The Grand Master

Malta, 1565

The old man stood perfectly erect on the battlements and looked out on the broad expanse of the sea, foam flecked and wind tossed.  His eye passed slowly over the myriad blues and greens of shore, shallows and deep and out to the horizon where the pale blue of the sky met the rich cerulean of the Mediterranean. The distant horizon rippled and surged with swells under a heavy breeze.  Slowly, almost imperceptibly, square shapes began to appear.  At the very edge of sight, he saw them, dark and tiny.  Enemy galleys, hundreds of them, in a broad arc filling the eastern edge of the visible sea.  The Turk had come to Malta at last.

Malta!  Last refuge and fortress of the ancient order of Knights known as the Hospitallers of Saint John.  For over four hundred years they had fought the enemies of Christian pilgrims, first in the Kingdom of Jerusalem, then along the Levant, and finally on the wide seas of the Western Mediterranean.  They had lost many knights and fortress after fortress in heroic battle against the infidel, and now on the battlements of their last citadel, they viewed an army of thirty thousand approach with the steady rise and dip of thousands of oars.

As shouts of warning echoed down from the towers to either side of him, the old man’s memory swept back in time.  He knew well the tempo of those oars.  Thirty years before, captured in battle, he endured twelve interminable months as a galley slave, bereft of friends and hope, brutally whipped by a ship’s master who knew the true status of the proud man shackled to the beam.  A knight of St. John, an officer, a high born nobleman, reduced to the pitiless existence of pull and strain under the incessant drum and ready whip
.  Only by the greatest chance was he rescued.  A passing ship of his order gave chase and overtook the ship he languished on, freeing him to serve the order as a knight again.  

Now at 71, that experience was just one of many in a lifetime spent in constant warfare against the Turk.  From the proud towers of Rhodes, to the unshielded sun of the African coast, to the broad expanse of sea he had fought the infidel in countless battles.  Silent and grim, hardened by fifty years warfare in armor, he waited patiently for what he knew would be his last battle.

The odds were long.  Forty thousand armed men approached the island.  Nearly seven thousand of them, his spies told him, were the dreaded Jannisaries, the elite military force that threatened the very existence of the Christian West.  Opposing so massive an enemy were only eight thousand able-bodied men in the four fortresses of the island.  Some were mercenary soldiery of various companies, others were the order’s novices and men at arms.  Many were mere peasants of the island, conscripted and trained in only the most rudimentary battle skills.

Of his own order, there remained only seven hundred knights.  Superbly trained, unquestionably loyal and disciplined, in the coming battle such qualities would ensure they would bear the brunt of the fighting, and suffer high casualties.  Would they be enough?  Would relief come in time?  

He steeled his heart.  This was the great battle of his life he reminded himself, in which the Cross and the Crescent would vie for final dominance of the island of Malta and the seas surrounding it.  He and his brothers would stand as the chosen warriors of Christ, defending this last fortress of the Christian West.  He would lead them to victory.  He must.  

Silently, Jean Parisot de la Valette, 48th Grand Master of the Noble Order of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem gazed out to sea, and waited.

The Knights of St. John


The Knights of the Hospital of St. John were one of three military orders to survive the fall of the Christian kingdoms of the Holy Land.  Along with the Teutonic Order and the Templers, the Knights Hospitaliers were established during the Crusades to protect and aid pilgrims on the way to the Holy Land.  Starting as a eleventh century Benedictine hospital dedicated to Saint John the Baptist, they were granted special protection by Pope Paschal II in 1113 as a both a military and medicinal order.  From that time they increasingly became embroiled in the Moslem-Christian conflict.  Over the long years of the Crusades, in addition to fostering the science of healing, they mastered the art of war.


After the fall of the last Christian strongholds of the Levant, the Knight Hospitaliers changed from a land-bound order to a dynamic military force that embraced the sea as the primary means of combating the scourge of Islam.  It was not a smooth transition.  Their first base of operations after 1291 was completely unsuitable.  The island of Cyprus had been nearly devoid of suitable naval stores since ancient times.  Within a few years they immigrated to the garden like island of Rhodes where the order was to occupy for the next 200 years.  At Rhodes the knights established their primary house of medicinal learning, and founded daughter chapters throughout the Mediterranean.  While the Byzantine Empire declined and abdicated their control of the sea lanes, the Knights of St. John began to operate as Christian corsairs, developing a raiding economy that funded their infrastructure.


For a time, the order prospered.  Raiding the Levantine and Egyptian coastal traffic, their superior seamanship allowed them to concentrate their tiny fleet at any point along the major traffic routes.  Throughout the era of Ottoman expansion in the Black Sea and Middle East, they continued to pose a thorny dilemma for the Sultans.  While the Turkish fleets outnumbered the Knights several fold, they could never trap the nimble Hospitalier galleys or best their larger galleons
.  Nor could they afford to waste an entire campaign season investing one of the most difficult fortresses in the Medieval world.  The cost of the Knight’s raiding, as galling as they were for the Ottomans to bear could not begin to cover the cost of any prospective campaign to take the island.   Even the Conqueror, Mehmet II failed despite a desperate siege in 1480.  The tenacious knights forced his army to lift the siege after an epic battle
.

In 1522, the great Suleyman himself set his sights on the fortress of the knights.  Massing an invincible army with over 100,000 troops supported by over 60,000 sappers, he invested the fortress.  But even after buying the treachery of the Knight’s Grand Chancellor, the siege cost Suleyman nearly half his army in a brutal, five month siege.  Frustrated, the Sultan offered the exhausted Knights a unique bargain:  surrender under full honors of war, and escape from Rhodes for all combatants.  Faced with the choice of utter defeat, the Knights took this remarkable gesture of honor and left Rhodes for good.  At the time, Suleyman congratulated himself on the elimination of such a stubborn foe.


For a time, it seemed he had.  Immediately after the great siege of Rhodes, the order seemed to falter.  Their entire network of chapter houses was unhinged by the loss of Rhodes.  For the next eight years, they petitioned many Christian states of the West for a new home.  Finally, in 1530, they were granted the tiny archipelago of Malta by the Emperor Charles V in exchange for single annual gift of a falcon for his aviary.  Additionally they were charged with the defense of the crucial but nearly untenable city of Tripoli on the North African coast.
  

Though thrice welcome in their destitute state, Malta was a far cry from the lush and strategically placed Rhodes.  Nearly barren of any sort of useable wood, and with only poor sandstone to improve the ancient and crumbling fortifications, it would take years of effort and tremendous outlay of wealth to create any semblance of defense.  Yet the knights threw themselves to the task.  Unbelievably, within twenty years, they had fortified the island, rebuilt their navy, and continued their mission of raiding the sea lanes of the Moslem world.  Once again, they began to trouble the Great Suleyman with their swift raids from the West.   Even the capture of Tripoli in 1551 failed to stop their incessant raiding and looting.  Finally, in 1564, Suleyman could stand it no more. Malta must be neutralized, and the order of St. John eliminated once and for all.  

The Turkish Preparations

By 1564, Suleyman was old.  At seventy, the vigor of youth had long since left his limbs.  Though his string of remarkable victories and titles were chanted at each audience with his ministers and all of Europe sent emissaries to his court at the Sublime Porte, he was anxious to extend his empire further.  But where to expand his rule?  The distance to the Alps, Caucasus, and Zagros mountain ranges limited his expansion west and east, and the location of loyal client states north or south left little room for conquest. With the duel stalemate of Hungary and Persia, only one route remained open for further expansion: the shores of the Mediterranean Sea.   

After the fall of Rhodes, the Ottoman navy was supreme in the Eastern Mediterranean.  Using this supremacy, through diplomatic or mercenary measures, Suleyman had established contact with pirate fleets of the North African coast and gradually began to expand Turkish operations to the West.  Free from the constant raiding of the Knights of Rhodes, the sea lanes from Africa and the Levant remained open for nearly two decades.  Gradually, however, the situation began to deteriorate.  

Sitting squarely astride the east-west trade routes and in the way of any future operations East of the Greek archipelago were the Knights of St. John.  For Suleyman, their continuous raiding was maddening.  Whereas their activity from Rhodes had been monitored and sometimes defeated, raids from the island of Malta was exasperatingly difficult to counter.  Too far for effective or timely communication by spies, they were yet perfectly sited to raid the coastal trade around Italy and the North-South links to Africa with little warning.  Despite the assistance given to the Barabary pirates in the taking of Tripoli in 1551, they still raided as far east as Egypt, capturing a significant portion of the rich trade between Cairo and Constantinople.
   

In early 1564 Suleyman announced his intention to conduct an operation to launch a campaign to destroy that “nest of vipers” garrisoning Malta.
  To lead his campaign, Suleyman had two commanders in mind.  His fleet was to be commanded by a young son-in-law, admiral-in-chief, Piale Pasha.  Another favorite, his old general Mustafa Pasha, would command the land force.  This division of responsibility was due to the Sultan’s inability to accompany the invasion force.  Age, gout, intrigues of the seraglio, and the length of the campaign all combined to make his leading this last campaign against his old enemy impossible.  Despite this vacuum in overall command, Suleyman felt his young admiral needed flexibility to exercise command of his own without encumbrance of the army commander.   Likewise, the Sultan felt that his old war horse, Mustafa Pasha, would chaff under the young man’s leadership, especially in terms of the land campaign.  In order to avoid the inevitable clash of wills at a critical juncture, Suleyman gave his guidance:  Mustafa would command the land forces and the ordering of the siege, but in terms of the fleet, Piale’s word was the word of the Sultan.  That, felt Suleyman, was all that was required.  Urging his commanders to look to each other as father and son, he promised to send a valued advisor, none other than the incomparable old corsair, Dragut Rais.

Eighty years young, the Greek born convert Dragut had raided the Christian coastlines of the Mediterranean for two generations.  His fleet was second only to the Knight’s in terms of fighting and sailing ability and his craftiness was legend.  With a much smaller force he had raided Malta fourteen years before and captured numerous slaves and booty from the smaller unprotected island of Gozo while investing the Knights in their fortifications on the main island.  Then he slipped away with few losses.  But despite his unlimited capacity as a man of war, he was also capable of great compassion.  It was Dragut who recognized an emaciated La Valette in the fetid gloom of a Turkish galley and secured for him slightly better conditions.  It was this rare blend of abilities that made him one of the most dynamic leaders of the age.  Sadly, he would meet his end in the coming battle.

Approach of the fleet

The fleet left the protected harbor of the Golden Horn in April of 1565, after the worst of the winter storms had passed.  Leading his fleet in a massive galley, Piale saluted his Sultan in a magnificent display of force.  Fully three hundred ships paraded by the walls of Constantinople.  The fleet carried fully 40,000 fighting men.  Not recorded n the Turkish accounts are the number of sailors, supernumeraries and camp followers, all drawn across the water by the ceaseless toil of innumerable galley slaves.  

Accounts are sketchy, but by the size of the land contingent, it is certain that the fleet numbered well over 200 war galleys in addition to about one hundred merchant vessels carrying all the supplies necessary for a long siege.  Guns of all caliber, cordage, cloth, tents, even wood since the island was nearly denuded of trees of any kind.  Horses, sails, shot for cannon and small arms, forge tools and cooking pots were all in abundance and efficiently stored.  Also carried was the unbelievable total of 6,000 tons of gunpowder.
   The Turkish armada sent to Malta outnumbered the great Spanish Armada of 1588 in nearly every category, to include the distance to it’s intended target.  But unlike the later Spanish enterprise, the Turkish fleet sailed not for simple conquest.  This was a campaign of annihilation.  

Only in days at sea did the later Armada exceed that of the Sultan’s fleet. As with all fleets of the Mediterranean, the Turks hugged the coastline for much of their journey.  South of the Dardenelles, Piale crossed the Aegean and rounded the Peleponesis and followed the coastline until across the Adriatic from Brindisi.  From there the fleet followed the boot of Italy, the western coast of Sicily and finally the last leg south to Malta, approaching the island from the Northwest.   On the 18th of May the first sail was sighted from the walls of the small fort of St Elmo.


La Valette must have wondered about the intentions of his enemy.  North of the Grand Harbor of Malta, separated by the rocky finger of Mount Sciberras was the only other protected deep-water harbor of the island.  Protecting the entrance of both inlets was the small fort of St Elmo, situated on the rocky outcropping and facing the entrance to both harbors.  Farther north, were the two wide bays of Mellieha and St. Paul.  Southward was the small inlet of Marsascirocco.  Both north and south inlets were possible anchorage sites for the Turkish Armada.  

For La Valette, the northern two bays posed the greatest danger.  Sited along any possible route to Italy, if they were occupied, all communication from the island would be infinitely more difficult.  It would also mean an overland assault that would destroy the inland walled city of Mdina, and leave only his twin towns of Senglea and Birgu, little fort St. Elmo and his citadel of St. Angelo alone on the island.  It was with some trepidation that he received reports that the entire armada was passing to the south of the island, past the anchorage of Marascirocco and continuing up the coast to the north.  

