Maltese Falcons - Grand Masters Letters to
the King of the Two Sicilies

By
Alfred Bonnici

Malta was donated to the Hospitallers by King Charles V of Spain in 1530, after
the fall of Rhodes on 21 December 1522, when Suleyman the Magnificent allowed
them to leave Rhodes on the 1% January 1523 with full Military Honours, led by
the G.M. Philippe de Villiers de I’Isle Adam, taking all their belongings- Archives,
work of art etc, accompanied by some three hundred Rhodiots - Latin and Greek.

They stayed in Europe for eight years, when 2ope Clement VII established their
Convent at Viterbo where they had their magistral palace, a conventual church, a
hospital and the auberges for the Langues.

In 1527 plague forced them out of Viterbo sailing to Corneto and on to Nice,
and this delay (1523-27) may be attributed in part to forces independent of the
Order’s crisis. There were three major problencs confronting Christendom at this
particular point in time:

 the first was the internecine warfare provoked by the enmity which Charles
V and Francis I entertained for each other, with the Pope and most of the
minor princes getting unavoidably embroiled in the conflict. It turned Italy
into the battlefield of Europe.

* the second was the Lutheran revolt.

* the third factor was the challenge offered by the formidable power of an
expanding Ottoman Empire. On 28-29 August 1521, Belgrade, the outer
wall of Christendom’ was treacherously forced into surrender by the young
sultan’s large and well equipped army on its first campaign. The battle of the
Mohacs stretched the Ottoman front to the very domains of the Habsburg
Austria. In 1529 Vienna under siege.

Towards the end of this period they actively considered the idea of re conquering
Rhodes.

The Viceroys in Sicily had found the cost of defending Malta from frequent
pirate attacks, very high and it is said that Ettore Pignatelli, Charles V’s Viceroy
in Sicily was in favour of donating Malta to the Hospitallers as this would indeed
be to his own defence advantage.

On 22 February 1530, celebrating his thirtieta birthday, Charles V was crowned
Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in Bologna, and within a month on 23 March,
no doubt pushed by the Pope to do this he signed the donation deed at Castelfranco.
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The Order had accepted Charles’s grant as a perpetual fief in return for the
annual gift of (a falcon) on All Saints Day.

However it was Six not One falcon to be given to the Viceroy of Sicily.

Probably this wrong statement that only ONE falcon was to be given to the
Viceroy of Sicily started when W Porter published “ History of the Knights of
Malta. (1858) and the cession document was translated into English. .

This English translation was printed and circulated Officially quite recently in
which it is stated:

“so that they may hereafter hold them in feudal tenure from us as Kings of

both Siciies......... under the sole acknowledgment of a hawk or falcon, which,every
year, on the festival of All Saints, shall be presented............. into the hands of the
Viceroy.......

All those of my age group who were thought Maltese History through Mgr S
Laspina’s book “Outlines of Maltese History”, p 73, learnt that “on the day of All
Saints, present a falcon to the Viceroy of Sicily in the name of the Order.*

Consequently all Maltese Historians accepted this as a fact

As recent as October 2015 Giulio Perricone from Palermo in his article
“Collegamenti marittimi con le Scorridore dell Ordine di Malta con le Feluche e
i Vapori del Regno delle due Sicilie e delle messaggerie francesi (1789-1894)” in
“I servizi postali marittime in Sicilia dai ve’ieri del sec.XIV ai piroscafi del sec.
XIX” put together by Vincenzo Fardella de Qernfort, page 43, states: “ogni anno
un falcone ammaestrato doveva essere portazo al vicere di Sicilia.”

This misconception is still current amorg us to day, as nobody checked the
original document which says clearly “sex falchoms”

Moreover these six falcons are clearly mentioned in all the letters sent to the
Viceroy by successive Grand Masters as is being shown
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Letter from GM. D.Ramon.Despuig.
(17 November 1738) sending *“Seij alconej”




Letter from GM. Manoel Pinto de Fonseca
(30 Nov 1741) sending “Su’s alionej”
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Letter from GM Pinto
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Letter from GM D.Emanuel Pinto de Fonseca
(22 October 1764) sending “Sei Falconi”




Letter from GM Emanuel de Rohan
(6 December 1786) sending “Sei Falconi”
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Letter from GM Emanuel de Rohan
(17 November 1793) sending “Sei Falconi”
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