raced to the breach shouting “This is 
the day to die!”  With little to lose, women and children joined the fighting.  It had all the hallmarks of the final 
day, like the one they had witnessed across the harbor.  Unspeakable horrors were imminent.

Then suddenly and for no obvious reason, the attackers turned and ran.  Ottoman commanders could not stem 
the chaotic retreat.  Word had spread that a powerful Spanish army had arrived from Sicily and was 
attacking the Ottomans from the rear.  Both sides believed it, which emboldened the defenders to pursue and 
cut down from behind the now fleeing attackers.  In fact, it turned out to be a small cavalry force of about 100 
Knights and Maltese militia that had snuck out of the little fortress town of Mdina on their own initiative.  On 
such things history can turn.

End Games
By mid-August, morale was low on both sides. This was a much tougher fight than either had expected, and 
the question now was who would give out first.  General Mustafa suggested staying for a winter campaign but 
Admiral Piyale refused to risk his fleet.  La Valette also had his back to the wall.  Malta is essentially a desert 
island and with the blockade in place, the stores he had were what were left from what he started with in early 
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May, and they were dwindling. His walls were crumbling, his troops were few, and the ones left were 
exhausted, wounded, and sick.

The cold wet north winds that stream down the Italian peninsula from the Alps in autumn came early that 
year.  It rained bitterly for days on end in late August.  This brought misery to both sides, but strategically it was 
bad news for the Ottomans who saw their opportunity for victory slipping away.  There also was a rumour that 
the arrival of a large relief force from Spain was imminent.  Now desperate, Mustafa ordered attacks in the rain 
knowing that once inside the forts, the Ottoman forces would be able to defend themselves from any Spanish 
troops that might arrive.  But attacking in the rain proved difficult with wet powder and slippery footing, and 
each attack was repulsed.

September 7 brought beautiful weather.  The Ottoman forces manned their trenches near the fort walls and 
awaited the order for a final attack.  Both sides felt one more full assault could bring an Ottoman victory.  Then 
word came that the Spanish force had landed and was crossing the island.  Sentries confirmed this was no false 
rumour this time, and the force was indeed large: 10,000 soldiers fully armed and eager to fight.  Mustafa 
reluctantly called off the attack and ordered his exhausted troops to pack their equipment and board their 
ships.  They withdrew from the coast on September 9 to great cheers among the Maltese.

Like the Greeks at Troy, however, Mustafa had one last trick to pull.  In the morning darkness of September 11, 
he quietly disembarked 10,000 soldiers in the hope of catching the Spanish unaware and the gates of the forts 
open in celebration.  But La Valette prudently had ordered the forts to remain secure with defenders in place, 
and the Spanish stayed camped on the strategic high ground outside Mdina.  Fearing the Sultan’s wrath if he 
returned in defeat, Mustafa attacked the Spanish anyway, and the result was a disaster.  Following a bloody 
battle inland, the Spanish pursued the fleeing Ottoman troops to the water and cut them down as they tried to 
board their ships.  That night, the Ottoman fleet sailed for home in earnest with what remained of Mustafa’s 
army.

Aftermath
A year after the defeat of his forces at Malta, Sultan Suleiman died at the age of 71.  His successor Selim II 
suffered an equally devastating defeat in 1571 at the naval Battle of Lepanto, where the Knights of St. John 
once again fought with valor.  The Ottomans never again challenged for supremacy of the Mediterranean nor 
seriously threatened Europe.  History doesn’t move in a straight line and the Ottoman Empire remained an 
important power until its final collapse after World War I.  But historians generally consider the end of 
Suleiman’s reign to mark the end of the Ottomans’ rise and the beginning of their long decline.  In this 
important sense, the victory of the Knights of St. John at the Siege of Malta represents a turning point in world 
history as power shifted from East to West and Europe rose to global dominance in the succeeding centuries.
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