However, reports from cavalry patrols shadowing the armada reported that during the early morning hours, 20 large galleys separated from the main body, reversed their course and slowly made their way south under cover of darkness.  Each was towing a large sailing vessel.  La Valette understood the impact of such a maneuver and breathed easier.  The daytime move to the north was a feint.  The Turkish fleet would anchor at Marasasirocco in the south.  His message traffic to the North and his inland garrison of Mdina were safe for the time being.  

The Defenses


Once the landing was discovered, La Valette sent out his cavalry on pre-planned missions.   Up and down the coastline and overland to every farm and settlement his men roamed, throwing hemp, animal feces and whenever possible, whole carcasses into the wells of the island.  In the heat of the coming siege, water would be the commodity most valued by both sides.  La Valette also had his soldiers demolish all structures within sight of his forts and burned much of the standing crops in the area.   Centuries of experience in siege warfare served the knights well in preparing this last bastion of their order.


Sited on a hill near the center of the island was the ancient Roman capital of the island, the town of Mdina.  Here La Valette stationed his only cavalry and a small garrison under Chevalier Mesquita, Governor of the town.  An able commander, his garrison was calculated to only hold out as long as possible if besieged, or to facilitate communication between the main garrison and Sicily if left unguarded.  The defense of the island would be concentrated on the fortifications of Grand Harbor. 

The Grand Harbor defenses were constructed around the ancient towns of Birgu and Senglea.  Sited on two peninsulas reaching like fingers into the Harbor, they separated the southern shore of the harbor into three inlets or creeks.  French creek was to the West, and Kalkara was to the East with the central protected anchorage known as Dockyard creek.  On the Eastern finger of Birgu, the strongest fortress of the Knights was sited.  Known as the fort of Saint Angelo it formed the citadel of the entire fortification system.  With its cannon, it controlled the access into the Grand Harbor and served to anchor a huge chain boom that extended from its walls across the mouth of Dockyard Creek to the tip of Senglea.

On the landward side of the two towns were the bastions built by the order’s superb engineers.  Designed with every lesson learned from the fall of Rhodes and Charles VIII’s Italian Campaign in mind, they were only limited by the relatively poor building materials supplied from the island.  Protecting Senglea was the bastion or “Port” of St. Michael and protecting the more extensive width of Birgu’s peninsula was the massive Port of Castile, defended by the proud Spanish knights of the order.  

Sighted across the Grand Harbor, within cannon range was the massive plateau of Mount Sciberras.  This represented by far the greatest danger to the knights.   Cannon sighted on this promontory could range over nearly every part of the defenses, arching plunging fire that could devastate any mobile defense of the landward walls of the two towns.   In recognition of this, La Valette devised a unique means of re-enforcing both peninsulas of his fortifications.  Deep into Dockyard Creek he ordered the knights to construct a pontoon bridge of boats borrowed from the local fishermen.  Utilizing this bridge, he could rapidly transfer forces from one side to another as needed.  The bridge was situated in such a way as to make it extremely difficult to bring any cannon to bear upon it.  

But still Mount Sciberras posed a threat, as it did when the knights first landed on the island.  It was nearly solid rock and impossible to build any significant fortification across it to deny it to the enemy.  To protect the large promontory adequately, it would take years of construction and nearly all the manpower of the order to man the defenses.  In the end, all that could be built was a small fort on a low finger to guard the entrances north and south of the plateau (Marsamuscetto and the Grand Harbor) to the sea.  On this point, a small star-shaped fort had been constructed and was named Saint Elmo.

Designed to protect the seaward approaches only, Fort Saint Elmo was badly sited to withstand a land assault.  Defended by two bastions and a forward ravelin, it was completely dominated by the plateau of Mount Sciberras.  Any cannon sited there would completely sweep the interior of the fort and make any defense nearly impossible.  Yet the fort served as the only true defense of the two best anchorages on the island, and therefore was of significant value to the knights.  

The First Assault


On May 19, 1565, Mustafa Pasha began to disembark his advanced guard at the Marascirocco inlet on the island of Malta.  Cavalry patrols from Mdina under the command of Marshal de Copier screened the landings, reporting their progress.  Their instructions were to stay out of the range of handguns, but ready to charge and harass the enemy as needed.  As the landing progressed, Copier’s cavalry took several opportunities to bloody the enemy.  On the whole he was successful, but the result was inevitable.  Outnumbered by the 3000 man advance guard, he withdrew, and not without losses of his own.

In one such skirmish, two of his men were unhorsed by a single Janissary,  Mehmed ben Mustafa, and captured alive.
  The French knight Adrien de la Rivere and Bartolomeo Faraone, a Portuguese novice were bound and brought before Mustafa the next day as he disembarked his main force and began to unload his cannon, shot and powder.  On their knees before the 70-year-old Pasha, they heard their doom.  They would undergo excruciating torture until they revealed the weakest point of the walls before Birgu and Senglea.  Only then would they be allowed to die. 

As the prisoners were being led away, Mustafa’s advance guard had reached the outskirts of the fortress and was reconnoitering the upper end of the Grand Harbor known as the Marsa.  The sentries on the walls alerted the Grand Master but he held his forces against a sortie.  Silently, the soldiers on the wall watched the Turkish force as they skirted the Western end of Mt Sciberras.

But Mustafa was already well informed of nature of the Knight’s fortifications.  Renegades and spies posing as fishermen and traders had sent back detailed reports months ago to the Sultan on the strength and layout of the walls surrounding the towns.  Little was left undiscovered.  Every gun and embrasure, every tower and gate was carefully described and mapped out for Mustafa.

But still unknown was the interior weaknesses of the fortifications.  Where were the walls poorly supported?  Where was the most difficult place to defend?  Within eight hours, he had his answer.  Both prisoners had each cried out in anguish one word, “Castille”.  The port of Castille, in front of the town of Birgu.  Mustafa smiled, and ordered a hasty assault on the port of Castille at dawn of the next day.  Perhaps the walls could be carried in one rapid assault, especially if it were at a known weakpoint.

At dawn two days later, the main Turkish Army approached within sight of the walls of Birgu.  As the army approached, Mustafa had them deploy in full sight of the fortress to cow the defenders.  To the defenders, despite their military training, the 40,000 Turks must have seemed innumerable.  Their formations filled the skyline of the heights above the forts.  As they approached, Valette ordered his soldiers and knights to hold their fire until the very last.  Only by supreme fire discipline could this first assault demonstrate the strength of the untested defenses t his soldiers.  

With shouts from the Dervishes, the attackers ran down the last slope towards the Christian defenders.  Mustafa concentrated the full weight of his forces on the Port of Castile and eyed the assault intently.  Just as the first ladders were raised, a furious flash of hundreds of arquebursers blazed forth and the entire first wave melted away.  Simultaneously, the ports cannon flashed and the second wave’s ranks were suddenly creased with falling men.  Moving forward, the second and third waves met a similar fate at the base of Castille.

Mustafa was stunned, then enraged.  Hurriedly he ordered the assault halted and began to withdraw his men.  As the firing from the walls died down and the smoke cleared, nearly 800 of his assault force lay dying at the foot of the Port of Castille.  The knights had not lost a single man.  Angrily, Mustafa ordered his siege guns forward and for patrols to sweep inland for suitable wells and anything of value left unburned by the knights.  He also had the two courageous knights put to death.

Council of War

That evening, after the failed assault, Mustafa and Piale met to consider their future operations.  Mustafa favored a complete occupation of the island, reduction of the central town of Mdina and razing of the northern isle of Gozo in order to eliminate the chance of relief reaching the Knights.  Then the fortress could be besieged without interference.  

Piale objected.  First and foremost the Sultan’s fleet needed a safe anchorage for receiving supply ships and maintaining the fleet.  Hulls needed to be greased regularly, and the anchorage at Marsascirocco was completely inadequate.  Ships, he reminded Mustafa, were far more expensive than men.  Even the Janissary Corps would find it hard to continue to fight without the regular supply ships or galleys to guard them from any Christian relief fleet.  What was needed was the harbor of Marsamuscetto.  In order to have that, the small fort facing the sea on the tip of Mount Sciberras must be taken.

Mustafa was irritated.  This was madness, and should not even be considered in relation to the land campaign.  But he hesitated.  Piale was the younger less experienced man and therefore should yield to his wisdom, but he was also son-in-law to the Sultan and his word at court was worth far more than a mere general, and an old general at that.  The fort was small and surely would fall within days of any assault.  The delay would be minor, and as a small gain, the heights could be used to place batteries to shoot across the harbor at yet another section of walls. 

Reluctantly, against his better judgement, Mustafa relented.  He agreed to assault this small fort protecting the harbor, and promised Piale the anchorage his ships required.  That evening, orders went to the army commanders, the Santarma Fort, known to the Christians as Fort Saint Elmo.  

 would be attacked first. 

Within hours, as the siege trains began to make their way around the Marsa, a spy slipped through the Turkish lines and made his way to the besieged Christian towns.  Upon reaching the Grand Master, he reported all that he had heard while posing as a guard outside Mustafa’s tent.  The Grand Master was pleased with this news.  As long as Mdina and Gozo remained unmolested, the more opportunities for landing a relief force behind the Turks.  Likewise, until the towns of Birgu and Senglea fell, the island could not be taken.  Any delay would increase their chances of holding until the relieving force arrived.  Summoning his commanders, he began to develop a plan to make the Turks pay dearly for this small fort.

 Investing St. Elmo

Tiny St. Elmo braced for the attack.  From their vantage point at the end of the peninsula, the defenders watched as the Turks scaled the rocky hill with their artillery.  Huge culverins and bombards were painfully hauled by lowing oxen to the top and sited to fire down on the fort.  By the end of the 23rd of May, several batteries were sited and baskets of dirt were being carried by long lines of galley slaves to begin forming protective entrenchments on the rocky slope.  Sniper fire took the lives of some of these men, but the defenders had neither the range nor shot to spare on such targets.   The next morning, the bombardment began.   

Firing from first light, the Turkish gunners began the slow, inexorable pounding of St. Elmo to destroy the outworks, walls and hopefully even the hearts of the defenders.  St. Elmo, though a fairly modern structure, was designed with certain weaknesses evident.  Two bastions pointed towards the landward side and in front of these were two outworks, a ravelin
 joined by a fixed bridge, and a forward ditch and parapet that could be reached by a drawbridge.  Methodically, the cannon began to pulverize the limestone and sandstone fort with iron and stone shot.

Another menace made it’s appearance, possibly for the first time in history.  On the north side of the fort, facing the Marmuscetto bands of Turkish marksmen began to construct protective barricades of earth filled baskets and loose stone.  From these positions they began to target individual Christians along the northern parapets.  These snipers would soon make it nearly impossible for the defenders to raise their heads above the parapet for any amount of time.  Gradually, as the dust rose from each impact of cannon shot, and a spatter of small shot greeted each sentry on the northern walls, the casualties in the fort began to mount.

Throughout those first few days, Valette realized the supreme importance of St. Elmo.  It was the key to the entire siege.  If this small fort could only hold out as long as possible, the effort expended on it would reduce the capability of the enemy to destroy the remaining fortifications.  For every shot fired at St. Elmo, one less would be fired at his main defenses.  For each Janissary lost, one less would be available to attack Birgu and Senglea.  The Grand Master meant to extend the life of this small fort by any means possible.  His subordinate leaders reported the fort could last a week, perhaps eight days, even with reinforcements.  Valette felt it could be longer.

The Grand Master ordered cannon to be moved to allow harassing fire across the Grand harbor from St. Angelo.  Small though this was, any amount of fire to support St. Elmo would be welcomed.  He also arranged a nightly reinforcement of fresh men by boat under the cover of darkness to St. Elmo.  By this means, Valette kept the defenses of St. Elmo manned and ready.

Marshal De Copier was also active.  Raiding with his small cavalry force became an increasing harassment for Turkish movements in the rear of the siege.  Without warning, his horsemen would appear to slash and cut parties of laborers as they gathered earth for the Turkish siege lines or foraging parties sent out to scour the countryside.  Soon the Turks found that hundreds of well-armed soldiers were necessary to protect the smallest of labor parties.   Even then, the horsemen might mass to combat them. 

On the 27th of May, the lookouts on the walls of St. Angelo were surprised to see a lone sail approaching from the North.  By the cross on the sail, they identified it as one of their own.  Knight Commander St. Aubin had returned to run the gauntlet and attempt to reach the fort of St. Angelo.  Admiral Piale immediately ordered six galleys to pursue and capture the marauder.  St. Aubin immediately checked his attempt and turned to beat a hasty retreat against such long odds.  The Turks pursued, but slowly their numbers reduced as their exhausted crews could not keep pace with the nimbler galley of the knights.  Soon only one ship remained in the chase.  

