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GRAND MASTER FRA FERDINAND 
VON HOMPESCH 

and 
Postal History 
By Dr. A. Bonnici, KM 

Over the past three decades philately has expanded into what has 
become to be known as Postal History, and has developed in an 
interesting specialised branch, giving the individual with research 

inclinations, an opportunity to delve into the contents of letters, be it social­
political-historical, to research the routes that the letter took to reach its 
destination, by means of calculating the fiscal postage rates, according to the 
weight of the letter, usually written in ink, and to decipher and interpret if 
possible the various hand stamps, and other markings on the letter. The 
envelope dwing the period of Grand Master Hompesch was not yet invented. 

Letters were either folded and enclosed in a separate paper, sealed at the 
back with either a wax seal or a paper seal, the address being wlitten on the 
front. Ambassadors, Monarchs and Grand Masters were allowed to seal their 
letters by folding the letter, and then holding and sealing it together, by means 
of a strap of paper, called NIZZA to allow for fumigation purposes, which at 
that time was compulsory, without opening the letter, and thus preserving 
confidentiality.1 

From the various talks, lectures and papers published, commemorating the 
bi-centinary of GM Hompesch to his Grand Mastership, I think it would be 
fair, to assume, that he was the victim of the political, economic and social 
conditions prevailing in Europe at that time and also circumstances prevailing 
among the local population, and divisions inside the Order itself. 

The wind of change was evident and in my opinion it could not be 
contained. These circumstances have been well debated, and I am not going to 
discuss it further, but I would like to shed light on the other side of the 
character of GM Hompesch - that he was a good Ambassador, a good 
Administrator with a positive sense of administrative direction, from the 
evidence we find in documents and letters . 

'lb do this I propose to produce evidence from: 
1) documents and letters of the period before GM Hompesch became Grand 
Master, when he occupied important posts within the Order, leading to the 
dignity of Grand Cross in 1776 and Grand Bailiff in 1770, 71, 79, 82;2 

2) evidence from documents and letters during his reign as Grand Master from 
July 17, 1797 to June 18, 1798;3 

3) and evidence from letters resulting during his exile from Malta. 



Evidence from letters before he became Grand Master 
As a diplomat, Hompesch showed great integrity and prudence, as shown by 
the following letter. During the period (1775-97) he held the influential office 
ofCharge d'Affairs oftheAustrian Emperor Francis IV It was in his capacity 
as the accredited Minister of the Austrian Emperor to the Order that 
Hompesch participated in the solemn funeral service, accorded by the Order to 
the Noble Angelo Emo, Admiral of the Venetian fleet, who died in Malta on 
March 1, 1792.5 

4 

!I 
C , /ltfi/!ljf!ll'l t I . 

'}"'cl t 7 '~·j' "...._ 
r71~, ---

/>: ,{l!.r ;1/ru fr~,_J!' ~ t<;:riua ,~.L_./:'"11 r/:/tiY 
I 



The preceding letter was written on June 7, 1782, to Prince Wenzel von 
Kaunitz, Austria's influential Fm·eight Minister (1753-92)6 informing him that 
he had arrived in Jena, on his way to stay with his brother in Cologn~, and 
that he was looking 
forward to working 
and collaborating 
with him, signed "Le 
Balli, Baron de 
Hompesch". Apart 
from the information 
that on June 7, 1782, 
he was a Balli, and 
that he had a living 
brother in Cologne, it 
is evident that 
although he was 
passing through 
Austria, not in an 
official capacity, he 
felt obliged to inform 
the Austrian Foreign 
Secretary, that he was 
in Jena, and in 
transit to Cologne. 

He took this opportunity to assure His Excellency of his ardent wish to work 
harmonously with him: diplomacy at its best. 

GM De Rohan had great faith in him, and entrusted him with the drawing 
up of various reports as shown by the following letter. 
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2. Evidence from documents during his reign as GM 
BailiffFerdinand von Hompesch was elected Grand Master on July-.17, 1797, 
after the death of GM Emanuel de Rohan Polduc on July 13, 1797.7 From the 
very start he undertook the administration of the Island seriously showing 
leadership and a good sense of administrative direction. 

