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 Translator’s Note:

Auguste-Émile
Cillart de Kermainguy was born on August
26, 1809 at Chateau Locmaria in the French Province of Brittany. He
hailed from an old and illustrious noble family with a strong
military background. Had the Order and the knights still existed in
his youth he may have well been sent to Malta to join that once
highly-regarded and prestigious institution. He was a brilliant
scholar and finished his studies in Paris where he became a lawyer.
But he was more passionate about literature, history and poetry
than he was about law. He travelled extensively in Europe and the
Mediterranean and while he was in Malta he wrote three novels in
which he describes what the island was like during the times of the
Order of St. John. His novels were based not only on historic
documents but also on interviews he had with some of the last
remaining witnesses of those eventful times. According to the
“Annuaire de la Noblesse de France” of 1854, De Kermainguy died at
the young age of 45 after having contracted a disease from which he
was unable recover due to his heartbreak from a love affair gone
wrong.

This is De
Kermainguy’s third and last novel about the Knights of Malta in
which he tells the story of Sword-Lily and her love for a young
French nobleman who came to Malta from Brittany to become a
knight.

Titles by A. De Kermainguy:

-L'Esclave des
galères, ou Malte sous les chevaliers, 1749

-Mannarino,
ou Malte sous les chevaliers,
1775

-Fleur D’Epée, ou
Malte sous les chevaliers, 1798


Introduction

(by Auguste De Kermainguy)

During my visit to Malta I first
had to go through the dreaded regulatory quarantine period. I was
terribly bored during this time at the Lazaret of Malta even
though it is the least oppressive, the least mind-numbing, and
probably the most comfortable and the most pleasant Lazaret
in the whole of the Mediterranean; and I will not mention the
Lazaret of Syra. May God protect you from that place.

Do you know what quarantine is?
You are imprisoned for at least 21 days if you are coming from the
Levant. It is a punishment you have to endure for almost a month
simply for having spent a few days in the Holy Land or in the land
of Pharaohs. As a precaution against the plague, you are
essentially locked up. They excommunicate you very much like they
did in the middle ages.

The Lazaret attendants
never approach you. Contact is made through long white sticks used
by the guards. Your visitors are kept at a distance of six feet,
separated by barriers and two guards. A guard places your cutlery
on the floor and immediately backs away. They use fire to disinfect
any plates you have used. You are considered a plague victim even
though you are in perfect health and hence you become their
prisoner.

Your possessions no longer
belong to you. Your chests are opened and your personal belongings
are laid out in the open. Even your letters are unsealed in case
the disease is lurking in there somewhere. The guards make
inspections each day and disinfect everything with evil-smelling
substances. Even your own health does not belong to you anymore.
You are at the mercy of other quarantine companions who are
imprisoned with you. In return, you also become the owner of their
health such that if one of them falls ill and is suspected of being
infected, you too become a suspect by association. Marvellous
solidarity! The slightest unusual symptom gives them good reason to
double your quarantine period and the prison gates close in on you
again just as you were preparing to leave.

That simple everyday question;
“how are you?” that everybody asks, takes a whole new meaning at
the Lazaret. In the Lazaret it’s every man for
himself. Everyone shrouds himself in egotism. You isolate yourself;
you become aloof, detached, and eventually you adopt a prison
mentality. In the end, you become only too familiar with the four
white walls that surround you, the steps leading down to the sea,
the open space by the shoreline barely a few paces wide.

Every day you observe the
fortifications of the city of Valletta across the other side; you
observe every boat in the port of Marsamuchet. And when you become
familiar with the colours of every flag of every vessel that enters
the port, that is when you ask yourself; how long is this going to
last? At this stage all form of humour is seen in bad taste. You
become bored of your boredom and so it goes every single day. So
what do you do? You read.

You have already read several
times over, those books you brought with you for the voyage. You
have to make a request to the local library which is located in the
city across the other side. But then again, what is there to read
in Malta? The History of the Knights of Malta, by Vertot?
Why not? But then again! Isn’t that book just fanciful tale? Not
quite; it is simply the most beautiful, the finest and most
accurate historic account ever written.

Yes indeed! And to quote Vertot
himself, I will say “My siege is done.”My siege is done! Now
there is a statement that shows the power of ridicule! Those few
words were used by so many to berate an outstanding work of
endless study and research. But do you know the origins of that
saying? I will tell you:

When it became known in Paris
that Abbot Vertot, was writing about the siege of Rhodes in very
minute detail, citing even the names of the knights that took part
in that famous siege, many distinguished families claimed to have
great-uncles or relatives of their same name who sacrificed their
lives under Soliman and the Turks. They would ask Vertot to honour
them by mentioning their name in his book. After all, one more or
one less name, what difference did it make?

Monsieur de Vertot referred to
many documents and many authors. He referred to Baudoyn, Boissy,
Bosio and many others. On observing that none of their writings
made any reference to such names, he would reply to his claimants
with a very formal refusal. Given that the abbot was a considerate
man he always gave the same tactful reply, namely: “My siege is
done!”

Some families were furious that
he dared refuse to mention at least one of their ancestors killed
at the walls of Rhodes. To discredit him, they would often shrug
their shoulders at the mention of the his name and mockingly repeat
his own words “My siege is done” without bothering to
explain what they were referring to.

Given that this contempt for the
abbot came from the upper classes, many other lesser beings were
happy to raise themselves by adopting their same phrase. That is
how this statement became so widespread. Fortunately for him,
Vertot’s book was just as widespread.

Nevertheless, it has to be said,
the book is not so well known here in Malta. The libraries do not
have it. It is by a Frenchman and written in French whereas the
people here are English. I also wrote to several people (this
prison does allow a few sacred privileges) hoping in vain they
would send me a copy. I found it hard to believe that this city was
so indifferent about the knights to the extent that the most
complete history ever written was almost impossible to obtain. In
the end I wrote to Canon P___ who very kindly sent me a copy of
Vertot’s volumes without even knowing who I was.