This was the moment St. Aubin was waiting for.  With cat-like grace, the knight’s galley turned within it’s own length and charged back at the lone pursuer in a classic maneuver that had made the knights the most feared corsairs in the Mediterranean.  Now the hunter was the hunted.  The lone Turkish galley turned and fled from St. Aubin, barely making it back to the protection of the rest of the fleet and an enraged Piale before the Christians broke off the chase to the cheers of the besieged.  

Two days later, at dawn,  trumpets sounded in the dim gray light.  Valette and his staff climbed the walls to view north towards St. Elmo.  Shouts of command and the ring of steel on steel drifted over the early morning mist.  As the sun rose and the mist lifted, the Grand Master was treated to a rare sight;  Turkish troops in full retreat from the walls of St. Elmo.  Led by the Colonel Mas and the Chevalier de Medran, a full sortie had charged from the walls in a swirling dawn attack on the Turkish laborers who had been working all night to build the defensive works for the cannon.  As the knights’ attack fell on them, they panicked and the morning’s simple raid became a rout.

As the Turks recoiled up the slope of Mount Sciberras in full flight before the Christians, Mustafa was roused from his tent at the alarm.  Viewing the battlefield from his vantage point, he immediately grasped the situation and reacted promptly.   His order was succinct and immediate “Forward the Janissaries”.  His subordinate, the Aga of the Janissaries had anticipated the need and was already forming his elite soldiers to stand ready for his commander’s order.  When it came they marched forward, the streaming mass of fugitives parting to let them pass.

By this time the knights and their soldiery were flushed with success, yet winded by the morning’s exertions.  They had succeeded far beyond expectation and had over extended their sortie.  At this moment the ordered ranks of the Janissaries fell on their van in a disciplined assault.  Like a wave they overwhelmed the thin line of the Christians and began to regain the forward slope overlooking St. Elmo.  

Colonel Mas ordered a retreat to the fort and the knights hastily began to stream over the drawbridge under the cover of their guns.  With the smoke from the discharge the battle was obscured to the eager eyes of the observers on St. Angelo.  It wasn’t until noon that the gentle breeze dissipated the cloud to reveal a startling sight.  A single flag emblazoned with a crescent stood fluttering over the outer breast works of St. Elmo.   The Janissaries had not only regained the ground lost but had seized the outer works of the fort and gained a supreme advantage over the defenders.  With the higher breastworks of the outer ditch in their hands, the interior of the small fort could now come under fire.  The morning’s successful sortie had come to naught.

The Corsair

The next morning, the entire Turkish fleet appeared south of the promontory known as “Gallows’s Point” at the entrance to the Grand Harbor and stood in towards the walls of St. Elmo.  As they came within range, each ship in turn fired a salvo towards the Christians and veered off.  It was an impressive looking attack, but the Turkish gunnery left much to be desired.  Many of the cannonballs overshot the fort and fell among the ranks of the Turks on the far side.  But the attack was purely for show, and not effect.  Within a few minutes of the assault beginning, new sails appeared from the southeast.  Dragut Rais had arrived.

In the late spring, the Sultan had summoned the old corsair to assist in the siege.  The ancient admiral was the most experienced seaman of the age.  He had mastered gunnery in his youth in the Mamaluke armies of Egypt, rose in rank and prestige as a young man when drawn to the sea and the life of a corsair and eventually served as a lieutenant to the great pirate Barbarossa
 himself.  His dynamic leadership style had long since earned him the title of “The Drawn Sword of Islam” and he was perhaps the most experienced Muslim soldier and sailor in the Mediterranean.
  He was jovial, amazingly spry at age eighty, and was the master of both men and weapons of war at land and on the sea.  He was also perhaps the only man short of the Sultan himself who could gain the respect of both Piale and Mustafa and advise them both in the proper conduct of the siege.  Suleyman trusted him implicitly, and his arrival meant the greatest danger to the Knights was at hand.

For his part, Valette was well aware of whose ships were approaching.  He had been expecting the arrival since the beginning of the Turkish invasion.  Spies, runaways and captured prisoners had all confirmed the daily expectation of Dragut’s arrival.  This turn of events would herald a renewed increase in activity in the Turkish camp.  A wise and stable hand would now direct the attacks of the Turks.  Now was the critical time for the defenders of St. Elmo to hold their post to the utmost limit of their endurance.

Immediately upon his arrival at the tent of Mustafa, Dragut asked for a council of war with both Mustafa and Piale.  He had witnessed enough of the preparations and conduct of the siege as he made his way to the General’s tent to decide that what was needed most was his direct leadership and action.  Upon being greeted by Mustafa, and having the Sultan’s letter announcing that Dragut’s “advice” would carry the weight of the Sultan’s own words, a messenger approached Mustafa with word of a skirmish that morning.  Four hundred Jannisaries had been ambushed and killed by a cavalry force out of Mdina while the Turks were rooting out peasants in the eastern hills.  Scowling, Dragut curtly asked Mustafa and Piale to step inside.  

Dragut’s questions once inside the expanse of the tent were rapid fire and direct.  Why hadn’t Gozo and Mdina been secured prior to beginning the siege proper?  Why wasn’t the rest of the island subdued first?  Why in the name of Allah was this small fort being invested so while the main fortifications were all but ignored?  Mustafa was silent, stung by the old man’s words that mirrored his own misgivings.  In the uncomfortable pause, Piale broke the silence.  He explained his desire to save the fleet and the need for a protected harbor on the eastern side of the island.  Besides, he stated, the Chief Engineer had assured them all that the small fort would last only four days, five at the most.  

Dragut listened to their reasoning quietly and without emotion.  The Chief Engineer reported the weaknesses of the fort and the advantages of the cannon batteries overlooking it from Mount Sciberras.  As the old corsair listened intently, he decided his course of action.  “It is a thousand pities that this little fort was ever invested, but now that it has, we must make the best of it.”  He reasoned that withdrawal would grant too much of a morale advantage to the Christians and far too much damage to the morale of the Turks.  

The month of May had drawn to a close, and in the early June daytime temperature on the island began to reach into the high 80s.  In the rising heat and dust, cannon were dragged to the enclosing arms of the harbor.  Several batteries of ships’ culverins were sited at Gallows’s Point on the southern arm of the harbor and at Tinge point on the north.  From two days after the arrival of Dragut, the intensity of the bombardment on St Elmo effectively doubled, with shot falling from every possible point of land in range of the walls.  From both east and west it was now invested in a ring of fired stone and iron shot, blasting the walls to dust under the heat of the unlidded eye of the sun from dawn to dusk.

Dragut spent his next few days and nights among the guns.  Shunning the luxury of the silk-lined campaign tent, he reasoned he was most needed directing the fire of the weapons he loved so well.  Bedding down with his gunners on Tinge Point, the old man was content.  All would be well, once the guns had done their damage.  
Siege within a siege
On the 3rd of June, the feast of St. Elmo, Dragut’s final battery was placed in position on Tinge point, completing the last portion of the ring of fire around the beleaguered fort. During the first week of June, the Turks fired from 6000 to 7000 cannon balls per day into the crumbling masonry of St. Elmo.  One soldier who witnessed it from the walls of St. Angelo described it as “like a volcano in eruption”
.  During the day, no movement was possible inside the fort, owing to the intensity of the bombardment and the skill of Turkish snipers. Only at night was it possible to relieve the men on the walls and forward positions on the ravelin.  

It was also under cover of night that Valette ferried fresh soldiers and supplies to St. Elmo and evacuated the days wounded to the hospital in the dungeon of St. Angelo. In this way he was able to prolong the life of St. Elmo.  The Grand Master realized that when St. Elmo fell the Turkish guns would then be turned on the walls of the main fortifications.  One of his greatest fears was that his soldiers guarding the tiny fort would lose heart.  That would mean the end of St. Elmo and the beginning of the end for the Knights of Malta.

Possibly the debilitating effect of this bombardment and the exhaustion of the fort’s garrison can explain what happened next.  In the early light of 4 June, a party of Turkish sappers crept close to a breach in the ravelin outwork of St. Elmo and realized with start that the Christians guarding it were all asleep!  Whether the roving sentry was killed by a sniper or had fallen asleep was unknown, but within minutes the Janissary Aga was notified and an assault force was hastily mobilized.  Silently they crept forward, and scaled over the walls to attack the sleeping Christians. 

In an instant, all was confusion and chaos.  The defenders were overwhelmed and submerged in a tide of white turbaned Janissaries.  Only a couple of defenders survived to retreat across the plank bridge to the main walls of the fort.  The Turks were at their heels and stormed the main walls with scaling ladders and ropes.  The advanced guard was followed by the main body of Janissaries formed by the alert Aga immediately after the advanced guard was sent forward.  

As the Knights in St. Elmo were roused, the small guns on the fort came to life and huge rents were blasted into the Turkish ranks.  For a short time, they succeeded in halting the assault, until slowly, inexplicably, their fire began to slacken.  The guns on the wall had run out of ammunition and powder.  The knight responsible for the re-supply of the guns lay dying with a sharpshooter’s ball in his chest.  The Turkish assault surged again up the main walls.

At this point the Knights unleashed their last defense of the walls; pyrotechnics.  Wildfire, trumps and hoops were all thrown onto the Turkish attackers with deadly effect.  Wildfire was the name given to naphtha filled clay pots and capped with paper with sulfur-soaked twine fuses similar to the “Greek Fire” of antiquity.  Upon lighting the fuse, a soldier could easily throw the pot 20 to 30 yards whereupon it would break and ignite the fuel.  Trumps were larger, hollowed out tubes of wood or light metal, filled with more flammable liquid and connected to long poles for easy handling.  Hoops were La Valette’s own invention consisting of a hoop of wood, soaked in naphtha, covered in several layers of cloth dusted with gunpowder.  Upon ignition, the hoop would be raised by tongs and lofted over the walls on attackers, entangling weapons and limbs of two or three soldiers at a time.  

Against the Turkish soldiery, clothed in their long robes, the effect of these weapons was devastating.  Burning men flailed wildly, igniting their neighbors and the stench of burning flesh wafted over the walls as the defenders were finally able to get powder and shot to their guns.  These they turned on the panicking Turks at the foot of the walls and let loose a murderous volley.  The first assault on St. Elmo was broken.   Mustafa ordered a halt to the attack.  The ravelin itself was worth far more than the loss of the thousand men sprawled at the foot of the walls.  Now batteries could be drawn forward and the interior of the fort could be brought under fire from their own ravelin.  Surely the fort could not last much longer.

On the defense, 10 Knights and 70 soldiers were dead, but the loss of the ravelin was a blow to the defenders that could not easily be assuaged by the ratio of casualties.  The next day, their worst fears were realized.  During the night, Turkish sappers had begun to raise the outworks to allow a firing platform for cannon dragged from the crest of Mount Sciberras.  Now no one could stand above the parapet of St. Elmo for more than a moment and the Turkish guns would seemingly make short work of the walls of the fort.  The defenders braced for another assault.

Day by day the bombardment continued.  The Turks continued to raise the ramp overlooking the fort and began to fill the ditch in between.  Night by night the defenders were relieved by boat from St. Angelo.  Up to 100 soldiers per night were being ferried across the harbor and the broken bodies of the wounded evacuated.  Even with these nightly infusions of fresh troops, morale in the fort plummeted.   

On the 7th of June another furious assault began after an intense bombardment in which the landward walls were breached in several places.  Still the defenders met the advancing Turks at the breaches and after a flurry of trumps and hoops, held their ground.  Mustafa ordered a retreat, and immediately intensified the bombardment, wreathing the fort in smoke and dust from thousands of shot pummeling the walls.  Due to the fire no movement was possible for any of the garrison until nightfall.  Men manned the walls without food or water and desperately waited for the sun to make its way slowly across the sky.  Throughout the rest of that day and the next the garrison huddled under the walls as the relentless cannonade continued. 

The letter

Just before midnight, on the 8th of June, the Grand Master received a sealed letter from the Knights defending fort of St Elmo.  It contained a remarkable message.