One of the very first administrative decisions he took was to appOint at the 
end of July 1797 a commission to investigate how the Universita (Council) had 
been previously administered, and make it accountable, as during the previous 
administration it had become slack and incompetent. The following document 
pOints out this clearly.8 
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We would very much like to avail ourselves of the opportunity to show our 
gratitude to our belov2d subjects for their loving respect shown to us on the 
occasion of our electi:m. First of all we thought it would be our duty to 
safeguard their public and private interests in relation to the management of 
the Universita. 

For this reason it is necessary to have exact information of the income and 
expenditure ofthe Uni:.Jersita. 

Hence we are appointing the Venerable Bali Des Pennes, Ball Cascaxares, 
the Baron Gregorio Bonnici and the Baron Francesco Gauci, Giovanni Carlo 
Greek Delicata, and our Controller of Customs Giuseppe Caruana Dingli. 

In order that the Commissioners can achieve their objective, they should 
avail themselves when necessary, of the services of Official Accountants Dr 
Giuseppe Camenzuli and Dr Felice Rizzo. 

Furthermore the above mentioned commission should examine carefully the 
present administratio't in all its aspects, including the number of Official 
employees, their salaries, and bonuses, received from the Council itself, and 
front other sources having connection with the Council. 

They will give us an itemised account pointing out the deficiencies they 
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might find, and making al/2rnative suggestions for the future, which they think 
are necessary, in order to stop any future malpractice. 

They are to examine carefully the book of accounts, and to forward to us, a 
detailed account of their findings, accompanied with their suggestions, and 
pointing to us those items that have to be reconfirmed, or adjusted, or to be 
totally removed. 

The same commission has to find out how to establish Officially a list of 
castings (scala franca), pointing out in detail, all advantages and 
disadvantages, ·which affect the public, so that after having examined 
everything, we pan take the necessary measures which are to the advantage of 
the public, esp~cially the poor, who Divine Providence has trusted them in our 
care. 

Finally the same commission is expected to examine with great accuracy the 
cotton produced by the country every year, if it is enough to occupy the 
population of our domain, and having made a prudent calculation they are 
expected to give us a detailed account showing us the reasons of their 
assessments and pointing to us how they reacheed such conclusions. Also to let 
us know if it is necessary to import foreign cotton, pointing out to us the 
measures which can be taken, in order not to be mixed with the Malta cotton, 
and measures to be adopted not to re-export it as Malta cotton. 

We forsee that this Commission has to investigate many grave and 
important items, and for these reasons we do not expect the Commission to 
conclude its investigations in a short time, notwithstanding that we know of 
their zeal towards our Order, and the trust of our Subjects in them. 

As we do not want to deprive the public of any advantage which they might 
feel they are enjoying, we order the said Commission to produce for us a 
detail~d, itemised report, on every subject, so that we may take the necessary 
measures. 

We finally order our Senescal the Venerable Bali to order the Giurates and 
other Officials of our Universita to acknowledge the above mentioned 
Commission, and to hand to them, all the accounting books, documents and 
other papers regarding the Universita, and to give them all the information 
necessary to achieve our objectives. 
Given at the Palace, the last day of July, 1798 
Hompesch 

The above order came out only two weeks after Hompesch became Grand 
Master. He did not tolerate procrastination, but followed up this explicit 
directive with another on September 22, 1798, even more forceful, giving 
explicit orders, which show him as being a determined man, not prepared to 
allow anybody to fool him. He wanted immediately to make the Universita 
again economically viable, above suspicion of corruption, as the following 
document proves. 9 
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We have always been more and more eager to prove to these faithful and beloved 
subjects our greatest care for them and our vivid desire to make them happy as 
much as we can. We are aware that the welfare of the whole Public depends on 
the good and correct administration of this Universita on which depend also 
their financial fortune. The public look at it with special attention. Hence, from 
the very first days after our election, we set up a Commission to study the actual 
situation of the above-mentioned Universita. 