I immediately began to realize
just how ignorant I was about the facts. I was very intrigued by
the more recent events but I soon learnt that Vertot’s history
ended at the founding of the city of Valletta. After the reign of
Jean de La Valette the history becomes very sketchy and comes to an
end in the year 1725.

So what happened after 1725? Who
were the Grand Masters and how many were there between Manoel de
Vilhena until the last one, Ferdinand Hompesch? Where can I find
this history? These were the questions I was asking myself. In the
meantime I took great pleasure in reading Vertot and admired his
candid writing about so many great men and so many important
historic events.

When I was finally admitted to
free-pratique which in Lazaret language means I was
cured of the pestilence which I had never contracted in the first
place, I was free to move around the island as I pleased. I began
to ask around among the Maltese to find out more about the knights.
The local people I met said they had heard about some of the names
I mentioned but they were names, da tempo della
religione. Now that they are British subjects
they have other things to worry about. They have no time to mull
over memories of a bygone era. Besides, the English language which
they now have to learn is already difficult enough for them to
speak.

I was more fortunate at the city
library which used to belong to the knights. I managed to find the
register containing the Order’s debates. I was allowed to browse
through whatever document I pleased. I became more adept at finding
what I needed, after having been on Malta for several weeks. I even
managed to obtain documents concerning the final years of the Order
as well as a few pamphlets, declarations, and manifestos.

I divided my material into three
distinct periods in preparation for three books. This book titled
Sword-Lily relates to Grand Master De Rohan and final years of the
Order. Another book titled Mannarino is set in the period of
Grand Master Ximenes, the first of the last three Grand Masters.
And the third book titled, The Galley Slave is set during
the time of Grand Master Pinto.

You may well ask how I obtained
all the private information that I write about in these books.
Well, that is a secret which is not mine to share. It may have been
divulged to me by somebody in his deathbed. Perhaps I discovered
some old parchments in a sealed chest, hidden in a collapsed wall
of Fort Manoel. Or, did I find them in some illegible manuscript,
written by some old monk; a manuscript that was left to gather dust
in the library of some ancient monastery?

As Baudoyn, the old historian of
the Order of Saint John once said, “The wise and prudent reader who
judges intelligently will easily be able to distinguish the good
grain from the rest and will ultimately discern the truth.


PART ONE

Emmanuel De
Rohan


Chapter 1

The French Province of Brittany
has been self-administered ever since France was divided into
provinces. Every three years the king would normally call upon
representatives from the clergy, the nobility and the third estate to
participate in a State Assembly to discuss all sorts of
administrative affairs. The city of Rennes was often the chosen
venue for this congregation. The event always drew huge crowds and
an extraordinary festive spirit prevailed. The assembly of year
1775 ended with a particularly memorable joyous outburst from all
the representatives. When it came to the final moments before
everyone departed, the president of the nobility breached the
customary procedures and stood up to make an announcement in the
midst of deep silence:

“Messieurs” he said, “we have
been informed that the province of Brittany and its nobility have
just received an immense honour from very far away by way of a
gentleman who hails from this region. Emmanuel de Rohan de Polduc,
Duke of Rohan, has just been elected Grand Master of the Order of
Malta. Would it please this congregation to send a delegation of
three representatives to Malta to join the Order and to
congratulate the new Grand Master in person on behalf of this
province?

The proposal was universally
acclaimed. The members of the nobility congratulated each other and
three members were selected from the many who volunteered. All
three received generous contributions to support their long voyage
to Malta.

The Order of Malta was so
renowned so prestigious and so highly-considered, being elected
Grand Master was an immense honour not only for the family but for
the entire province. The honour of being elevated to the supreme
post always attracted many high-ranking contenders from many
different rival countries. But the outburst of joy from the members
of the state congregation of Brittany was also accompanied by
victory celebrations from a number of clandestine activists who a
few years later formed part of the parliamentary resistance which
led to terrible consequences.

It is worth reminding that Alain
de Rohan du Polduc, the new Grand Master’s father , was one of
those fine gentlemen of Brittany who formed part of the famous
Cellamare Conspiracy of
1718, fifty years earlier. The name de Rohan, which is now being
acclaimed by the whole of Europe, had been sullied in his father’s
days. An effigy of Alain de Rohan du Polduc XVI was decapitated in
Nantes whilst the heads of four other lords rolled for real and not
in effigy, under the bloodied axe of their executioner. They were
proven guilty in court for attempting nothing less than to depose
the King of France with the intention of instating the grandson of
Louis XIV in his stead.

Rohan de Polduc and fifteen
others were forced to seek refuge in Spain where most of them
remained to the end of their days. Nevertheless, their names were
massively present at the assembly of Rennes. These gentlemen were
sons, brothers, or parents of the exiled group. Many others carried
the names of those who had only been arrested at the time, for
their crime was considered less serious. Most of the members of the
assembly felt they shared a common cause with Alain de Rohan.
Whereas in the past they shared the suffering of his plight, today
they were elated by the rise of his son.

As all these gentlemen came out
of the Cordeliers Convent where the event was being held, the name
de Rohan could be heard in every conversation. Many could be heard
debating his father’s forced exile.

“He married while he was in
exile; married the daughter of a Spanish noble with whom he had a
son,” said one.

“Did he only have one son then?”
asked another

“He also had a daughter who was
sent to be raised at a convent in Brittany at a very young age. He
respected his late father’s wish that she become a nun.”

“Not at all, said another, she
got married after she grew up; to gentleman from lower
Brittany.”

Others spoke of the three
ambassadors selected to go to Malta.

“What an opportunity for these
young men of Brittany to travel to Malta and don the robes with the
Cross of the Order!”

“Why then, asked others, are
they not assigned to the king’s galleys which are surely as worthy
as the galleys of Malta? Does one by any chance require more proof
of nobility than the other?”