Most Illustrious and Very Reverend Monsignor,

When the Turks landed here, Your Highness ordered all of us Knights here present, to come and defend this Fortress.  This we did with the greatest of good heart, and up to now all that we could do, has been done.  Your Highness knows this, and that we never spared ourselves fatigue or danger.  But now the enemy has reduced us to such a state that we can neither make any effort on them, nor can we defend ourselves (since they hold the ravelin and the ditch).  They have also made a bridge and steps up to our ramparts, and have mined under the walls so that we hourly expect to be blown up.  The ravelin itself they have enlarged so much, that one cannot stand at one’s post without being killed.  One cannot place sentries to keep and eye on the enemy since within minutes of being posted they are shot dead by snipers.  We are in such straits that we can no longer use the open space in the center of the fort.  Several of our men have already been killed there, and we have no shelter except the chapel itself.  Our troops are down at heart and even their officers cannot make them any more take up their station on the walls.  Convinced that the fort will surely fall, they are preparing to save themselves by swimming to safety.  Since we can no longer efficiently carry out the duties of our Order, we are determined – if Your Highness does not send boats tonight so that we can withdraw – to sally forth and die as Knights should.  Do not send further reinforcements, since they are no more than dead men.  This is the most determined resolution of all those whose signatures Your Most Illustrious Highness can read below.  We further inform Your Highness that Turkish galliots have been active off the end of the point.  And so, with this our intention, we kiss your hands, and of this letter we have taken a copy.

St. Elmo, dated the 8th of June, 1565.

It was signed by 53 Knights of the order.

This was not cowardice.  No one doubted the fidelity of the defenders, least of all the Grand Master.  These were men driven to the extremes of fatigue and despair fighting what seemed to be a hopeless battle against the inevitable.  What they were asking for was permission to die within their ideal of honor as knights, and not by inches in the interminable defense of a crumbling fort.

But the Grand Master’s plan called for exactly that.  Every day the Turk spent investing St. Elmo was one less more his main defenses would survive unscathed.  What he needed was a means to inspire his men to continue their impossible struggle as long as humanly possible.  After sending over three trusted subordinates to see the fort’s condition firsthand, he waited until they returned the next night to report.  Their outlook was little better than the Knights defending the fort, but they all felt the fort could hold out a few more days.  They did state that the senior commanders, Le Mas and Miranda had no part in the letter.  It seemed to consist of only the younger Knights.

One of the commissioners, a Neapolitan by the name of Caristriota went so far as to offer to raise a force of men to replace the garrison, if the Grand Master so desired.  The Grand Master bade him to try, and within an hour, he reported back that 600 of his men were ready to embark.  Valette acknowledged the Knight, sent him back to his men, and sat down to compose his reply.

A volunteer force has been raised under the command of Chevalier Constantino Casriota.  Your petition to leave St. Elmo for the safety of Birgu is now granted.  This evening, as soon as the relieving force has landed, you may take the boats back.  Return, my Brethren, to the Convent and to Birgu, where you will find more security.  For my part, I shall feel more confident when I know that the fort – upon which the safety of the island so greatly depends – is held by men whom I can trust implicitly.

It was a masterful use of psychology.  It displays the exemplary leadership of Valette in a manner that marks him as one of the great captains of history.  No words of anger or strident reminders of their duty could have possibly stung the pride of the defenders of St Elmo as much as Valette’s simple message.  By offering them apparent mercy, his sarcasm in the last line struck just the right cord to steel their hearts against any failure of morale.  The realization that any evacuation would mean dishonor for the rest of their lives hit them like a blow.  

Within minutes of the letter being read, the defenders of St Elmo were all clamoring to stay and fight.  Another letter was hastily drafted begging the Grand Master not to relieve them.  They would stay and defend St Elmo to the last even if it were only a few more days.  

The fall of St. Elmo

In the early morning of June 10th, De Copier and his horsemen struck again.  This time it was the lone battery way out on Gallows point overlooking St. Elmo. Skirting around the coastline around the mass of the Turkish army they came out of the sunrise and rode down among the gunners and powder bearers in a slashing raid that brought cheers from the eastern walls of Birgu.  Within a few minutes they had overrun the battery and put to the sword all within reach of their horses.  As the Turks mustered a counterattack force, De Copier melted away once again, using his speed to outdistance the pursuit.  A minor raid, but it meant no salvos on St. Elmo from Gallows point until the afternoon and contributed to the morale of the besieged.

The Janissary Aga gathered his troops out of sight of the defense and addressed them.  At Dragut’s recommendation a new tactic was to be employed on St. Elmo: There would be a night assault.  It was to be directed at the wide breach on the Southwest portion of the landward walls. To them would fall the honor of taking the infidel’s little fort, the Aga exhorted.  Glory and renown awaited the first man into the fort proper.  As the sun set, the troops were silently moved into position.

As soon as it was full dark, the defenders saw a line of fire begin to advance on the fort.  Torches, held high by the enemy numbered in the thousands as the Turks assaulted over the ditch to the main walls of the fortress.  This time, it was not only the Knights with incendiary weapons.  The leading ranks of the Janissaries carried firepots of their own, and these were thrown over the walls with terrible effect.  Time and again both sides guns fired into the gloom at vague shadows outlined by torchlight.  The walls became a incredible vision of brilliant flashes followed by pitch darkness as hundreds of men were locked in hand to hand struggle on the crest of the breach. 

Time and again the Turks rallied and charged.  Amid the flash and flames the Christians threw them back.  The contest lasted until near dawn, when Mustafa, frustrated at the lack of progress, called off the attack.  As the sun rose, another 1500 Turks and 200 Christians lay dead and dying below and on the battlements of St. Elmo.  Almost as soon as the sun rose, the bombardment began again, as the exhausted defenders tried to tend to the wounded and re-establish the defense.  St. Elmo had held for another day.

Three more days of steady bombardment continued.  Dragut led another landing on Gallows Point, this time with adequate troops to guard the landward approaches against cavalry.  By the 13th, their weight began to be felt by the fort. St. Elmo was once again in a ring of fire.

On the evening of the 14th a Greek-speaking Turk approached the walls and called out to the defenders to give themselves up and the Turkish Commander in Chief would provide them safe passage to any who wished to leave.  By his beard and tombs of his ancestors, no one would be molested and all care would be given to the wounded.  But surrender their fort and they would all live.

Had this offer come six days earlier, it might have had the effect Mustafa desired, at least among some of the men at arms.  But after Valette’s reply and the subsequent defense of the last week, the herald was lucky to escape with his life as he was answered with a shower of shot.

Throughout the next day, small raids were launched in amongst the bombardment as the Turks felt their prize was within reach.  Exhausted, the defenders were kept ready at all moments of the day to repel assaults.  On the 16th another overwhelming assault was launched, this time with over 4000 arquebursers firing almost continually until the Turks reached the crest of the breach.  Still the Knights met them head on and threw back each assault with desperate fury.  After over ten hours of continuous assault, the attackers withdrew in exhaustion, leaving another 1200 men in the ditch.  150 defenders were lost in the defense.  Incredibly, against all odds, St. Elmo was still alive.

In a council of war held in Mustafa’s tent the next day, Dragut proposed a screen be raised on the shores facing St. Angelo to both hide their movements and to protect arquebursers who could fire upon the boats that nightly brought reinforcements to St. Elmo.  Stop the flow of reinforcements and St. Elmo would surely fall within a day or two.  It was to be his last council.  

The next day, as he and Mustafa were inspecting a battery on Mount Sciberras, a chance shot fired from St. Angelo struck nearby, showering the party with rock and metal.  Mustafa was unharmed, but a large splinter of rock struck Dragut just over his left ear, causing profuse bleeding from his ear, nose and mouth, and knocking him unconscious.  Mustafa feared the worst, but upon further inspection, the old man still clung to life. He hurriedly covered the old man with his cloak and had him evacuated from the spot.  Minutes later, the Aga of the Janissaries was also killed by a shot from St. Angelo.  Within a span of five minutes, the Turkish high command had lost two key leaders.  News of this spread like wildfire among the Turkish ranks.  

Two days of raids and minor assaults followed, with the arquebursers and cannon on Gallows Point beginning to have their effect on the nightly reinforcements.  More and more men were being killed on the passage across the harbor.  Valette finally heeded a plea from St. Elmo for him to halt the reinforcements. After 29 days of continuous bombardment and assault, the little fort that was expected to hold out for only “three or four days” was finally alone.

On June 22, the Janissaries again launched an all out assault after a punishing bombardment.  Six hours were spent in desperate back and forth combat on the crumbled walls of St. Elmo.  When the attackers finally withdrew, the watchers on the walls of St. Angelo were astounded to hear a ragged cheer from their brethren across the harbor.  It was feared the fort had fallen to the overwhelming assault of that day.  But it was a hollow victory.  Fully half of the remaining garrison had been lost, and few of the survivors were without hurt.  Many of them suffering from ghastly wounds.  

That night, the defenders marshaled even the gravely wounded, handing out weapons to each man who could hold them.  Many of the knights, unable to stand, asked to be strapped to chairs behind the battlements and given swords to fight in preparation for the final assault that was sure to come at the dawn.  The two chaplains of the garrison set about burning the papers and perishables still held in the chapel.  All valuables were hidden away under the flagstones of the nave, and as a final message to their brother knights across the harbor, they solemnly rang the small bell of the chapel.

In the early dawn of the next day, the ships of Piale’s fleet made their appearance, closing in on the walls of the fort to point blank range to shower the walls with their bow chasers.  On the slopes of Mount Sciberras above the fort were mustered over 7000 assault troops.  Facing them inside the tiny fort were less than 150 wounded, exhausted and desperate men.  At the signal, the entire force moved forward towards St. Elmo for the last time.

The attack seemed to the watchers across the harbor on St Angelo like a huge wave of the sea breaking over and engulfing St. Elmo.  The white turbans of the Janissaries could be seen breaking through the breaches that had stood for so long against them.  Unbelievably, even now, the attack seemed to waiver.  A last counterattack of the defenders had momentarily snubbed the assault.  The defenders still held, if only for a few minutes here at the last.  The minutes stretched to nearly an hour of constant battling by the gallant defense until at last the wave crested and crashed into the fort, flowing in from all openings.  St. Elmo had fallen at last, after 31 days of siege.    


Later that day, Mustafa entered the fort across the last makeshift bridge that spanned the reeking ditch where thousands of corpses lay rotting in the heat.  He viewed the incredible destruction of the fort that had defied him for over a month and the twisted bodies of the Knights that held the best forces of Islam at bay with fire, steel and raw courage.  A messenger reached him there to bring him news that according to his orders, Dragut had been informed of the fall of the fort.  The old corsair had smiled, and then quietly died some minutes later.

Mustafa Pasha listened to the report with little emotion as he stood staring out towards the imposing battlements of St. Angelo and the two fortified towns across the harbor.  He had lost nearly 8000 of his best soldiers, nearly a quarter of his invasion force, and a precious month taking a small fort that should have only lasted a few days.  Suddenly he cried out in bitter frustration,  “Oh Allah!  If this small son has cost us so dear, what price shall we have to pay for so large a father?”

Continuing the Siege

Only three men survived the fall of St. Elmo.  These were three Maltese soldiers who threw themselves into the water at the last moment and swam for the far shore, dodging bullets by swimming great distances under water.  It was they who brought the story of the last days of St. Elmo to the rest of the garrison.  Of the Knights and men at arms who were fought in the final stand, only nine were known to have been captured alive.  Of these, none survived the day, either being killed by the Turks or dying of wounds already received. 

On the 24th of June, the Turkish fleet began to pass by the walls of St. Elmo and enter the port of Marsamucetto on the far side of Mount Sciberras.  Their masts were seen passing the headland and disappearing behind the bulk of the hill.  The guns of St. Angelo were powerless to stop them, being at the furthest limit of their range.  

Later in the day, the Turks were seen placing wooden forms in the waters under the walls of St. Elmo, waiting for the afternoon tide that would bring them drifting towards the Christians.  As they approached, men could see what they were.  They were the headless corpses of the Knights found among the dead of St. Elmo, nailed to rough wooden crosses in a parody of the Crucifixion of the Christian faith.  This enraged the men on the walls, and this insult was deemed by Valette too much to be born without a reply.  His answer was reminiscent of the answer of Constantine at the Siege of Constantinople in 1453.  Valette ordered some of the Turkish galley to be brought up to the walls of St. Angelo.  Since the fleet was not useful in the present siege, they had been employed as laborers at several points in the defense of the two towns.  Now they served another purpose.  In full view of the Turks he had these unfortunates beheaded and their heads fired towards the Turks on Mount Sciberras in defiance of the Turkish insult.  The bloody trunks were unceremoniously dropped into the harbor from the walls.

The next few days of the siege consisted of repositioning the Turkish batteries for the continuation of the siege on Birgu and Senglea.  Those cannon on Sciberras and Gallows point were turned towards the head of Senglea and St. Angelo and along the eastern face of Birgu.  Other cannon were taken from Tinghe point and on the far slope of Sciberras and slowly dragged the long miles around to face the two major defenses across the peninsulas of the towns.  In front of Senglea was the “port” or bastion of St. Michael.  In front of Birgu was the imposing port of Castille, scene of the first assault on the towns.  These were now to become the primary targets of Mustafa’s imposing artillery.