The members of this Commission are: two Venerable Bailiffs, men of respect, 
and well known for their integrity, understanding and zeal for the common 
welfare; two Barons who enJoy the trust of the public; two honest persons chosen 
from among the intelligent businessmen, who also enjoy the trust of the public. 
The above-mentioned Commission must get all the information nece..9sary to 
achieve their objective, may set rules and may change existing ones. Having 
made clear certain points among the more essential ones, without any waste of 
time they are to issue opportune regulations. Hence, herewith, with all our 
Authority, we set and order: 

First of all the Universita must never, and, on no pretext, lend money to 
anybody - whether to individual persons or to any Constituted Body of any 
grade, and whatsoever the condition, not even on pledge, nor on pretext of gain, 
no matter how advantageous for the same Universita From the above-set rule 
the Common Treasury and the Monte di Redenzione di Pieta are exempt; we do 
not intend to change anything concerning their reciprocal agreement which has 
been in force up till now concerning such loans. But because the above­
mentioned Universita pays the interests at the rate of three per cent on Capital 
sums in hand, from today onwards, in case of any grant in advance, in money 
or in kind, to any of the above-mentioed bodies, the above-mentioned Universita 
should be paid back for the interests it paid on the original. Credits to any of 
the above-mentioned bodies, which might actually be held without any profit, 
given the good faith in which it was contracted. 

It could be likewise extended for another six months, reckoned from today, 
during which the loan should be paid back, but once the six months expired and 
once the loan had not been paid back, the above-mentioned Universita should 
be paid back with a profit of three per cent. 

Likewise the Universita should never give grants of money in advance to buy 
anything or for any reason, even if it were with a pledge, except to buy cereals 
for the service of the public. 

To be sure in attaining the above aim, to bring back respectability to the 
administration of the Universita we want to set down the best possible 
regulations; hence we order strictly that the Giurati and all Officials and 
Subalterns employed with the above-mentioned Universita must fulfil their 
task with due subordination required of subalterns to their superiors 
respectively, notwithstanding any interruption or abuse which might have been 
introduced to the contrary in the past. 
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Finally to avoid misunderstandings, which might arise in the 
understanding of Petitions and Communications concerning the running of the 
above-mentioned Universita, which are addressed to us in order that we might 
give our orders, they are to be forwarded in writing without any exception, even 
through the means of a simple note. Then, that we might give the respective 
orders with full knowledge of things, we make it clear that from this day 
onwards, we want to pass our orders in writing, undersigned, either by 
ourselves, or by one of our auditors, so that, if the case might be, that any of our 
orders be communicated in any other form, or by word of mouth, by 
whomsoever of our Officials, whatever his grade, we authorise the person to 
whom it is addressed to suspend its execution and to bring it immediately to us, 
so that we can take the necessary action. 
Given at the Palace this 21st day of the month of September, 1797, 
Hompesch 

These two letters show clearly the character of GM Hompesch as a strong civil 
administrator, giving direction determined to bring back efficiency to the 
Universita and restore its former prestige and suffering no insubordination. 

He was also a just and honest person. Although he had borrowed 
considerable sums of money, which helped him to secure the Grand 
Mastership, he did not retain profitable Commenda property abroad, which 
according to the rules, had to be passed on to other knights, once the individual 
became Grand Master. 

This we see clearly in the document published on August 13, 1797, hardly 
two weeks after becoming Grand Master. 10 He also saw to the various 
allotments of pensions which were due to other knights. 
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Having vacated the 'Commendri o{ViUigen of our Venerable Priory of Germany 
as a consequence ofmy promgtiont6 the Office of Grand Master, it is our right 
and duty to fill in the vacancy. lfence, for our first five years, we provide for it, 
and, in grace, grant it to the Lieutenant of the Venerable Grand Bailiff, 
commendatore fra Antonio, the Baron of Neveu, our Falconer, in exchange of 
the Commenda of Rottembourg, which he e7lioys with the title of Magisterial 
Grace, and the pension of 250 Scudos due to him from the income of the same 
Commenda of Villegen. And as regards the annual Magisterial income, due to 
us, he is to pay immediately in our hand, or to our Controller, the sum of 15,048 
Maltese Scudos and 11 grani which amounts to 16,554 Florins at the rate of 
10 .. 18 .. 1 tari per Florin. 

The Commenda of Rottenbourg, given back to us by the Lieutenant of the 
Grand Bailiff of Neveu, is provided for and conferred in grace to the Colonel, 
the Knight fra Enrico Physser in exchange of the following annual pensions, 
which are: 100 Scudos from the income of Mr Giovanni Bassel and 
Dodescheim; 272 Scudos 8 tari 10 grani from the income of the Commenda of 
Franchfurt; 33 &udos 11.12 from the income of the Commenda of Klein 
Erlingen; 159 Scudos from the Commenda of Lagen; 336 Scudos 1.4 from the 
Commenda of Rottenbourg; 27 Scudos 11.4 from the income of the Commenda 
of Colmar; and 230 Scudos from the income of the Commenda of Neveu. 