“And what if they had other
brothers, what would they do?”

“They could become
parliamentarians or join the administration of Brittany both of
which thankfully still require proof of nobility. It is quite
enough that the administration of Angers is now open to
commoners.”

“And if there was yet a third
younger brother?”

“He could join the East India
Company at the port of Lorient. He could put aside his nobility and
hand his sword over to the president of the province. He could
always come back to collect it after he has made his fortune in the
Indies.”

“But then, what could a fourth
younger brother possible do? You know, the women of Brittany are
very fertile and they have very active husbands.”

“Good God, do we not have nine
bishoprics in our province and thirty-eight abbeys, more than three
hundred priories and three thousand parishes? The fourth brother
can be an ecclesiastic.”

That is undoubtedly the reason
why Brittany has so far produced so few knights in the Order of
Malta. They always had their eyes set on the king’s galleys and the
ocean was more appealing to them than the Mediterranean.
Nevertheless, since the election of Emmanuel de Rohan, a few nobles
of Brittany began to cast their eyes on Malta.

That is not to say that Malta
never had any knights from Brittany. As a matter of fact the Order
even possessed a few commanderies in this province. One commandery
was located very near to the parish of Saint-Jean-de-Béverlai in
the bishopric of Vannes, not too far from the dukedom of Polduc.
This commandery, like most others, used to belong to the Templers.
Its commander was a good-humoured and elderly knight of the Order
of Malta. Since quite some time he was no longer able to return to
his Langue at Malta, suffering from gout and old age as he
was. Nevertheless, he took great pleasure in recounting past
stories from his days on the island. He related his past
experiences like they were from the present day such that his
neighbours were convinced that Malta was still under the reign of
Grand Master Pinto.

Commander de Rigondie always
nurtured good neighbourly relationships. On fine days, he was
particularly fond of mounting his horse and riding to a small
hamlet in Bevérlai less than one hour’s distance. He would visit
Madame de Jocet who lived in a small but gracious abode surrounded
by orchards and a timber forest. Her home was more of a manor than
a chateau.

As soon as he arrived, after
exchanging the first greetings, he would invariable always repeat
the same seven words to Madame de Jocet: “You must send your
sons to Malta!”

In the end, when he began to
feel very old and frail and sensing the end of his days, he said to
Madame de Jocet:

“I will not be able to make many
more visits but when it comes to my last words, which will not be
long now, I will tell you this: When you have the honour of being
the sister of the Grand Master of Malta and you have the honour of
raising two sons, you owe it to yourself and to the prosperity of
your sons to send them both to Malta.”

But Madame de Jocet replied in
exactly the same way she had done dozens of times before: She would
say that her sons were still too young. The eldest one, Alain, was
still at the military school of Kergu in Rennes. As for Yves, he
was eight years younger than Alain and she was still holding him on
her lap. Besides, what would they go there for? If Monsieur de
Jocet were still alive he would have taken them there to be
introduced, but he died a long time ago. How could she be sure her
sons would be well accepted or that they would prosper? It was a
big risk! After all, did Emmanuel de Rohan know she even existed?
He never came to Brittany and she had never written to him. How can
I write to him at Malta? It is so far away! And where was he before
Malta? Was he in Spain, in Parma or in the Indies? Who knows?

If only they had even the
slightest of family relationships! But no; their father’s fortune
was confiscated, consequently there was no legacy to be shared
between her and her brother. He no doubt believed she had become a
nun since a long time, hidden away in some convent, or perhaps even
buried in the ground, which is pretty much the same thing. After
all, since when does one ever think of a sister whom he has never
seen?

When the commander insisted that
her elder son was old enough to become the Grand Master’s page and
that the younger one could also be accepted as a minor, she would
reply in a thousand different ways.

“There is plenty of time; no
need to rush. The Grand Master is still young. They live to a ripe
old age in his family. Besides, if he wishes well for Yves and
Alain it does not really matter when they are received as knights,
or what rank or seniority they are given, since they are bound to
receive his special favours.

In the meantime she would at
least have one son or the other by her side for she has been very
lonely ever since M. De Jocet passed away. Besides, did she not
marry against her father’s strict wish who at her birth decided she
should lead a religious life? Are the father’s wishes not always
adopted by the eldest son? Moreover, now that her brother, de
Rohan, is Grand Master and therefore a prince, there is no
guarantee he will accept anyone who is not a Polduc. After all, her
two sons carried neither the name De Rohan nor Polduc. They carried
only their father’s name.

When the commander assured her
that M. De Jocet was too good a gentleman to be denied as a
relative, she would simply shake her head in sadness; she would
kiss her child and hold him tightly against her.

In the end, when the commander
begins to feel exasperated he would ask her, what will your sons do
if they do not become knights of Malta? She would reply that they
would do the same as they would have done if her brother M. De
Rohan was only a bailiff of the Order. Alain would own a company or
become an officer in one of the king’s regiments. As for Yves, he
would become at least an abbot with mitre. She made no secret of
the fact that she dearly wished for her son to take up the white
collar. He could then come to visit her and celebrate Mass at her
chapel in Bevérlai when she became old and unable to move around.
That way she would be able to remain in touch with both her sons
and she would not have to worry about those long voyages at
sea.

When her sons were only little,
she brought over the fortune-teller from the Isle of Ouessant. You
must not laugh; those fortune-telling women do make the right
predictions sometimes. She solicited a teller who made the same
prediction for both her sons; that if they ever crossed the sea
they would be struck by misfortune

Nevertheless, the commander was
determined to have the last word that day. He pulled out two fairly
large envelopes from a pocket just below the cross that was sewn
onto his robe.

“There is one for each son,” he
said. “Because I know that one day you will change your mind and
you will follow my advice. I will not have the pleasure of seeing
them knighted in Malta for I will not be around. These envelopes
contain an endorsement from an old friend of their mother. They
contain their proofs of nobility as required by the Langue
of France to be accepted as a Knight of Justice.”