On the 29th of June, Valette learned that a small relief force from Sicily had landed in secret first on Gozo, then later in the day on the Western coast within sight of Mdina.  600 Spanish soldiers, led by Chevalier de Robles with 60 Knights, and 50 gunners adroitly avoided Turkish patrols.  Messages were exchanged and it was decided to sneak the force into the besieged fortress that night.  By the most fortuitous luck, a rare southeastern wind brought a humid mist that evening and the nearly 700 men were able to circle around the entire Turkish army to the barren neck of the creek separating Birgu from Gallows point.  Here they signaled waiting boats under the walls of Birgu and they were rapidly transferred while De Copier’s horsemen screened their boarding.  

It was an unqualified success, announced to the Turks the next morning with cheers from the walls and a display of the banners carried by the relief force.  Mustafa was enraged when he discovered what had happened.  It may have been because of this that Mustafa made his last attempt at negotiation.  It seems remarkable after St. Elmo and the mutilation of prisoners on both sides, but Mustafa sent a trusted Greek slave forward with a message for the Knights.  Blindfolded, the man was brought before Valette, where he gave his message.  It was the same as the offer 33 years before at Rhodes:  Surrender the island fortifications and towns and depart in peace.

Valette’s answer was immediate.  “Take him out and hang him from the walls.”  Hearing this, the messenger became distraught and fell to his knees, begging to be spared.  He was a slave, said the man, captured as a boy and forced to serve his master.  He wept pitifully as he pled for his life to be spared.  No doubt, the effect on the herald was exactly as Valette desired.  He ordered the man’s eyes bandaged again, and accompanied him to the walls.  When they were sited on the port of Castille, he had the man’s eyes uncovered.  Looking over the imposing walls from that high vantagepoint, the Grand Master pointed to the ditch in front of the fortress. 

“Tell your master, slave.” Said Valette; “There lies the land which he may have for his own.  Provided only that he first fills it with the bodies of his Janissaries.”

The Defense of Senglea

As the sun rose on an early July morning, the alarm was sounded from St. Angelo.  When the Grand Master reached the battlements, he was directed by the officer of the watch to look at the western end of Mount Sciberras.  There in the morning light stood a warship on land.  Hauled by oxen and slaves, a Turkish galley had crested the ridge between the Marsamucetta and the Grand Harbor and was beginning to slide downslope towards the Marsa.  More were being hauled behind it.  Mustafa had mobilized the entire fleet’s slave manpower and all the oxen that could be spared from moving the siege guns.  Within two days, 40 galliots lined the western end of the Marsa with more being transported every day. Valette realized immediately their impact.  As the land assault drew his reserves to man St. Michael and Castille, an attack could reach any part of Senglea the enemy desired.  St. Angelo’s guns would be powerless to stop them.  His main firepower had effectively been outflanked and nullified in the coming battle, and it would take a miracle to find another such advantage.
 

The Grand Master’s assessment was confirmed the next day by a Greek deserter named Lascaris who had overheard the entire plan from Mustafa’s council of war in which Dragut had recommended dragging the ships overland.  Valette decided on his countermeasure.  He proposed a “Staccadio” or several rows of sharpened stakes fitted with iron rings, through which interlocking chains could be passed and anchored.  Close enough to impede any disembarkation from boats, and yet far enough to stretch the length of the peninsula, the stakes would number in the thousands, and the length of chain required would span the length of Senglea more than five times.
  

Incredibly, on an island almost bereft of wood, and from two towns almost entirely of stone buildings, enough materials were found to complete the work.  Even more remarkable, the entire work was nearly half completed in the three days it took Mustafa to transport his fleet into the Marsa using only the hours of darkness, as Turkish firing began to impede any attempts to work on the defenses during the day.  Within seven days, it was over 80 percent completed.  Valette had mobilized nearly the entire civilian population to assist as many men he dared to spare from the defenses to work his miracle, even having enough for a shorter length of Staccadio on the eastern shore of Birgu, in the area that could not be covered by the guns of St. Angelo.  

Mustafa could not believe his eyes each morning as he gazed in wonder at the work completed by the Christians the previous night.  Exhorting his subordinate commanders to speed their own preparations he ordered the bombardment of St. Michael and Castille to begin.  He also ordered the batteries on Sciberras to bombard both the tip of Senglea and the upper battlements of St. Angelo.  Even Gallow’s point’s guns began firing on the eastern shore of Birgu.  The two towns were encircled in an even larger ring of fire than St. Elmo endured.  Added to the barrage were picked companies of arquebursers who swept the battlements of St. Michael and Castille from behind baskets of earth.  Soon no man could stand and look out from the southern walls and live for long.

On the seventh of July, Mustafa attempted to break down the palisades along Senglea.  With a picked body of Turkish and Greek swimmers armed with hatchets, they swam the few hundred yards towards the stakes.  As they approached the stakes and began to hack at them, the commander of Senglea called for volunteers among the Maltese villagers.  Raised at the water’s edge, the Maltese were strong swimmers at an early age.  So began one of the celebrated battles of the siege, the hand to hand combat in the water beneath the walls of Senglea.  Turkish hatchets against short stabbing knives and daggers of the Maltese in and around the Marsa, between the chains and stakes erected only the night before.  

It lasted only a few minutes, and the better swimming Maltese prevailed.  The Turks were soon in full retreat, all thought of destroying the palisade forgotten as they swam back across the Marsa, leaving half their number floating dead.  The Maltese began to repair the damage amid the cheers of the garrison. 

The next day, Mustafa tried again.  This time he launched small boats under covering fire from several galliots, all dragging ship’s cables to attach to the stakes.  Across on the Turkish shore stood gangs of slaves and oxen ready to pull the palisades out once they were attached.  Again, the Knights relied on the Maltese, with covering fire from the order’s arquebursers against the galliots.  Once the cables were attached and the boats retreated, the Maltese ran forward into the water to hack at the taunt cables just as they began to rise out of the water.  This second attempt to destroy the palisade failed as well.

The bombardment continued, and the walls of Senglea began to crumble under the pounding shot.  Several large breaches appeared in the smaller walls along the Marsa.  Valette began to order his defenses.  With Mustafa’s concentration on Senglea, it wasn’t difficult to anticipate where the Turks would attack first.  Senglea was by far the weaker of the two peninsulas.  Even with the palisade, and the imposing strength of St. Michael’s bastion, the shore was still vulnerable once his men were engaged on the southern walls.  Even his bridge of boats would only allow a redistribution of men at a slow rate to any danger.  Such reinforcements, if mistimed, would lead to the disastrous situation of his reserve being committed to an immediate danger and being out of position for a future one.  The commitment of the reserve would be the key to his defense.

The Second Assault

Hassem Pasha, beylerbeyi of Cezayir Garp, son-in-law of the illustrious Dragut, arrived from Algiers with 25 galleys of reinforcements for Mustafa.  He listened in disbelief of the assaults on St. Elmo.  He could not understand how the fort could have possibly held out for as long as it did.  He made it abundantly clear that it was his opinion that the fault must have been in the soldiery committed in the attack.  He begged Mustafa to allow his Algerians the honor of the first assault on Senglea.  He would lead the landward assault on St. Michael, and his lieutenant Candelissa would lead the attack over the water.  

Mustafa, stung by the young man’s disparaging remarks, was more than ready to let him experience the defense of the Christian Knights.  The old general set the date of the first attack for the morning of July 15.  During the night, Turkish galliots crept down the Marsa until they were just across the narrowest stretch of water. In the predawn light, they set out across the water with nearly 1500 men aboard.  As they neared the line of stakes they suddenly increased their speed to ram while galliots on the flanks peppered the walls with shot from their bow guns.  With splintering impact the boats hit the palisade, and halted.  Valette’s improvised staccadio held fast.  The walls of Senglea erupted in a furious volley of fire from the Knights, but by an incredible chance, the large mortars that could have destroyed the small flotilla remained silent.  The men manning them had been killed in the first volley from Candelissa’s ships.  Under fire, the Algerians disembarked into neck deep water and struggled to shore through the stakes and chains.  Slowed, but not defeated, they began to scale the breaches blown down by the cannonade of the previous week.

At this moment, the landward assault began.  Racing down the heights overlooking St. Michael, the densely packed ranks of the Africans seemed like a landslide.  With cannon bombarding all the way up to the last moment, the defenders held their fire until the Algerians reached the walls.  Then, in an instant reminiscent of Mustafa’s first assault in May, hundreds of muskets flashed a volley, spewing death among the densely packed ranks massed beneath the walls. The front ranks of the Algerians simply melted away.  Still they came on, their rush redoubled with covering fire from the rear ranks.  Slowly, the Africans began to gain ground.  Suddenly, there was a roaring explosion to the rear of St. Michael.  A floating spark from the arquebursers had ignited stored powder at the base of the seaward walls.  The curtain wall shattered outward and slid down into the water, forming a wide breach towards the beach.  

Candelissa, seeing the breach open to his right, instantly took advantage of the opportunity and directed his men along the walls towards the opening.  The Turkish banners rose up the newly formed slope of shattered stone.  There they were met by a handful of men under Fra Roberto, an ecclesiastic brother of the order, unarmored in his plain brown robe.  He had been nearby, attending the wounded when the breach was blown open.  Reacting quickly he took charge of the all the men nearby, seized a pike, and met the Turks head on at the crest of the breach.  The commander of St. Michael, Marshal Zanoguerra arrived a moment later with a few troops from the landward and together the priest and the officer stalled Candelissa’s attack and forced them back to the shore.  

At that moment of triumph, with the fight for St. Michael in the balance, a chance musket ball hit Zanoguerra in the chest.  Brother Roberto had also been wounded and the fall of these two men left the counterattack momentarily in confusion.  Candelissa, seeing this, led a counterattack and pushed back through the breach. At this critical moment, the reinforcements from Birgu appeared at the rear of St. Michael.  Perfectly timed, Valette’s employment of his reserves struck the Turkish attack at it’s most vulnerable moment, while it was just entering the breached wall.  Falling on the surprised Turks both on the landward and seaward sides, they pushed back the attackers and the assault was repulsed with heavy losses.

But Mustafa had a final play of his own.  Husbanded from the seaward assault were ten large galliots filled with a thousand Janissaries under the lee of Mount Sciberras. As he saw Vallete committing his last reserves, Mustafa gave his order.  A signal flag was waved towards Mount Sciberras and the boats pushed off and rushed to the seemly unguarded tip of Senglea where the chain boom of the Dockyard Creek was anchored.  Once they gained the interior of the fortress, all would be lost for the defenders.  

Less than fifty yards from their objective, they were suddenly engulfed in a surprise volley.  A hidden battery of guns at the base of St. Angelo, just above the water of the harbor belched fire at point blank range.  Chevalier de Gurial had held his five guns silent until the last possible moment and then unleashed a double shot volley into the waterline of the lead ships.  His men rapidly reloaded and began to systematically rake the hapless boats caught in a deadly storm of shot and grape.  Almost before they were aware of it, the entire Turkish flotilla was in shambles, with men dying in droves as the ships floundered. Of the ten boats that crossed the harbor, only one made it safely back across.  900 men were lost in the attack. Those few who survived the attack and made it to the shores of Senglea were immediately dispatched by the Maltese civilians, the first to earn what later become a byword in Malta for no mercy: “St Elmo’s pay”.

Hassem, oblivious to the failed attack on the far end of the peninsula continued to attack for another two hours, but it was obvious to all that the climax of the battle had passed.  Exhausted, he ordered a retreat.  Candelissa had already retired, leaving his dead floating among the shallows.  3000 Algerians lay dead or dying around the walls of Senglea.  The Christians had suffered the death of 250 men, including Marshal Zanoguerra and other irreplaceable knights and officers.  

Mustafa ordered the cannon to begin firing as soon as the Algerians reached the Turkish lines.  They would continue firing for another two straight weeks.  The defenders would be given no rest, and the defenses of St. Michael and Castille would be reduced significantly before he would commit his men to another assault.

Defending St. Michael and Castille

Daily the Turkish crashed their iron and stone shot against the walls of Senglea and Birgu.  Mustafa meant to weaken both towns equally, both on the landward and seawalls along the length of both peninsulas.  His one advantage over Valette was the movement of men between the towns.  If he could stretch the defenders at multiple points along the walls, he could possibly force Valette to commit his forces to one or the other embattled towns a moment too soon.  Then he could commit his Janissaries to tip the balance on the other.  This could only be accomplished if there were multiple breaches in the walls.  As the bombardment continued to the start of a third week. Mustafa felt that the time had come.  

Early on the morning of the second day of August the defenders huddled waiting for the start of the day’s bombardment.  Instead, there was silence.  As the first light fell on the topmost spires of the town, no sound came from the Turkish lines.  Suddenly every gun around the two towns fired at once.  The roar was deafening.  The sound was distinctly heard in Syracuse on the island of Sicily, 70 miles to the north of the island.  The guns continued to fire rapidly in the most intense bombardment of the siege. Over and over the cannons belched fire and smoke as their projectiles splintered and shattered the bare sandstone of the two forts.  The cannonade lasted only an hour, but to the dazed defenders it must have seemed ageless.  It was followed by the mass of the Turkish army, throwing themselves at the breaches blown open during the last fourteen days.  Five times they charged, and five times the Knights found the strength and ferocity to fight back, forcing them to retire.  By mid-afternoon, Mustafa had seen enough.  He ordered a retreat.