He is to agree with the above-mentioned Lieutenant of the Venerable Grand 
Bailiff, Commendatore fra Antonio, Baron ofNeveu, concerning the Magisterial 
annual due from the above-mentioned Commenda of Rottembourg. 

The pension of250 Scudos, as renounced in our hand by the Lieutenant of 
the Venerable Grand Bailiff fra Antonio, Baron of Neveu, is granted by us and 
given in grace to the Priest, Commendatore fra Giuseppe Streicher. 

The pension as above likewise handed to us by Colonel, the Knight Fro 
Enrico Physser is granted by us and given in grace as follows: 

the penion of 338 Scudos 1.4 from the income of the Commenda of 
Rottembourg to the Kniiht fra Giacomo Sebastiano Truchses, 

the pension of 230 Scudos from the Commenda of Villingen is divided as 
follows: 

to the Knight fra Eberardo Truchses 
to the Priest, Commendatore fra Giuseppe Streicher 
to the Priest, Commendatore fra Giuseppe Streicher 

Se. 58 
121 
51 

230 
The pension of Se. 33.11.12 from the income of the Commenda of Klein 

Erlingen to the Knight fra Eberardo Truchses. 
The pension of Se. 27.11.4 from the income of the Commenda of Colmar to 

the same Knight fra Eberardo Truchsess. 
The pension of Se. 159 from the income of the Commenda of Lagen is divided 

by us as follows: 
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to the Noble Reinach 
to the Priest fra Francesco Streicher 

Se. 89 
70 

159 

The pension of Se. 272.8.10 from the income of the Commenda of Franchfurt is 
divided by us as follows: 

to the Noble Reinach 
to the Priest Dorion 
to the Priest Vigand 

Se. 30.8.10 
121 
121 
272.8.10 

And the pension of Se. 100 from the income of the Commenda of Mr Giovanni 
Bassel and Dorleskein to Commendatore fra Franceseo Matturino Maller. 

Given at the Palace on the 13th day of the month of August 1797 
Hompesch 

We find that he exercised social justice not only directed towards his fellow 
Knights, but also with his Maltese subjects, to whom he gave orders, and 
expected them to be obeyed. But at the same time he made sure that any rights 
that the individual had or might have in the future, were not effected by his 
command as the following letter points out: 

During the reign of GM De Rohan, the Island of Gozo's Judiciary was in 
disarray, because several posts had been left vacant, and so there was a 
considerable number of acumulated law suits. 

So onAugust 1, 1797 he appointed Councillor Dr Paolo Grungo as Judge-for 
Gozo11 but as can be seen from the following letter he went out of his way to 
safeguard Judge Grungo's present and future civil rights. 

I decided to send to our Island of Gozo Dottore P,cwlo Grungo, Councillor of our 
senior Magistrate of Justice to hold the office of Judge on that Island. Hence, 
we grant him leave of absence from the said office of Councillor for the whole 
time during which he will exercise the said Judicature. 

Consequently, he will avail himself of the ordinary proceedings, and, in 
addition of a yearly two hundred scudos from his ordinary salary as a 
Councillor; and without any prejudice to his seniority in case of promotions. 
Hence we do herewith declare that, in case of any vacancy of superior grade to 
his, during his leave of absence as a Councillor, he shall be equally considered 
as if he were not on leave but as if he were actually in the Office of Councillor. 

Given at the Palace on the first day of this month of August 1797 
Hompesch. 
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As far as his foreign policy is concerned, we have evidence showing him as 
persuing the same foreign policy of his predecessor, GM De Rohan, namely 
friendship with Russia. During GM De Rohan's reign the French Revolution 
had denuded the Order from the income of three of its most powerful Langues, 
that is France, Auvergne and Provence. France included Aquitain and 
Champagne. Provence included St Gilles and 'lbulous. In other words the 
whole of France. 

Napoleon was causing great problems to Austria, Poland, Switzerland and 
to Italy. England was luke-warm towards the Order and so.Russia with its 
Mediterranean expansionist ideology was at that time the only country which 
could afford protection to the Order against the might of the emerging French 
military genius. 