The commander opened one of the
envelopes and pulled out a parchment which he laid open.

“These are declarations made by
four noble commissioners whom I have solicited in accordance with
my rights. They testify to the legitimacy of these documents which
prove that their father, their grand-parents, and their
great-grand-parents are all of noble extraction by their name and
by their coat-of-arms. Here is an illustration of their emblem
emblazoned with the eight quarters. On the other side you can also
see the emblem with the eight quarters from the maternal side.

“Your sons will one day go to
Malta of their own will. They will receive the Cross from the hands
of His Most Eminent Highness. It will be an occasion to celebrate.
They will take with them these credentials which will be verified
over there by the secretary of the French Langue. Their
papers are all in order. I also wrote to the Order’s ambassador in
Paris and to a few old knights from my days at Malta. They will
teach these young men the principles of honour, etiquette, and
manners. All that is left to do Madame is to add your own letter to
Monseigneur the Grand Master and your sons can go to Malta with the
pride of a Grand Prior.

“These papers will at least
spare you the effort of having to provide proof of nobility. I know
this would have been yet another obstacle for you. These kind of
administrative tasks are always shunned by women. And you must not
thank me. I only wish I could have been your sons’ godfather as a
Knight of Malta.”

As Madame de Jocet took the
envelopes, she held the commander’s hand very tightly and
affectionately. That was the last time she ever saw him for he died
soon after. At the time, Madame de Jocet herself was struck by a
severe spell of tiredness which the Commander de Rigondie had
already discerned. She survived the commander by only three
years.

We are now in the early days of
the French Revolution. The spirit of rebellion has been ignited in
Brittany and very soon everything is about to erupt. Given her
weakening health, Madame de Jocet began to recognise Malta as a
safe place for her son Alain. Her other son was too young to start
planning for his future. She sent him to the Benedictine Abbey of
Saint-Jacut where he was looked after by her uncle Don Jocet who
was the abbot of the monastery. At this time his older brother
returned to Bevérlai from the military school of Kergu. She was
relieved that her younger son would not be swayed from his
ecclesiastic vocation by the boisterous attitudes of a military
cadet. For the two brothers had in fact hardly ever seen each other
and the younger one having left Bevérlai could not possibly
remember his older brother other than through vague childhood
memories.

On sensing her last days
approaching, Madame de Jocet gave her older son the papers that
Commander de Rigondie had kindly prepared. She told him she had
also added her own letter to the Grand Master. She then sent her
younger son’s papers to the Abbey of Saint-Jacut. She gave Alain
instructions that if anything should happen to her, he was to go
immediately to Paris and contact the Ambassador of Malta who would
arrange for him to go to Malta. She also told him to look after his
younger brother in the future. Her last words to them were:
Think of me my children!

Think of me! Those were the last
tender words that survived her; words that were blessed by her own
tears. They were the legacy of supreme love that every dying mother
confides and which remained engraved in the hearts of her
children.

A few days later a young
horseman in mourning left the manor of Bevérlai and began his
journey to Paris. He could not resist looking back several times to
see the beloved prairies which he would never see again.


Chapter 2

When Alain de Jocet was already
a long way from Brittany and approaching Paris he began to feel the
fast-moving pace like a torrent leading to an abyss. But it was
among the vast crowds that he felt most lonely and sad. He felt
like he was in a desert. At the time, Paris was a blazing inferno
fuelled by the spirit of revolution.

As he travelled through the
city, he was immersed in its fever and breathed the air of this hot
furnace. He ambled around from square to square, to public gardens
and to the Royal Palace. At night time he stopped several times at
the square which separates the Tuileries from the Louvre. He
studied carefully the massive palace which later became the king’s
prison after he was captured at Varennes.

He was overcome by that same
fever felt by an entire generation of that time. A generation
prepared to die for a cause to become glorified heroes at the
frontiers or to die as martyrs in a public square. Alain too was
prepared to sacrifice himself with honour if necessary. The time
had come when an honourable man can perish gloriously under the
guillotine as they did in the battlefields of old times.

Alain wandered around the city
talking to various people. Some said, this is a new beginning!
Others said, this is the end! It was not long before he was
overcome by doubt, fatigue and even fever. He had travelled to
Paris to receive orders from Bailli de Brillane, the ambassador for
the Order of Malta. The bailli was warned that the Assembly of
Nations was planning to expropriate the Order’s properties along
with those of the Church. The Order was to make a formal complaint
claiming that it should not be considered as a religious
establishment but as a foreign sovereign state with possessions in
France. The ambassador had already left for Malta to confer with
the Grand Master and with the Order’s sacred council.

Alain de Jocet was deeply upset
on learning his misfortune which was to be followed by many more.
He left Paris and headed for Lyons where he boarded a boat on the
Rhone River. The boat collided against one of the arches of the
Saint-Esprit Bridge. Everything on the boat was lost including all
of Alain’s baggage. Nevertheless, the young man remained
unperturbed by the loss of his belongings; after all he still had
those important papers, given to him by his mother, which were sewn
safely on the inside of his coat.

The items he lost in the Rhone
were so insignificant when he thought of the riches that awaited
him at Malta. He used the little money and some jewellery that he
had, to travel on to Avignon, the city of ramparts. After Avignon
he finally reached Marseilles and the sea and the forts. And beyond
the forts, yet more sea; the sea that led to Malta. The sight of
the sea appears like a homeland to anyone who was born and raised
in a coastal region. This was certainly the case for Alain. But how
was he going to reach Malta?

In the old days when a young
gentleman wanted to don the robes of the Order of Jerusalem or
Rhodes, he had to pay the “right-of-passage” to pay for his
journey. The right-of-passage later became the right of entry to
the Order of Malta which cost 260 ecus. But even if the journey
cost only four ecus, Alain de Jocet would still have struggled to
obtain such a modest sum.