Within minutes of the last men to reach his line, he gave the order for the bombardment to continue.  On the walls, the exhausted defenders began to carry the wounded, and took what shelter they could until nightfall.  Then the equally exhausting repair work would begin.  No hand remained idle as darkness fell.  From the youngest child to the oldest women were engaged in carrying stone and earth to repair the yawning breaches that seemed to grow wider no matter how long they toiled.

After five more days, Mustafa struck again.  This time whole sections of the outer walls of Castille had slid down and half filled the ditch in front.  It was here that Mustafa sent his largest contingent.  As the Turks gained the thinly held breach, their attack seemed to push aside the defenders at the first rush.  Jubilant, they surged forward, packing their dense rank even closer as they rushed through the gap and into the town beyond.  

What faced them filled them with terror and disbelief.  Behind the outer defenses, the defenders had built a makeshift second wall and ditch along the interior of the fortifications.  Under the direct supervision of the Grand Master, it had been completed in less than five days.  Manned with arquebursers, they loosed a murderous volley into the forward ranks of the astounded Turks.  Prevented from retreating by the press of men behind them, the forward ranks died in droves as the Christians fired down at them from all sides.  The elation of the assault gave way to panic, and then rout.  The attack on Birgu had been broken.

On Senglea, the Turks had gained a foothold on the walls and were pressing the defenders back.  In vain the Christians looked towards Birgu for help, but all hands were still engaged as the battle there reached its climax.  At this moment, despite the signs of failure at Castille, Mustafa decided to press the attack where he was most successful. Calling on his reserve Corps of Janissaries, he accompanied them in their attack at the wavering defense of St. Michael.  They moved forward and struck the melee like a whirlwind.  Instinctively, the defense gave ground, evacuating the port of St. Michael and retreating back where Valette had barricaded each narrow street for  a series of defendable positions.  Even this proved inadequate as the Turks surged forward, elated as victory was in their grasp.  

Then the impossible happened.  Just as the Turks began to enter the town, the signal for retreat was sounded.  Far back on the slopes of Corradino a frantic call was being sent.  It was passed from officer to officer.  “Retreat! Retire!”  Unbelievably, at the point of success, Mustafa was now ordering a full retreat.  

The Christians were stunned.  Valette was at the point of halting his exuberant troops from chasing the Turks out of Castille.  He quickly mobilizing a counterattack force in a desperate try to liberate Senglea, even though there was little hope of success.  In disbelief he watched the Turks stream out of the town and form up just outside the ranges of his muskets.  Once they were formed they began to move double time to the East.  Was this a relief force?  Had the Sicilians landed at last?

Mustafa believed they had.  He had heard it from a panicked soldier on a lathering horse that reached him at the base of St. Michael.  The Christians had landed!  They were even now attacking the wounded and his camp in force killing all before them!  There was not a moment to lose.  Mustafa must call off the assault and deal with this immediate danger or lose everything.  Angrily, he ordered a withdrawal and an immediate attack towards the camp on the Marsa.  He led the first contingent himself as the Turks withdrew from in front of the startled defenders.

If he was angry when he halted the attack he was furious when he reached his camp.  It was in shambles.  Panicked men and beasts were scattering everywhere, fires were raging, horses and oxen maimed and many of the wounded killed where they lay.  But there was not an enemy in sight.  It had all been a ruse.

Chevalier Mesquita, commander of the garrison of Mdina had heard the furious bombardment of that morning and correctly guessed its meaning.  Dispatching all his mounted men, and a good deal of his garrison on foot, they struck the unprotected camp on a wide front, appearing much larger than they actually were.  It had the desired effect.  The light guard had melted away at their advance.  Taking full advantage of the moment, they set about doing as much damage as was possible.  Stores, weapons, and tents were set afire, beasts were hamstrung, and every Turk found was brutally killed without exception.  Then, as they heard the call for the Turks withdrawal from the town, retreated back under a screen of horsemen to the protective walls of Mdina.

Mustafa was beside himself with rage.  He tore his beard and pledged that when the fortress fell, all would be slaughtered.  No prisoners would be taken from any Christian fortress on the island, no inhabitant would be spared from the sword, save one.  Mustafa vowed he would force the proud Grand Master to kneel before his Sultan in chains.

“I will not withdraw”

For two more weeks the bombardment continued.  Days after the assault, with the work on the walls becoming increasingly difficult, Valette called for a general council of war.  As his tired officer collected, he addressed them.  Despite his best countermeasures and the narrow victories of the past two assaults, the defense was on the brink of failure.  Daily the breaches along the outer walls grew as the façade of the forward defenses collapsed in heaps of rubble.  The wounded had filled the hospital and the fortress of St. Angelo.  Last of all, he mentioned the parchment held in his hands.  On it was written a message from Don Toledo of Sicily, whom he had been in correspondence with throughout the siege.  In this last letter, the relief that had been first promised in June had been delayed until the end of August at the earliest.  

The Grand Master sighed.  “My Brothers” he said, “There is no hope to be looked for except the succor of Almighty God.”  In the hushed silence he continued.  “We are all servants of the Lord, and I know well that if I and all those in command should fail, you will still fight on for liberty for the honor of our Order, and for our Holy Church.  We are soldiers, and we shall die fighting.”  He paused, “And if by evil chance, the enemy shall prevail, we can expect no better treatment than our brethren who defended St. Elmo.”  

Valette’s message was clear.  This time there would be no retreat, no surrender, and no parley for withdrawal.  This was not Jerusalem, Acre, Cyprus, or Rhodes.  There was no other refuge.  They and their order would either live or die on Malta.  

After Valette’s council, another two weeks passed in which the bombardment continued to pummel the defenses, punctuated by a series of short raids designed to keep the defenders at arms and ready.  Morale began to fall in the garrison as the continuous fighting and repair work sapped the defender’s strength.  

One aspect in which the defense did not suffer from was food and water.  Valette had carefully prepared for as long a siege as could be reasonably be expected.  He had ordered cisterns and storehouses filled for months prior to the siege.  Powder, wood, metal, arms, preserved meats, grains, even sailcloth and spars for his tiny navy had all been jealously hoarded and rationed out to every defender and civilian within the walls.  Even as the siege dragged into its third month, Valette was prepared for it to last even until the winter months with ease.  If only the outer defenses and the soldiers manning them could hold out a little longer.

On the eighteenth of August, the Turks struck again.  After another furious bombardment, Mustafa sent 1500 men in an all out attack on St. Michael alone.  Sensing a trick, Valette held his reserves until the battle reached a climax, then he committed half of his reserve to help in the desperate defense of the fort.  

Just as they reached the end of the pontoon bridge, there was a deafening roar of an explosion under the outer walls of Castille.  A tremendous mine had torn away a huge section of the main bastion.  In a moment, it had been transformed into a mass of tumbled rubble.  Racing towards the still smoking ruin of Castille were two thousand Janissaries.

During the last two months, Turkish sappers had slowly dug several tunnels beneath the ramparts of Castille. While most of the island was excessively rocky with areas of solid stone, the sappers had found a loamy clay that was perfectly suited for their diggings.   Valette had suspected the Turks had been digging, but his engineers could not detect exactly where the underground chambers had been hollowed out.  

Expected as the blow was by the defenders, the shear size of the mine defied imagination. Fully half of the bastion was completely gone.  As the defenders staggered back, momentarily dazed and deafened from the concussion, the Turks charged into the breach and seized a portion of the wall.  Banners emblazoned with the crescent flew in the morning breeze atop the ruin of Castille.

Valette’s officers approached the Grand Master.  “All is lost, the Turks are in the city!  Your highness, we must withdraw to the citadel!”  The critical moment of the siege had arrived.  Any indecision at this moment would be fatal to all. Valette’s response was immediate.  Striding forward, he seized a pike and called on his staff to follow him as he made his way towards where the Turkish banners waved over the walls.  

The effect was electrifying.  Soldiers looked upon the figure of the Grand Master in awe as his little band moved forward in the attack.  They forgot the fear and fatigue that gripped them a moment earlier and joined him.  Soon the cry echoed along the streets ahead, “The Grand Master!  The Grand Master is in danger!”  All heeded the call, and rallying his retreating forces, Valette and his staff fell on the Turkish vanguard in the breach like a thunderclap.  Again, at the moment of triumph, the Turks found themselves fighting for their lives against a terrible foe.  They retreated in panic.

Seeing the Turks in flight, if only for a moment, Valette’s staff begged him to withdraw out of danger.  He was already wounded in the leg.  They felt the chance of a stray projectile too great to risk the life of their commander.  “Withdraw, Sire! The Turk retreats!” they begged.  Valette’s answer was direct and fervent. “I will not withdraw” he said aloud, pointing towards the Turkish banners on the walls, “so long as those flags fly in the wind”.   “Besides,” he added, “I am seventy-one.  How is it possible for a man my age to die more gloriously than in the midst of my friends and brothers in the service of God?”  Only when the entire position was recaptured, the Turks out of range and the defense reordered would Valette suffer himself to be tended and withdraw from his position in the breach.

As soon as his leg was bandaged, he returned to supervise the defense of Castille.  Once the breach had been made, he reasoned, the enemy would not attack anywhere else.  As night fell, he was proven correct.  In a series of desperate charges, Mustafa flung attack after attack at the port of Castille throughout the long night.  Trumps, hoops and the flash of musketry provided the only illumination as the battle raged until dawn.  But either through his inspiration or incredible leadership Valette held his men in the breach after every assault was spent.  At dawn, a flag of the Knights still fluttered over the shattered walls of Castille.

The Towers

The landward defenses were now in shambles.  The forward walls were little more than mounded rubble.  Powder was low on the now crumbling inner walls, as no one could be spared for resupply or even the smallest of reserve force.  All able bodied men, and most of the walking wounded were manning the defenses when the morning light revealed yet another danger.  During the night, as the assaults raged, the Turks had carefully moved an imposing siege tower so close that it now rose high above the ruined defenses.  Now that is was day, Turkish musketeers began to pour down a murderous fire on the defenders from above.  Immediately the Knights reacted.  Unable to reach the tower without exposing themselves to the deadly fire, they hastily began to fire back upon it.

Mustafa, seeing the advantage swing yet again, hastily formed another assault.  As he sent his men forward, suppressive fire on the Knights from the tower was devastating.  With fewer defenders in the breach it was briefly seized and then hotly contested in a desperate melee.  It could only have one outcome. Fire from the tower kept reinforcements from reaching the battle from then inside walls. The exhausted defenders, armored as they were, could only hold the overwhelming assault for so long.

It was only a matter of time before the Turk’s superior numbers would force the defenders back.  Once that occurred, the battle would be lost.  At the height of the struggle, with the battle on a knife edge, the Knight’s ingenuity tipped the balance once again.  At the section of outer wall beneath the tower, masonry fell outward to reveal a gouged out hole at the base of the wall.  A cannon barrel appeared and fired point blank into one of the supports of the siege tower.  With a splintering impact the tower staggered and began to sway.  Two more times the cannon fired, and the towered toppled over in a tremendous crash.  Rallying, the Christians fiercely counterattacked the stunned Turks and threw them into confusion.  In minutes their will had been broken and they began streaming back to the safety of their guns.

Mustafa watched his plan unravel in disbelief.  For the first time, his officers began to complain of great difficulty in getting their soldiers to mass for attacks on the Christians.  Morale was extremely low as nearly half their original invasion force lay rotting at the base of the Christian walls with only the ruined fort of St. Elmo to show for their punishing and costly attacks.  

What was worse was the news that greeted Mustafa that evening.  His supply ships out of Djerba had been intercepted by Sicilian raiders.  His chief of supply informed him that only 30 days of flour remained for even his reduced forces, which meant that even if the siege were successful in the next two weeks, the army would be on half rations before they even embarked for Constantinople, and would run out two days before they reached the city.

Moreover, his cannon, after three months of constant use, were worn and brittle and most would be near useless within a fortnight.  Increased windage due to barrel wear made each successive shot less accurate and consumed more and more powder to be effective, increasing the likelihood of bursting.  Soon his forces would have to either conquer or attempt to stay the winter on the island.  Piale, upon hearing this option, violently objected.  What use would wintering on the island bring, other than the ruin of the Sultan’s fleet?  No, he said, the attacks must succeed and the entire operation must embark in the first week of September, no later.  The Sultan’s fleet must be preserved at whatever the cost of replaceable soldiery.  Mustafa fumed at the effrontery of the young man, but held his tongue.  He knew full well where the blame would fall if he was unsuccessful.