Although documented correspondence with Russia exists since 1543, the 
Order's overtures towards Russia had really started during the reign of 
Catherine IT, Empress of Russia, during GM Pinto's reign, which increased 
during GM De Rohan's. In fact, she had sent De Rohan her portrait painted by 
Dimetriy Levitsky in 1787 which is in the Palace, Valletta. 

GM De Rohan wrote a thank-you note to her on February 20, 1790P 
However her relations with the Order were luke-warm. On the contrary her 
son Paul was very enthusiastic and responded warmly towards the overtures 
of the Order, which, because of the French Revolution and the emerging 
Napoleon felt isolated and needed protection. 

Paul, on November 12, 179618
, wrote to GM De Rohan informing him of the 

death of his mother and his succession and on May23/June 2, 1798 14 O'Hara 
informed the Vice-Chancellor Kurakin that he had handed over the portrait of 
Paul to the Grand Master as a gift. This portrait is at the moment lost. 

In 1788 GM De Rohan, in answer to Catherine IT's request for a Knight of 
Malta to train a new galley squadron for the Baltic Fleet, sent Count Giulino 
Renato Litta de Visconti-Arese. He was soon promoted to the rank of Mlijor­
General, then Rear Admiral.16 

In 1790 Litta was created Bailiff, and on 
April 14, 1795 GM De Rohan nominated 
Litta Plenipotentiary, Minister of the Order 
to the Imperial Court of Russia.16 

Following the extinction of Poland in 
1795, GM De Rohan sent him to Russia to 
start negotiation for the establishment of a 
new Russian Grand Priory, and on January 
4/15, 1797 in St Petersburg, Prince 
Bezborodko and Prince Kurakin, 
Chancellor and Vice Canchellors 
respectively on the part of the Tsar, and 
Bailiff Litta on that of GM De Rohan, 
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Catherine II (The Great), Empress of Russia, from a painting by Levitsky 



Tsar Paul I, from a painting by Antonio Micallef 
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signed a treaty by virtue of which the Polish Priory was to become the Grand 
Priory of Russia and its revenue of 300,000 florins would accrue to the Order's 
treasury. 

The Priory was to be divided into ten commanderies, for Knights and three 
for Conventual Chaplains. In February 1797, the Tsar's envoy Ratchinsky, 
healing the draft convention, was intercepted at Ancona by French troops and 
compelled to surrender all his documents. These were sent to the Directory in 
Paris and published. They never reached GM De Rohan who died on July 13, 
1797. 

These documents featured prominently in the excuse given by Napoleon for 
attacking the Order in Malta, whom he accused of plotting with his enemy 
Russia against France. 

In the beginning of June 1797, another text of the Convention identical to 
the first was signed by the same person and sent to GM Hompesch, which this 
time reached Malta, and the Council of the Order confirmed and ratified the 
convention of January 4115 on August 7, 1797 as results from the following 
documents. 

A£ soon as he was elected on July 17 GM Hompesch wrote to the Tsar 
saying: 
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I feel it is my duty to acquaint your Imperial Majesty, that, God having called 
to him, the most Eminent Grand MCUlter Emmanuel de Rohan, all the electors 
of the Order having united in my favour, I have been unanimously elected to 
succeed him. 

His greatest regret in dying was that he was unable to proceed to the solemn 
formalities to install a Priory of my Order in Russia, instead of the Polish one. 

The loss of despatches of our Minister Plenipotentiary has caused this delay, 
and it will be great satisfaction for me to bring to conclusion, this great work, 
as soon as these copies of these despatches, of which I have been notified, are 
brought by Chev d'Ohara to me. 

I pray in the meantime,'that Your Imperial Majesty be well convinced of our 
warm gratitude and to continue your interest and august support for my Order, 
and the Neutral State at the head of which I have been placed and to accept 

• kindly the homage ofthe sentiments of deep attachment and ofrespect, etcY 

AB soon as the draft treaty reached Malta no time was lost by the Council to 
verify it, and promoted I.itta to Ambassador Extraordinary to Russia as the 
following letter points out.18 
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It ts wtth the warmest satisfaction that I hasten together with the Supreme 
Council of my Order, to sanction and ratify the treaty which the 
plenipotentiaries of your Imperial Majesty have signed, in your August Name, 
with the Venerable Bailiff Count de Litta, our Plenipotentiary for the 
establishment of a grand Priory of the Order of Malta within the Russian 
Empire. In order to accord to this action a more agreeable solemnity for your 
Imperial Majesty, and to prove more appropriately our warm and profound 
gratitude, we have deemed it fit, to invest the Bailiff Count de Litta, with the 
rank of Ambassador Extraordinary to your Sacred Person, etc ... 