Without doubt even a less savvy
person could have figured a way out with the help of the documents
that proved his status. But Alain was determined to sort himself
out without having to make use of his noble status. Like many who
have never travelled, he felt that since it was only sea that
separated him from Malta, he imagined he was almost already there.
He believed that the voyage was as trivial as sailing from Bevérlai
to the neighbouring Isle of Arz or to the Isle of Glennan. Alain
thought it was going to be a mere leisurely promenade rather than
the very long and tiring voyage that it was.

A small frigate moored in the
middle of the harbour was being prepared to set sail for the
Levant. Alain offered his services on hearing that they were
looking for crewmen. They questioned him about his origins, his
age, and his status. They soon dismissed him saying they did not
need a useless layabout.

“Nineteen years!” muttered the
sailors after Alain had left, “and pretty as a little girl. A fine
sailor he would make indeed.”

Alain had never experience such
impertinence. He did not like it but he became more determined as
ever. He persevered in his search for any vessel that could take
him to Malta. He was told that his clothes were too fine to be
soiled by hard work. Some said the ropes would ruin the soft skin
of his hands. Others said the work was too hard for him or that the
fresh air would ruin the freshness of his complexion. His services
were rejected everywhere. He came back from the harbour very
disillusioned and disheartened.

As he was walking along Rue
de Rome he observed a street-tout standing on a bench wearing a
peculiar outfit. He wore a fancy hat and carried a long stick with
a silver handle which he swung around in the air as he spoke with
extraordinary volubility. The admiring crowd that gathered around
him seemed highly impressed.

“Sign up gentlemen! Sign up!
Once you reach Malta you can desert. You will then be free to go
wherever you please. You can go to Africa, Asia, or even to
America. From there you can go to India or Timbuktu. You can easily
establish commercial agents out there. You will have
representatives in every part of the world. You will be rich; you
will have your own ships, and your own army. The king of a small
country could even beg for your services to defend him against an
aggressor. You will offer your protection. His subjects rebel and
assassinate him, you declare yourself against the assassins, for
you are an honest man, but you end up taking the crown and voila,
you become king. So sign up gentlemen! Sign up to join the
illustrious Regiment of Malta!”

The name Malta being mentioned,
immediately grabbed Alain’s attention.

“What is the Regiment of Malta?”
he asked a young man who was walking away looking somewhat
despondent.”

“It is the regiment in which I
was stupid enough to enrol yesterday.”

“But why stupid?”

“Because I spent the 25 livres
that the Order of Malta offers to those who sign up and because the
boat that will transport the new recruits will leave the harbour
tomorrow.”

“The recruits go to Malta and
the boat is leaving tomorrow! My God, I must get recruited. I must
enrol today.”

“You Sir, you want to enrol?”
exclaimed the young man with a perplexed look on his face. “You are
mad! You will spend the 25 livres in no time and all. All you will
be left with is regret; you will have nothing and still have to
serve as a soldier for four years.”

Alain was still upset at the way
he was treated by the sailors and he was determined to find an
alternative.

“Seriously,” he said, “do you
really believe I would enrol for the 25 livres just to become a
soldier? Not likely! If am so eager to go there it is because I
have here with me (he tapped his hand on the pocket inside his
coat), the means to be received by the Grand Master and I will
certainly not be a soldier for very long.”

The stranger glanced curiously
at Alain’s pocket, at which point an idea came to him:

“Well Sir!” he said, “if you are
not doing it for the 25 livres or to serve the Order of Malta, then
you are doing it simply for the passage to Malta. In that case, I
beg you, please relieve me from my misery and enrol instead of me.
What I mean is, you can enrol using my name instead of yours. The
recruiting officer was totally drunk yesterday; he did not as much
as look at me. You will not have to do anything during the voyage
and once you reach Malta, whether it’s with my name or yours, you
will be a free man. Whereas in my case I would have to remain a
soldier for four whole years, he remarked emphatically. If, on the
other hand, I was able to remain here, what can I say; I would
count my blessings and forever praise my worthy saviour. Oh! Please
Sir, help me out!”

On hearing this young man
imploring him so persistently, Alain was taken by how easy and
simple it seemed to render such a service. On the other hand he did
have reservations about enrolling under an assumed name.

“I can’t possibly use your
enrolment. As you rightly said it also implies that I have to
assume your name.”

“My name is Montalan, he replied
with an air of importance, and here is my birth certificate. Go
ahead, take a look.”

“What about the physical
description?”

“Here is the doctor’s
certificate. All descriptions are more or less the same aren’t
they? We are about the same age. What difference does it make if I
am slightly older? Same colour hair; same height. That is already
more than is needed.”

“No, no, said Alain, it won’t be
possible. How can I put it? I mean I am much taller than you.”

“Oh no you’re not. Look!”

The stranger stood shoulder to
shoulder next to Alain.

“See, remarked Montalan after a
moment’s silence, you can hardly tell the difference. This is a
quiet spot, nobody can see us. What if I wore your coat and you
wore mine just to see. We can immediately judge for ourselves if
there is any difference in height.”

The stranger took off his coat;
Alain did the same hoping to prove him wrong and rid himself from
the stranger’s insistence. They had barely exchanged coats when a
policeman passed by; he looked across towards them and went up
straight to the stranger.

“Since when did you come out of
Aix prison?” he asked.

Alain froze. The young man who
was confronted with the question pulled out a passport from his
coat’s inside pocket. He handed it to the policeman who examined it
and then handed it back.

“You are very lucky to have
gotten off so easily. Now you can admit that it was you who stabbed
that man.”

Without waiting for a reply, the
policeman turned towards Alain.

“What about you? He asked in an
arrogant tone. What are you doing here?”

Since Alain offered no reply the
policeman grabbed the papers from his hands. He glanced very
quickly at the birth certificate and the enrolment document.