In the last ten days of August, Mustafa’s desperation became obvious.  Equally evident was the dire straits of the defense.  On the 20th, the Turks launched another furious assault on St. Michael, and sent another siege tower rumbling towards Castille, this time with earth and stone reinforcing the vulnerable lower frame. Another force waited in ready if the Knights took too many reinforcements from Castille to support St. Michael. With boiled leather and metal plates protecting the upper firing platform and reinforced undercarriage, the tower was nearly invulnerable to the small cannons of the defenders.  As it drew near to the wall, with the battle raging on St. Michael the Turkish reserve was waiting just out of musket shot, three hundred yards away.

Suddenly, a small band of 40 men came racing down the jumbled slope of rubble toward the tower.  As they neared the structure, the Turks began to fire wildly at them.  The main attack force looked on at these two score apparent lunatics charging.  But the Knights knew their only hope lay in neutralizing the tower and its deadly fire.  Led by two Spanish Knight commanders, one from Aragon and the other from Castille, they completely surprised the tower’s musket wielding soldiers.  Not expecting the Knights to engage them hand to hand, they had no weapons other than daggers to defend themselves.  In seconds, the tower had been captured and the Turks manning it were fleeing for their lives.
  

Now the second part of sortie became apparent.  Quick as they could carry them, two light cannon were hauled up to the upper platform, along with grape shot and powder. As other Christians fanned out in a protective circle against an attack by the reserve, the two cannon began to direct their fire towards the waiting Turks.  Astounded, the Turkish gunners began to train their guns on the tower, but found that their cannon could not hit the relatively small target.  Incredulous at their audacity, the Turks watched helplessly the Christians first captured their  tower and then incorporated it into their defenses!  Frustrated, Mustafa ordered a continuation of the bombardment, in which the tower was not hit by any more than a glancing blow.  Meanwhile, Mustafa rested his troops for another assault.  Perhaps three days of rest would improve their morale.

Last Assaults

At the end of the third day, it was obvious to the defenders that the attack was coming.  That night, even the most gravely wounded were taken to the landward walls to aid in the defense.  Just as at St. Elmo two long months before, many of the wounded were supported upright in chairs if they could not stand, and all were given any weapon they could hold.  There would no reserve available.  As few men as were available, it was only just possible to thinly man the walls.  If they failed, they would all fail together.

The attack of the 23rd of August was delivered with a marked decrease in ferocity by the Turks.  Debilitated by sickness, losses and low morale, they seemed lethargic and did not press as diligently as they had done in previous days.  Nevertheless, the defenders were hard pressed to withstand the assault.  Desperately they clung to the ruined walls, hacking and stabbing and launching trumps and wildfire.  Each charge being met with a countercharge.  Just as they despaired of continuing, the Turks lost their resolve and retreated from the walls, leaving the defenders no less exhausted and bleeding.  Like always, the bombardment began again as soon as the Turks were clear of the walls.

After the assault of the 23rd, Valette held another council of war.  Haggard, yet erect after three months of siege, combat and sacrifice, he listened as his senior knight commanders begged him to withdraw to the citadel of St. Angelo for their final stand.  Behind the high walls of St. Angelo, they assured him, they could at withstand several assaults like that of today.  Without a shorter set of walls to defend, another such assault would be impossible to withstand.  As commander after commander recommended the same course of action, Valette remained silent.  Some even spoke of removing the priceless relics from the church, the jeweled Hand of John the Baptist, the four centuries of archives of the order to the citadel in the hope that some portion of the garrison should survive with them.  Finally Valette rose to speak his mind.

In a clear and steady voice he stated firmly that there would be no retreat from either Birgu or Senglea.  The tone of the Grand Master’s words left no thought of contradicting him.  There were not enough supplies for all the inhabitants of both towns to retreat to St. Angelo, he explained, and to save themselves while innocents suffered would be to break their most cherished vow of protecting Christendom from the infidel.  Separation from the populace would mean leaving them as slaves or corpses to the Turks, a thought that filled him with shame.  No, he told his brothers,  retreat was not only not possible, but unthinkable.  In fact, he stated, the bridges to St. Angelo were to be thrown down as not to weaken the resolve of the defenders by their presence. 

On the subject of saving the relics, Valette refused to budge.  If they were to fail in their defense, what need would there be for archives and holy relics once the Order was defeated?  No, he reasoned, the relics shall stay to the end, as would all of them.  With a final prayer, he dismissed the council.  In the absence of all else he would hold his men steady by the simple force of his will.
 

On the 24th of August, Mustafa heard from Piale that a second set of supply ships outfitted in Djerba had again been taken by the Sicilians.  With both food and gunpowder now running desperately short, he was forced to finally reduce the number of shots fired on the fortresses.  Now no other cannon would fire unless in support of land assaults.  Additionally, Mustafa was faced with his soldier’s plummeting morale.  He had to devise a means by which to give them a victory, however small before assaulting the Knights behind their makeshift walls.

His plan was to continue his mining operations on the harbor defenses and take off a significant force to secure the town of Mdina once and for all.  As the siege progressed, the number of troops lost to that city’s many cavalry sorties had started as an irritant and had progressed to a serious drain on his manpower, both in soldiers lost and in numerous guards and escorts necessary for the smallest of missions.  He resolved to deal with the little town by taking it by storm.  Besides, he reasoned, if he had to winter on the island, the walled town would serve as lodging for his army.  

Leading a column of several thousand, he approached the town from the southeast.  As his troops made their way up the long slopes towards the town, sighted on a rise overlooking the plain, they saw hundreds of defenders manning the walls.  Moreover, at the very edge of cannon range, several of the defender’s cannon and muskets fired, lobbing shot ineffectively short, but startling the advancing Turks.  This was no small garrison, but another powerful enemy, well equipped with both powder and guns to waste fire on an advance guard at the very edge of their range!  The soldiers in the ranks began to mutter that this was another St. Elmo, staunchly defended by fanatical knights.  

Mustafa was wary.  He sent scouts around the sides and rear of the walled town.  They reported what he could see from his own eyes.  The town was heavily garrisoned and the scouts were fired upon on every side, whether they were within range of the walls or not.  Frustrated, Mustafa decided that any assault on the town would irretrievably damage the shaky morale of his soldiers and turned the column back to the main siege.  Once he took the main fortress, this town could be reduced at his leisure.

Unknown to Mustafa, he had been the victim of another elaborate ruse on the part of the governor of Mdina, Don Mesquita.  The garrison was actually pitifully small.  With the exception of the remaining cavalry force, he had barely enough men to man a single wall against Mustafa’s attack force, much less the entire town.  In order to appear larger, he had placed the townspeople, women, old men and children with helmets and pikes along every wall but the southern one.  He stationed a single musketeer on each wall with orders to fire at anything that moved.  The remainder of his soldiers manned the southern walls in full view of Mustafa’s advancing column.  With nearly half of his stored gunpowder and nearly all of his limited shot, he opened fire at extreme range with three small cannon as the Turks approached in the hope that the Turks would be wary of another desperate struggle against a determined foe.  It worked, and Mustafa marched his dispirited troops back, inadvertently allowing Valette’s defenders a vital day of rest.

Relief at last

On the 1st September, after interminable delays and political wrangling in mustering a relief force, Don Toledo of Sicily watched his force of 10,000 men sail out of the harbor of Syracuse in 28 large ships.  Supported by the remaining Knights of St. John mustered from daughter houses from around the Mediterranean, the long awaited relief of Malta was at last underway.  Only 70 miles of the sea lay between them and the northern island of Gozo.

At the siege, Valette and his soldiers had endured another week of bombardment and mine explosions.  These latter were far less effective than at first.  Since the walls were battered or collapsed already, they only succeeded in killing a few defenders and rendering the terrain in front of the walls more difficult for the assault forces to cross.  In each case, the Turks had curiously failed to take advantage of the explosions.  

On the same day, Mustafa launched his eighth major assault of the siege.  It was to be the final assault on the walls of the fortresses.  His intent was to attempt to seize footholds on the walls from which to launch further penetrations into the towns once night fell, but his dispirited troops could not find a position to carry that day.  Moving with little of their previous speed and agility, they were dispirited and slow to react to repeated and strident commands of their officers.  Slow to engage yet ever quick to retreat, all life and spirit had seemingly left his army, even as the defenders found new reserves of energy.   It was if the hand of Allah was recoiling from his faithful.  Disgusted, Mustafa ordered a retreat.  

Out at sea, the relief force had difficulties of their own .  A gale had overtaken them and tossed the ships for half of a day.  With large swells and contrary winds, the fleet was forced to return, regroup and repair the damage wrought by wind and wave.  They finally set out again on the 4th of September.  After slowly making way, they approached the North of the island to land at Melleiha bay on the evening of the 6th of September.  

By the morning of September 7th, both Valette and Mustafa had news of the relief force.  Unfortunately for Mustafa, having no cavalry force to speak of, he had no idea of the size of the Christian force.  Fearing that it was in excess of his own remaining 15,000, his dilemma may have been decided by a Turkish prisoner captured by the Christians in one of the last assaults in July and released to convey a message of defiance from the Grand Master.  Having overheard the Christians speak of 16,000 men, he related to the general how jubilant the Christian garrison had become when word of the relief force had been released.  Convinced that his force was inferior in both size and morale, Mustafa ordered the immediate raising of the siege in order to withdraw in time to the fleet and escape the battle he knew his soldiers were in no condition to fight.

It was as it turned out, one last card played by the Grand Master.  He had purposely doubled the number listed in his message and had instructed his men to reinforce the lie by repeating it to the garrison while escorting the prisoner to the edge of the tumbled walls. 

Disastrous Withdrawal

Piale’s had heard rumor of the approach of the Christian fleet and although unscathed by the three month siege, he had incredibly allowed the relief force to land unopposed.  By rights, his fleet should have swept the smaller one from the sea and continued patrolling the northern approaches.  But Piale was doubtful of his scout’s reports and feared another ruse by the guileful Christians.  He felt that the fact that a relief force was even approaching his fleet warranted the utmost caution.  His fleet, as he had continuously reminded Mustafa throughout the siege, belonged to the Sultan, and any threat to it was to be avoided.  Accordingly, he kept the fleet in the Marsamuscetto in the expectation of a direct assault by the Christians.  

 By the 8th of September the Turkish guns were being removed from siege positions.  After 107 brutal days of siege, the Turkish Army was withdrawing in defeat.  As the fatigued and dispirited troops began to embark, their spirits rose with the thought that they were alive and leaving this island of death and its implacable defenders.

To the north, almost within sight of the embarking Turks, the relief force under De la Corona made contact with the defenders of Mdina and took up positions on the crest of the high ground.  Cautious lest the relief force be overwhelmed in the open, Corona preferred to allow the Turks to withdraw in peace.  

But Mustafa, having finally scouted the relief force, realized with bitter understanding how he had fallen victim to this last ruse by the enemy.  This relief force was less than half the size of his own.  Moreover, it seemed merely a collection of contingents from all over Italy and Spain.  There was yet a chance to win a victory, however small.  He hastily ordered a halt to the embarkation, and began to order his forces to meet the Christians in the open. There, with his last contingent of Janissaries in reserve, he would still win a victory over these Christians.  

But Mustafa had misread the spirit his soldiers had shown in loading the ships in the harbor.  Theirs was the spirit of soldiers departing and the order for disembarking was met with grumbling and near mutiny.  None of the soldiers already onboard ship felt that anything was to be gained in continuing to fight on Malta.  Nevertheless, they began to form at the bluffs overlooking the harbor.  Then they began to advance upon the line of soldiers on the ridge.

As the Turks approached Corona hesitated.  Fearing to weaken his position he cautiously held his ground rather than blunder into an attack.  The Knights of St. John accompanying had no such ideas of caution.  They had been waiting for three months to join their brothers in arms and strike a blow against the Turk.  Inspired by what their brethren had undergone as related by the defenders of Mdina, they launched an immediate attack down slope toward the approaching army.

This impetuous attack, one that would have been foolhardy in any other battle, fell on the Turkish right like a whirlwind.  Within minutes the Turks were thrown into confusion.  The Knights from the Spanish and Italian houses collapsed the Turkish flank and began to form again for another attack on the center.  Upon seeing this reverse, the remaining Turks moving forward checked their advance.  Realizing that the attack of the Knights, however bold, would be in vain without support, Corona finally ordered a general advance downslope toward the Turkish army.  Seeing his flank collapse, and realizing that his army’s will was broken at last, Mustafa swallowed his pride and ordered a full retreat back to the boats.  He placed himself in the rear with the Janissaries, covering his army’s withdrawal.  Even so, the Turkish retreat became a rout.  Mounted knights, ranging far out from Mdina, harassed and punished the retreating Turks with sudden charges, slashing melee and swift withdrawals whenever the rearguard approached.  