It is therefore in this capacity that he will have the honour to pre{ient to you 
the above mentioned treaty, sanctioned and ratified by us and the Supreme 
Council of the Order, in an irrevocable manner. 
Hompesch " 
Malta 7 August, 1797 
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In this letter written also on August 7, he again mentions the ratification of 
the treaty and tells the Tsar to go ahead and to make the first appointments 
of the Grand Priory of Russia and its dependent Commandaries, including 
those which according to the treaty had to be nominated by the Grand 
Master.19 "I therefore entreat your Imperial Majesty to make this choice 
according to your pleasure." 

He also promises that as soon as he became aware of the names selected by 
the Tsar, he will take immediate action so that the Council will issue them the 
necessary Bulls which according to the custom of the Order were indispensible 
to them. He also congratulates the Tsar on "the successful conclusion of the 
definitive arrangements with regard to Poland, between His Imperial Mqjesty, 
the. Court in Vienna and the court in Berlin". 
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On August 7, 1797 by means of another letter he showers praise on the Tsar 
and to show how grateful he and the Order were for accepting to be the 
Protector ofthe Order, as a sign of gratitude he was sending his cross, and that 
of Grand Master La Valette which was in the Chapel of Our Lade ofPhilermos, 
in St John's Cathedral, by a special messenger, a Polish noble Knight Count 
Graisynotim, so that Ambassador Litta can present them to him officially, 
together with other documents for the Royal family. 

From these letters it is obvious that GM Hompesch and the Order were 
most grateful to have thought that at last they had found a European power 
which could afford them protection against the dark clouds appearing on the 
horizon- the emerging Napoleon, and continuing on the foreign policy that 
had been planned before by GM De Rohan. 
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In a letter written on February 5, 1798, the Grand Master thanks the Tsar 
again for accepting to be the Protector of the Order and that he was sending 
him documents by Ambassador Litta.21 Although no mention is made of what 
the contents are, probably these were proposals for the incorporation of the 
Russian Prior.1 into the Anglo Baverian Langue as was the intention of GM De 
Rohan in 1783, as on February 28, 1798 Tsar Paul wrote to the Grand Master 
expressing his concordance with the project of incorporating the Russian 
Priory into the Anglo Baverian Langue.22 An act incorporating the Russiand 
Priory into the Anglo-Bavarian Langue was actually drawn up and published 
by the Council in 1798.23 

3. Evidence resulting from documents, letters after hls 
exile from Malta 

GM Hompesch was ordered to leave Malta by Napoleon Bonaparte and sailed 
out of Malta on a French merchantman, escorted by the Artemise on June 18, 
1798, for Trieste, accompanied by several of his faithful colleagues, among 
which was the Maltese in charge of his Privy Purse and Spanish Consul Mr 
Emmanuel Gravagnia.24 

GM Hompesch left behind him considerable debts, and had appointed 
Antoine Poussielgne the former Captain of the Port as his attorney to pay on 
his behalf his debts from the money he was supposed to receive from the 
French Government under the terms of the Convention. In fact, the 600,000 
francs accorded to him under article 2 of that convention was earmarked to 
pay his debts25 which amounted to 382,660 scudi.26 

From this we see that GM Hompesch's intentions were honorable. His 
intention was that his creditors would be paid as per Article 2 of the 
Convention. He did not abandon them. The fact that they were never paid was 
not his fault as this was not done because of events beyond his control, the 
uprising of the Maltese a few months later. 