“You are a recruit. Of the
Regiment of Malta! Young man this is no time to wander off from the
base of Fort Saint Nicholas, on the eve of your departure.
Parbleu! If we leave all our doors open like this there will
soon be no one left in the cage. Come on now, it’s time to go back
to the fort young man. You cannot desert the flag before having
even seen it.”

Alain glance around to address
the stranger but he had already disappeared with his coat and his
documents. The mishap on the Rhone River a few days earlier was
nothing compared to this.

“What’s going on?” asked a
second policeman who had just arrived on the scene and chatted with
the first policeman as they accompanied Alain to Fort Saint
Nicholas.

“We have a wandering recruit who
must return to the fort.”

“A recruit? Must be the navy no
doubt”

“No, the Malta Regiment.”

“They say it’s a dreadful
regiment.”

“Very much so! The soldiers are
treated like slaves. Who in his right mind would enrol in such a
regiment?”

“And what about the
country?”

“Everyone who returns from there
says it is horrible, a pile of rocks with no resources.”

 



Chapter 3

The State Assembly of 1775 and
the three ambassadors that were sent to join Grand Master de Rohan
had long been forgotten in Brittany. In Malta however they still
clearly remember the joyous celebrations that followed the election
of Emmanuel de Rohan-Polduc. The election itself was a formality.
The prince had already distinguished himself in the past and he
continued to do so ever since by the way he carried out his new
supreme role.

He was born in exile and had
enrolled at the service of the King of Spain as officer in the
Walloon Guards. He later became officer to Don Philippe the Duke of
Parma. When he returned to Paris it was with difficulty that he
managed obtain the acceptance of the heads of his own family. But
when De Rohan announced his intention to take the vows of the Order
of Malta, he was seen in a completely different light. Even the
Rohan-Soubise, long-time family rivals who regretted that the name
Polduc was represented only by simply gentry, took great pride in
seeing the last male of the Polduc branch ascend to the prestigious
level of knighthood.

He arrived at Malta with the
grand name of De Rohan backed by the credentials of his powerful
family and a reputation for having distinguished himself at sea
under the orders of Bailli de Suffren. The rich commanderies he
possessed also helped his reputation. He became General of the
Order’s Galleys in 1756 for which he received a gift of 100,000
ecus from the King of France to help meet the expenses associated
with this new title.

Ever since then, he never left
the island. He lived his life secluded among a few chosen friends
distancing himself from the scandalous practices in which most
members of the Order used to partake. De Rohan was already a knight
and a Grand-Cross at the time of the uprising of the priests during
the reign of Ximenes. He was then in charge of the Order’s troops
and already had the reputation of being firm but also reserved.

Bailli de Rohan knew how to
rally the support of others, even of his rivals who also had
aspirations of becoming Grand Masters. He knew how to influence and
was a master of the art of winning people over. He had a sincere
look about him, a heart of gold. He had the gift of all good
virtues reunited; the generosity of a prince, kindness, a noble
greatness, an illustrious name and all the graces of a grand French
lord. And all tempered by the serenity and composure which he
inherited from the Spanish nobility coming from his mother’s side,
and by a certain melancholy cast upon him during the first years of
his life. These were the attributes which allowed him to attain the
role of supreme power.

It is impossible to describe the
excitement that followed his election. The whole of Malta seemed
like one unified family that had finally found a long-awaited
father. They were tired of Italians, Portuguese, and Spanish. De
Rohan was the first French Grand Master since Alof de Wignacourt,
that is to say, since 68 years. He succeeded Grand Master Ximénes
de Texada and brought a welcome end to his reign of bloodshed and
terror. Malta saw in him a new dawning after a long tempest in the
darkness of the night.

His first deeds were acts of
clemency. He burnt with his own hands all the documents that
authorized the arrest of Mannarino’s accomplices. He sought to
improve the general conditions of the population. He fought for the
well-being of the island and for the Order’s expansion and
prosperity. He brought over a renowned Neapolitan jurist to unify
the various laws and practices of the Maltese people, under one
single code. He brought about radical changes. He created a supreme
court whose role was to adjudicate cases as a last resort. He
convened a Chapter General assembly with all the Order’s different
corps; something that had not taken place since 145 years. His
objective was to redress the deplorable state of the Order’s
treasury, to maintain integrity and discipline inside the Order’s
convent, and to reassess the Order’s ancient statutes.

At the time, the Order had just
acquired the properties of the Order of St. Antoine through which
he also became Grand Master of the Antonine Order. The
Langue of Bavaria was then created to replace the
Langue of England which had been dissolved because of the
schism. De Rohan also acquired considerable riches and properties
in Poland and in Russia.

One particular affair required
him to enter into negotiations with all the major courts of Europe.
He was assisted by the ablest negotiators like Bailli Sagramoso who
recovered the properties of Ostrog, Bailli Flachslanden who created
the Anglo-Bavarian Langue, and Bailli de Litta for the
reunification of the Priory of Russia. All were illustrious members
of the Order during his reign. This was a time when the Order was
better served by political counsel rather than by the sword.

It was during these times of
flourishing prosperity and expansion for both the Grand Master and
the Order that a heavy storm was brewing back in France; A storm
which blew the winds of discord and ruin to the island of
Malta.

During the first years of his
reign the Grand Master ruled over a population whose subsistence
depended heavily on the Order’s riches. All he had to do was
maintain the same course set by his predecessors and continue to
grow the Order’s riches. Nevertheless, he did make a few reforms to
counter some abusive practices that had crept into the system over
the centuries. He would often reprimand his own members but always
with restrained authority with discretion and serenity.

The latter years of his reign
saw the abolition of the Order and the expropriation of its
properties in France. In one fell swoop the Order had lost more
than half of its revenues. The knights of all three French
Langues were in a state of extreme vigilance. Their numbers
were growing day by day at Malta as a result of the numerous
émigrés who were fleeing the revolution in France. One significant
consequence of French revolution was that it divided the knighthood
of Malta. The knights had lost the respect and authority they had
exercised over the Maltese population for more than 250 years. And
yet, the livelihood of the majority of the Maltese population still
depended heavily on knight’s foreign riches and possessions.