Mustafa bravery was evident during this rearguard action.  Belying his 70 years, he fought alongside his Janissaries, pouring musket fire into his pursuers at every halt.  But he could not be everywhere, nor cover the panicked remainder of his army.  3000 Turks were lost in the final retreat to the harbor.  Finally, within sight of the last few ships Mustafa made his last stand.  Firing volley after volley, he won a brief engagement as the Spanish infantry attempted to crush the last of the departing Turks.  Last to board the galleys, Mustafa turned once more to look upon the island that had defied him and his Sultan’s army for three months.  He had failed in what was undoubtedly his last mission of a long career.  Grimly he thought to himself that the Sultan would seek to exact a high price for his failure. 

Epilogue

On the walls of St. Angelo the Grand Master watched the last of the Turkish fleet depart the island.  Leaning on the wall for support, he found himself gazing at the rhythmic rise and fall of the oars past the ruined shell of St. Elmo.  While he thanked the Savior for their present deliverance, the future of his order was in doubt.  More than two thirds of the knights of St. John lay dead in the ruins of his fortifications; ruins that would take years to make tenable once again.  Even many of those left alive bore wounds that would leave them maimed or otherwise unfit for further duty.  Yet the order had survived against all odds. 

Amid the jubilation of the victory over the Turk was the realization of just how close the battle had been.  Only 600 of the original 9000 defenders remained standing and able to bear weapons by the end of the siege. They had suffered over 92 percent casualties in just three months, and except for the citadel of St. Angelo and the town of Mdina, they were nearly defenseless.  Without a miracle, the Sultan’s fleet would certainly return in the Spring.  

As the Turkish armada retraced their path back to Constantinople, fast galleys sent word ahead to the Sultan of the defeat of his army.  Enraged at the news, Suleyman strictly forbade the return of the fleet during daytime.  Only at night would he allow the vastly reduced force to disembark.  Furious as he was, he did not exact the punishment that Mustafa expected.  Instead, he blamed himself for the split in command between Mustafa and Piale.  He resolved to lead another fleet back to Malta the very next year.  

In early February of 1566, the Grand Master received his miracle.  A massive explosion rocked the armory in Constantinople.  Dense billowing smoke stained the sky over the city.  Messengers reached the Sublime Porte with astounding news for the Sultan.  A powder magazine had caught on fire and the subsequent explosion and inferno had consumed most of the stored gunpowder in the city.  No one could be certain, but it might have been sabotage.  Grim and silent, the Sultan dismissed the messengers with a wave.  He knew full well what the loss meant.  Malta had slipped through his grasp again.  Instead of another armada, only enough powder remained to stage a relatively small invasion of Hungary that year.
 

But it was not to be.  Within six months, Suleyman the Magnificent was dead, and his dream of empire along the coast of the Mediterranean would remain out of reach until the end of his dynasty, over three centuries in the future.  The Great Siege of Malta would be the high water mark of the Turkish Empire in the West.  The Knights of St. John had fulfilled their mission once again.

On a summer’s afternoon in 1568, the seventy-four-year-old Grand Master of the Knights of St. John returned with his companions from a day of hawking.  As he rode down from the heights overlooking the harbor, he paused.  The repair work on the walls of the two towns was nearly complete.  They had been renamed in tribute to victory won three years ago.  Birgu was now known as Vittoriosa, “the victorious city”, and Senglea would forever be known as Invitta, “the unconquered”.  Across the harbor, squarely on the height of Mount Sciberras was the beginnings of the new city of Malta, standing proud and beautiful in the fading light.  

Five hours later, the greatest Grand Master in the long history of the Knights of St. John died quietly in his sleep.   He was entombed in the chapel at the center of the new city that he had planned.  He had even laid the cornerstone with his own hands.  So it was that Jean Parisot de la Valette became the first person laid to rest in the city of Valetta, named in his honor. 

“Here lies La Valette, worthy of eternal honor. He who was once the scourge of Africa and Asia, and the shield of Europe, whence he expelled the barbarians by his holy arms, is the first to be buried in this beloved city, whose founder he was.” 

� Prisoners of war were usually placed in the galleys of their victors as slaves in both Christian and Ottoman fleets.  Their existence was thoroughly miserable, as hope for betterment was nearly impossible.  As active combatants, they would rarely be granted any sort of liberty, and had only endless toil until death.  When winter weather made fleet action impossible, the galley slaves became general laborers for public works for coastal towns.  This practice continued until well into the 18th century.





� One of these great ships was known as “The Great Carrack of Rhodes” and was famous throughout the Mediterranean as the first ship equipped with side firing guns that could deliver a “broadside” barrage accurately.  If so, the Knights predated all other navies in the world by a century in ship design.  





� It is said that Mehmet II retreated with 9000 killed and 15000 wounded.  The siege had lasted 99 days and was The Conqueror’s most galling defeat.  It is said that his last words on his deathbed were “Rhodes! “Rhodes!”





� The Knights adoption of the eight pointed cross as their insignia predates their arrival in Malta.  However, since their arrival, it became known ever afterward as the Maltese Cross.  The eight points represented the eight Beatitudes prescribed by Jesus in his Sermon on the Mount. Those, in effect, declare (1) blessed are the poor in spirit, (2) the meek, (3) the pure,  (4) the merciful, and (5) the peacemakers, (6) blessed are they that mourn, and (7) seek righteousness, and (8) blessed are they who are persecuted for righteousness sake. 





� Mihrimah, daughter of the Sultan and his beloved Roxelana urged the campaign against the knights following the capture by the knights of a large merchant ship en route from Venice to Istanbul. The property was that of the Chief of the Black Eunuchs and carried a valuable cargo of luxury goods, in which the principal ladies of the hareem (including Mihrimah) owned large shares. 


 


� This was the phrase used by Dragut, the old North African corsair who also urged the attack on the Knights.  An ancient enemy of the Knights, Dragut counseled the Sultan for years to allow him to lead his fleet loaded with the Sultan’s Jannissaries to eradicate the Christian pirates.  The Sultan demurred, partly to ensure he could diplomatically isolate the Knights but mostly to avoid the sharing of any military command with another gifted leader.  This was unfortunate for the Sultan.  The lack of a commander of Dragut’s ability in the early stages of the invasion would later hamstring his operation against Malta.  





� Dragut Rais (Tk: Turgut Reis), was one of the most famous 16th Century corsairs of the Mediterranean.  Born in Anatolia into a poor family, he served as an artilleryman in the Mamaluke army.  Afterwards, starting as an ordinary seaman, his superb abilities were soon evident and he soon rose in rank to become captain of a ship.  After leading several exceptional squadron-level raids, he earned him the recognition and respect of the great Barbarossa and was invited to join him. Dragut’s career took several turns, including being captured by the Genoese, whereupon, like Valette, he spent time as a galley slave until his rescue by Barbarossa three years later. 





It is rumored that during this time he was recognized by de Valette, then visiting a Genoese port as a junior commander.  Astounded at the irony of their fates, Valette bowed and said, 'Monsieur Dragut--such is the custom of war.'  To which the corsair replied 'And the change of Fortune.'   It is not recorded if Valette made any effort to improve the lot of Dragut during his captivity.





� For the first time in history, small arms powder outweighed that of larger guns in a major operation by nearly a two to one ratio.  The Turks carried 15,000 quintals (about 150 cwt) for cannon, and 25,000 for small arms. 





� Mehmed Ben Mustafa was the Turkish soldier who was cited as unhorsing both men by grabbing their feet and upending them both.  Additionally, he would later be recognized by his superiors as being the first Turkish soldier to capture a Christian banner in the final assault on St. Elmo.  Wounded shortly thereafter, he would receive a timar, or a substantial land grant with tax revenues for his bravery. 





� A ravelin is an external construction covering and defending the curtain wall of a fort.  It is usually sited with a forward glaciers and parapet to allow it to be manned with both cannon and soldiers.





� Turkish Sharpshooters were exceptionally trained and outfitted with superior firearms than their Christian counterparts.  Throughout the siege, they enjoyed a significant advantage of longer range and better accuracy, though it was noted they took longer to reload than the Christians.  This may explain why they were rarely used by the Turks in assaults during the siege, and the Christian tendency to use firearms only in short range situations.  





� Barbarossa “red beard” (c.1483–1546) was the popular name of the Turkish corsair Khayr ad-Din.  He was the youngest of four sons born on the island of Lesbos to a Janisary soldier Yaqub, who had been granted land on the island, and the widow of a Christian priest.  Along with his brother Aruj, they terrorized Mediterranean shipping and were renowned for their rapid assaults and withdrawals.  They also participated in larger land/sea operations at the request of the Sultan.  Barbarossa was successful in seizing Algiers (1518) from the Spanish, supposedly in rage over the death of Aruj in battle, and placed Algeria under the Turkish banner. He eventually extended his conquests and influence to the rest of the Barbary States. Granted the title of Admiral under Suleyman, he fought at least two major engagements with the famous Venetian admiral Andrea Doria (1533 and 1544) defeating him each time.  His corsairs ravaged the coasts of Greece, Spain, and Italy. Ironically, his brother Aruj was the one with the red beard.  Khayr ad-Din’s beard was more auburn colored.





� In many ways, Dragut was a superior seaman and military commander than even his patron, the great Barbarossa.  Although less well known, he was highly respected by both enemies and friends alike. When Barbarossa died in 1546, Dragut assumed command of the increasingly powerful Turkish navy. In addition to his raid on Malta in 1550 (in which he superbly out-maneuvered the Knights and sacked the island of Gozo) he also conquered Tripoli in 1551, becoming governor general there until his death in Malta. 





� Balbi de Correggio, a Spanish soldier of fortune, served throughout the siege and left a stirring eyewitness account of the battle





� The names of the 53 Knights are unrecorded.  The copy of the letter that was kept in the archives of the Knights of Malta is dated from the time of the siege, but does not list the signatures.  This, it is said, was at the insistence of the Grand Master.  Rather than dishonor the men who had lost their lives so gallantly in the defense of St. Elmo, he had the names eliminated from all copies in the archives.





� Despite the history of the Turks using this exact maneuver in the siege of Constantinople, this stratagem is actually attributed to the council of Dragut.  The old corsair had previously completed just such a portage of his small fleet in an escape from a blockading fleet commanded by Andrea Doria at Djerba.  His practical experience would have influenced the plan far more than a century old legend.





� Throughout the siege, the amount and quality of intelligence on the enemy’s movements and intentions that reached the Grand Master was truly remarkable.  At every critical event of the siege, spies, deserters and prisoners always seemed to provide incredibly intimate details of the Turkish plans and operations.  To attribute this to mere chance would be to ignore the obvious conclusion, despite the lack of written evidence.  Evidently the Knights of Malta possessed an intelligence service of incredible proportions and diversity.  If this Lascaris is any indication, the level of infiltration may have extended even to the officers of the Turkish army. 





� The timing of this raid is another indication of the professionalism of the Knights of St. John.  To plan and time this assault at the precise moment when it would have the most effect on the Turkish assault on the towns indicates a superb assessment of the battle as it was occurring.  Another possibility exists.  The knights in Mdina may have had full knowledge of the enemy’s actions and timed their attack with confidence.  It remains an unanswered question on the extent of the Knight’s intelligence service. 





� Valette’s preparation for the assault on Malta were extensive and diverse.  Including food for the garrison and inhabitants of the entire island (for Mdina had to be provisioned as well), he had stored enough water for the garrison to last the winter within the walls if necessary.  The garrison also never lacked for gunpowder, shot, pyrotechnics, weapons, and cannon.  Even the wood and chains for the “Stocaddio”, and the mortar and stone for the inner walls constructed at the time of the siege were readily available.





� Balbi de Correggio’s account of this assault is riveting 





	“The assault lasted nine hours, from daybreak until afternoon during which the Turks were relieved by fresh troops more than a dozen times,…in spite of all the help and encouragement which the Grand Master afforded us, not one could stand on his legs from fatigue or wounds.”





� Knight Commander Claramont of Aragon and Guevarez de Pereira of Castille led the charge on the siege engine.  At the foot of the engine fell Valette’s nephew, his sister’s only son.   





�This was invariably the correct course of action. Despite the reasons given by Valette in the council, the walls of St. Angelo could not have long withstood the concentration of bombardment that Mustafa could have brought to bear at point blank range.  With every battery made available to concentrate their fire, and the desperate state of the defenders, the citadel would surely have fallen within a week.  Valette’s only hope lay in keeping Mustafa’s cannon dispersed around the wide areas of the two towns. 





� Yet again, this may have well been an indication of the long reach of the Grand Master’s intelligence service.  Although uncorroborated by other sources, the French historian L’Abbe de Vertot attributed it to Valette’s intrigues in his history of the knights (1726).   