Among these creditors we find Mr Giuseppe Caruana Dingli -Controller of 
Customs- who because of the revolt was never paid. The Caruana Dinglis had 
absolute loyalty to GM Hompesch which the Grand Master acknowledged. So, 
Caruana Dingli had a vested interest in seeing the return to Malta of the 
Grand Master. Ball, in March of 1799, ordered the arrest of Caruana Dingli as 
soon as he learned that he was in possession of some letters from GM 
Hompesch urging him to increase his activities for the Order's return to Malta 
with the help, if need be, of Austria. After being detained for thirteen days on 
board the Alexander, Caruana Dingli became sick and was transported to 
Comino, and was later transferred to Gozo and then to Sicily'27 where he died. 
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I wrote to you on March 28 to tell you how sorry I was to hear about your illness 
and to express my wish for your recovery. The Knight Dienne, in his last letter 
of 11th March, wrote to tell me that you are still in the same condition, about 
which we are very sorry indeed. I hope that we shall receive better news shortly. 
I give you advice to take heart and to keep yourself calm: that would work like 
a good remedy, and ... To go back to the contents of the above-mentioned letter of 
28th March, I tell you again that once recovered and when you can, send me a 
general note or an account ofmy debts, if you have the necessary documents, as 
otherwise it would be difficult to take action from here. I was sorry to learn that 
the letters of Knight Dienne, my packets of letters of the month of December, in 
which there were some of my letters to you, had not reached Messina. You 
should be sure that I will ever do whatever could be to your advantage. 
Herewith I wish you every good thing from the Lord. 
Yours affectionately, 
(s) Hompesch 
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We were sorry indeed to learn the news about your husband's death. His 
faithfulness and attachment in our regard were always grateful to us and we 
shall recall them at any time. Circumstances did not allow us to repay him for 
services rendered, as we would have liked and as it was fit. We promised to pay 
back in full for his kindness and duty which he publicly has shown in regard 
to our Person; but the Lord God had not permitted. We share your sorrow. As 
much as possible we do our best to comfort you in your affliction and to relieve 
you in your bereavement. We take the care of your sons on us. We do everything 
towards their settlement in life. We do to your family all the good we wanted to 
do the person of your late husband. Be sure of our feeling in your regard; we 
shall prove them shortly with greater efficacy ... We wish you and true good from 
the Lord. 
Porta di Fermo: 25th December 1801 
(s) Hompesch 



These two letters prove beyond any doubt that Hompesch did not abandon 
the Caruana Dinglis, "We take the care of your sons on us, We do 
everything towards their settlement in life. We do to your family all the 
good we wanted to do the person of your late husband." 

The subsequent story as told by the family is as follows: the son of Caruana 
Dingli was a Professor of Law and instituted legal proceedings in Malta to 
recover the debt, but he lost the case. He was allowed, however, to seek redress 
at the Privy Council, but the ship carrying the documents sunk on its way 
somewhere in the Bay of Biscay and so the story ends. 

The Order had also debts on the Continent. Mr Emmanuel Gravagnia, 
Hompesch's Privy Seal, because of these unpaid debts, was very unpopular. 
The Secretary up to 1799 was Sig Cavalieri Destrull but then Emmanuel 
Gravagnia became Secretary and a certain Giuseppe de Berta in Ancona 
became a money clearing agent for GM Hompesch, receiving and paying 
relieving Gravagna from this headache. 

'I'wo letters exist form Bali Fra Giuseppe Conte Caracciola writing from 
Palermo to the Secretary of GM Hompesch Emmanuel Gravagnia at 
Gerschach near Lubiana, one dated September 24, 1799 and the other 
December 13, 1799. In both letters Ball CaiTacciolo states that he had 
informed GM Hompesch former Secretary Sig Canalieri Desbriell that he was 
owed 1000 florins, and never even got an answer. He exhorts Mr Em 
Gravagnia to do his best to obtain payments for him, because he had incun-ed 
this debt on the instructions of the Council when in Trieste. 

Most Illustrious Sig Gravania. I hope that you have received a previous letter 
of mine in which I beseeched you to make known to His Most Eminent Sig 
Hompesch, that when it pleases him, he could redeem a bill of one thousand 
florins taken by me here on behalf of the Venda Comune Treasury and for my 
necessary subsidy. I wrote about this matter to the last Secretary Sig Cavaliere 
Desbriell but my letter was rejected because when it arrived in Trieste he had 
already left and the conventual representation had been dissolved. In my letter 
to you I suggested that this payment was to be made to His Most Eminent 
Cardinal Francesco Pignatelli of Monteleone, once that this Cavaliere Antonio 
Forcella, General Representative of the Duke of Monteleone had advanced the 
said sum to me in July; now I am informing you that the said Cardinal has 
otherwise well provided himself and not having found them still in Trieste, has 
also rejected my letter of credit, so that if you consider it fair to compensate me 
the debt incurred by me in my official capacity, and ignoring the change which 
followed, you could send me a bill, payable to me, and in that way refund the 
said Cavaliere Forcella; meanwhile may I flatter myself to think that you will 
pay me if possible so that I will not suffer added discomfort once that the 
dreaful democracy of the Kingdom of Naples has so ruined my Commende that 
I will not be able to extract a grain from them for a very long time. You could 