Grand Master de Rohan felt
powerless against events whose currents also dragged down many
other powers. He had enough foresight to anticipate the drastic
consequences that were in store for the Order but still fell victim
to all of them one after the other. He sensed the Order’s imminent
demise and saw the effect it was having on the knights.

Over the years he became
disenchanted as infirmity also began to set in. Some would
disdainfully say he had a good character but was always very cold,
that his depression was worsening and that he had lost all hope.
After reigning for 22 years he would go to his tomb with a bitter
view of the Order and the island. Indeed, his last words were:

I am the last Grand Master;
certainly the last of an illustrious and independent Order.

But we are not there yet. We are
now in the final years of the reign of Emmanuel de Rohan. The first
pitfalls that led to the Order’s ruin remained unheeded and the
knights did not change their carefree indulgent lifestyles they
were accustomed to. The grave news that arrived from the continent
was stifled by the noise of the boisterous festivities that were
taking place. The majority of the knights were too young, too blasé
and too presumptuous to care, whereas most of the senior knights
were too old and had become totally detached from their homeland
after so many years away from France. None of them were in a
position to fully understand the gravity of the situation. It is
true to say that the National Assembly’s decision to confiscate the
knight’s properties in France was the first nail in the Order’s
coffin.

The Order’s ambassador, Bailli
de Brillane, had returned from Paris since one year and he worked
tirelessly to defend the Order’s interests. Malta was relying
heavily on the support of knights and friends resident in Paris.
The Order published several documents and made long speeches at the
assembly to defend its cause. It always remained hopeful that the
storm would subside. Never did anyone believe that the French
royalty was about to perish along with anything that was considered
noble or ecclesiastic which was precisely the essence of the Order
of Malta.

Malta excelled when it came to
celebrations. Was it not duty-bound to honour the Venetian fleet
when it was moored at the Order’s Grand Harbour during the time
when it was fighting against Tunis?

It was a remarkable coincidence
that these two aristocratic republics, of Malta and of Venice, are
both enemies of the Turks. The history of the two republics seemed
to be entwined. When Venice sails out of its lagoons, the knights
appear in the Syrian desert. When Venice takes Candia, the Order
establishes itself at Rhodes; when the knights lose Rhodes, Venice
loses Candia; and when Venice falls, the Order falls. Their demise
happened within a matter of months of one another.

It was during this period when
its demise was approaching that Venice came out of the Adriatic to
sail into the Mediterranean, to offer a helping hand to the Order
of Malta whose end was also nearing. It was a spectacle never seen
before. The knights had not forgotten how Venice, with its 60
galleys in the Port of Candia, saw the fall of Rhodes without
offering them the slightest help. And yet, the war of Candia later
became the war of Malta. But after Rhodes, the Order prospered and
grew which undoubtedly roused considerable jealousy in Venice. As a
result, the Republic of St. Mark took every opportunity to
sequester the Order’s properties in its territory. The noble
Venetian merchants could never hide their envy and the Knights of
Malta could never hide their disdain. Both were proud but in
different ways.

Nevertheless, when Venice was at
war with Tunis, Malta very willingly opened up its ports to its
fleet and placed its arsenal and its forces at their disposal.

It was a long war in which the
Venetians could not claim any remarkable victories. More remarkable
were the festivities each time they sailed back to Malta to regroup
and make the necessary repairs. There was always so much rivalry
between the two ports but over the years it turned into a rivalry
of wealth and extravagance.

When the Venetian admiral,
Angelo Emo, put Admiral Condolmer in command of the expedition to
Tunis, most of the knights took offence at the airs and the
pretentiousness of this new commander. He considered the aid that
Malta was offering was a given right and the celebrations at their
arrival was a deserved tribute. In short, his words and his
mannerisms revealed that same arrogant superiority that Venice
always had towards the knights of Malta.

It was not long before the
knights rebelled against the newly arrived admiral; they hurled
abuse at him and made sarcastic comments. The admiral responded
with severe and bitter words. When he was invited to a ball
arranged by the French Langue, he was asked what he thought
of the arrangements laid out for them, he gave a caustic reply:

“Not bad,” he said, “but much
too good for gentlemen who are facing ruin.”

His comment was heard by a many
knights even through some preferred to pretend they had not heard.
Nevertheless, the word spread very quickly and by the following
morning nineteen angry knights had the audacity to board the
admiral’s ship to demand reparations.

The Grand Master was not aware
of the incident at this stage as he was busy meeting with his
knights in one of the palace reception rooms. For it must be said,
Emmanuel de Rohan was certainly more accessible than any of his
predecessors. Every day at noon after hearing Mass at the palace
chapel, he would always go to one of the palace lounges and would
converse for about half-an-hour with the knights and other
distinguished persons who happened to be there.

On this particular day there was
quite a big crowd waiting for him inside the lounge with hanging
tapestries. The knights were gathered in different groups and their
conversations were very vivid.

“Let’s be honest,” said one,
“considering we are gentlemen facing ruin, that was one splendid
ball we had last night.”

“It was the best we’ve had since
a long time but we’ve had better ones yet on the island. The
fireworks on Corradino Hill were absolutely magical.”

“And the lights on the arches of
the Baracca We talk of the carnival of Venice but
we should be saying the carnival of Malta.”

“Indeed, the costumes were
magnificent.”

“Gentlemen,” said a newly
arrived knight, “what time of year do you celebrate carnival over
here?”

“Oh! Five or six times a year,
my dear knight. Any time is good for a celebration in Malta. We do
a cocagne and declare a carnival of one, two,
or three days depending on how long we want to celebrate for. The
cocagne is for the locals but the carnival is for
knights.”