send your reply through Livorno to a worthy person, businessman or any other 
so that it may reach me in Palermo and from it make my decisions concerning. 
the refund. Please give me your reply for which I am anxious, and with great' 
esteem I remain, 
Yours, Palermo 24 September 1799 
Most devoted, Most rateful, Servant, Truly, 
The Bal't Caraciciolo di S ... 
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Most Esteemed Sig Gravagna. Not having had any reply from you to my 
various requests, I feel the necessity of inconveniencing you once more with this 
letter, above all to beseech you to pay my respects to our unfortunate, but always 
respectable, the Most Eminent Signo de Hompesch, and to make it known to 
him that my present circumstances render me most anguished to know what I 
am to do about the thousand florins which I took last September in the form of 
a loan from the Piazza, in order tobe in a position to obey the orders of the Sacro 
Consiglio and the Veneranda Camera, give,n to me last March, in the 
provisional Convent of Trieste; I know too well the fairness and the generous 
way thinking of his Most Eminence not to doubt at all that he wishes me to 
suffer the hardship of such a repayment, after having fulfilled my duty with all 
the zeal and thoughtfulness. I do not take the liberty of writing to him directly 
in order not to inconvenience him, but I beseech you to act on my behalf, and to 
ask him earnestly not to leave me in want. Concerning Malta, it is still in the 
hands of the enemy, but in a few days the siege will begin with Russian troops, 
English, Portughuese and Neapolitan numbering about 7000, besides a 
multitude equal if not more in number of Maltese; as far as I am informed, all 
your realtives are well though still confined in unhappy Valletta; one hopes, as 
it is being said, that freedom will come, order will return; I beseech you finally 
not to leave me without reply and send it to Sig Conte Pompeo Brigido in 
Trieste, I send a thousand greetings to your son, Sig Vincenzo and with 
steadfast and true esteem, I remain 
Yours, 
Palermo 13th December 1799 
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I do not know if this debt was paid or not, as no records exist of what happened 
later. 



I have examined 38 letters originating from Giuseppe de Berta to the 
Secretary, Mr Emmanuel Gravagnia, of GM Hompesch addressed at Porto di 
Fermo between January 4 and October 17, 1803; Perugia November 14-28, 
1803, Citta di Castello December 16-31 1803. They are all accounting letters 
of money coming in and money being paid to various individuals showing that 
GM Hompesch in exile was looking in a professional manner the Order's 
financial affairs. 

These letters establish that during 1803, GM Hompesch was in Porto di 
Fermo, up to October, Perugia in November and Citta di Castello up to the end 
of December. 

The letters from Ancona to Porto di Fermo took from qne to two days to be 
delivered. 'IWo letters although they have on them the written words per 
espresso also took two days to be delivered. This per espresso was written by 
De Berta and not applied by the Postal authorities. It merely signified a wish 
for that letter to be speedily delivered. There was however no organised 
express service. 

'IWo other letters have a very rare hand stamp, one exceptionally fine. Only 
one other has been recorded in Italy by Gallenga under Perugia.28 

37 



I have made extensive enquiries. in Italy to find out the meaning of MISS 
but so far nobody has been able to let me lmown its meaning. These letters 
were sent by De Berta from Ancona on July 31 and October 17, 1803, arriving 
in Perugia on August 2 and October 19 respectively, two days' transit. 

Decrees are also documents: They were issued in the name of GM Hompesch 
signed by his Vice-Chancellor Pinto and bear his portrait paper wafer seal. 

I have not covered the period when Napoleon granted GM Hompesch his 
promised pension and allowed him to go and live in Montepellier, where he 
died on May 12, 1805. This will feature in a later study. 

I would like to thank Mr J Bonnici of the National Library, Dr Elizabeth 
Zolina of the Russian Centre for Science and Culture, for providing useful 
information and photocopies of .original documents, and Mr Edmond Micallef 
for helping with the translations. 
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