“You obviously don’t understand;
he who says carnival, says costumes and facemasks. What other
entertainment does a knight have if it’s not by disguising himself
with costumes and masks? In Malta, you go to a place where there is
dancing and the dancing stops! You enter a house in which they
rejoice and the joy disappears. Ah! You do not know yet, just what
it’s like to be a knight over here! It’s all well and good being
part of the sovereign elite, but it’s unbearably boring. Sometimes
it’s good to abdicate and come down to the level of the people,
especially if they happen to be female.”

“Once the carnival is announced,
explained another, we hold balls, like the one we had yesterday, in
the city of Valletta and in Vittoriosa across the other side of the
harbour. We move from one ball to another in those brightly-lit
boats which you compared to a galaxy of stars fallen from the sky
into the water.”

“Ah! The Venetians themselves
admit that the spectacle is even prettier than their lagoons.”

“Do they also admit that Maltese
ladies are prettier than the Venetian ones? What about you
Chevalier, who arrived just in time for last night’s ball? What do
you think of Maltese ladies?”

“Me! All I have seen so far of
your Maltese ladies is their tiny feet, their huge black silk
dresses and their mantle of the same fabric and the same colour.
What do you call it? That thing they place over their heads to
cover their upper body. But what really strikes me is the way they
move. I’ve never seen so much grace and elegance.”

“What! Are you trying to tell me
that not one of them has ever held her faldetta a little more
open when you approached her? Most of them are not shy; you must
have been unlucky.”

“You would have noticed,”
interjected another, “that they tend to be short but shapely and
nice and strikingly pretty. They have deep-set dark eyes and
slender necks...”

“What he means,” interrupted a
commander, “is that they have olive skin, frizzy hair, the figure
of an Egyptian, and not exactly lightweight. Apart from that I
would add they are as vindictive as the Italians, as lazy as the
women of Turkey, and excessively voluptuous.”

The young knight who had been
interrupted did not seem at all bothered by the commander’s
contradictions, and continued to address the newly arrived
knight:

“You must join us at the theatre
tonight. Trust me; you will feast your eyes. Ah! That prima-donna,
she is something else.”

“The prima-donna,” cried another
knight, “never, absolutely never have I seen a face so sublime, so
moving, so engaging. Such freshness, such character and grace! Her
vibrant voice, full of harmony and emotion! She is the most
seductive creature I have ever seen.”

“There is only one problem with
your acclamations, young knight! It’s that the diva will not be
singing tonight.”

“Why ever not? Why not?” chimed
in many others.

“Because her lover was one of
the ringleaders who confronted the Venetians this morning. He may
well be the Grand Master’s nephew but he will still have to face
the consequences of his acts. And now she will be mourning his
punishment and will not be singing as long as there is one single
Venetian in the theatre or as long as one of their vessels is still
in the port of Malta.”

In another part of the room the
conversation went like this:

“Facing ruin? Us gentlemen
facing ruin? Not yet, I beg of you my dear admiral from Venice; you
could at least wait until your good revolutionary friends in France
have finished their job.”

“Gentlemen, I have just returned
from Coblenz. I swear to you they will never finish their job. We
will soon get the better of them.”

“Such language, coming from a
noble Venetian,” cried a third knight. “He speaks like Citizen Treilhard or
Camus and others who are trying to ruin us with their
speeches.”

“Gentlemen, words may bring us
down but stupidities have never ruined anybody.”

“Who are you referring to
exactly? Are you talking about the Venetian, or Soliman, or
Camus?”

All the knights burst out
laughing at the comparison of Citizen Camus who today is trying to
bring an end to the Order, with Soliman, the emperor of the Turks
who in bygone days had defeated the Order at Rhodes.

“I’ll remind Admiral Angelo Emo
that if Soliman took Rhodes from us, we also defeated him in Malta
and we are still here.”

“The truth is that Venetians are
no match for the knights. They are incapable of fighting the
Tunisians, these gentlemen of Venice.”

“I heard that the knights might
just send them a cannon ball salute as they depart, to break their
Venetian flagpole in two.”

“The knights! The knights! Just
listen to them all,” muttered two old commanders from the distance.
In the old days we used to say the Order of St. John, or the
Military Order of St. John, or just simply, The Religion.”

“Indeed, interjected another
knight, but The Religion referred to a militant religion, that of
the Knights of St. John.”

“But that is no longer the case!
Today they are ashamed to call themselves religious and they want
to be just knights.”

“Let me tell you,” interrupted
the first knight, “the truth is that the Grand Master is too weak,
he tolerates all these new ideas and the abusive behaviour just
goes on and on, he should...”

At this point, the main door at
the end of the room was opened and the doorman announced the
arrival of Grand Master Emmanuel de Rohan. He greeted the knights
to his right, then the knights to his left and repeated these
gestures again as he moved forward. He was the only Grand Master
who applied such grace and unequalled dignity in his manner.

“Well gentlemen!” he said as he
approached one group of knights, “what news do we have from France?
The wind is blowing from Sicily today. Did any speronara
enter the port this morning? Did any of you receive letters via
Naples?”

“Nothing at all, Monseigneur, we
were hoping to learn something from the personal mail of His
Eminent Highness.

“I’m afraid not! Replied the
Grand Master, I have received nothing from France! I have here a
pamphlet from Count Maccarthy-Levignac. It is three days old and
has already been read out at the sacred council. If anyone of you
gentlemen wants to take it and share it in the auberges, you are
welcome to do so.”

“I see!” said a knight who took
the pamphlet from the Grand Master’s hands and started reading it
avidly. “This is: The Political relations of the Order with
France. Bailli de Pennes had mentioned it to me.”

“It is an excellent report,”
said the Grand Master, “but I prefer the one entitled: Response
of M. de Mayer to M. Camus, it is more forceful and contains
more proof and better reasoning.”

“An excellent document,
Monseigneur, and our cause will triumph regardless of all our
enemies who may believe our days are over. Your Highness
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