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Why was the 1565 siege of Malta
considered The Great Siege? Voltaire
once remarked, “Nothing is better
known than the siege of Malta.” Yet |
had never heard of it before this last
summer listen-

reviewed by Patch Blakey

an opposing force of about 40,000
trained and heavily armed soldiers of
the Ottoman Empire. The Knights were
historically Hospitallers, a combination
of Christian nurse and warrior, bound

under an oath

ing to series of to serve the
talks by Order all their
George Grant. The Great Siege: Malta 1565 life, and to re-
My interest main chaste
was piqued. by Ernle Bradford and single.
Some Wordsworth Editions Limited, Chatham, Kent, Great The Ot-
may recall the Brittain, 1961, 256 pages, $25 toman forces
Battle of Tours were led by an

(also known as

the Battle of Poitiers) in 732 AD, where
the Franks, led by Charles “The Ham-
mer” Martel, stopped the advance of the
Muslim conquest of Europe. Centuries
later, the Siege of Malta was probably
the major crushing blow to the last great
attempt by the Ottoman Empire under
Soleyman the Magnificent to conquer
Christian Europe for Islam.

The author, Ernle Bradford, first
went to Malta during WWII as a British
naval officer during a subsequent siege
of the island in which the Allies eventu-
ally used it as a launching point to seize
Sicily and ultimately Italy. This was also
Soleyman’s objective in taking the is-
land in 1565. He correctly saw it as the
gateway to the rest of Europe. Follow-
ing the Second Great War, Bradford re-
turned to Malta to conduct research into
the island’s past and to write this book
with the hopeful expectation that it
might restore the recollection of this
once great battle and its providential im-
pact on western culture.

The book presents a picture of
overwhelming odds with The Order of
The Knights of St. John of Jerusalem,
the last remaining Catholic Order sur-
viving from the Crusades, the obvious
underdogs in the confrontation. About
900 knights led by their Grand Master,
La Vallete, a septuagenarian, along with
about 9000 Maltese civilians, defeated
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elderly but

highly successful general (or Pasha)
Mustapha and a much younger, but
ambitious admiral, Piali, the Sultan’s
son-in-law. They were aided signifi-
cantly by an aged corsair, Dragut, who
had the best grasp of the conflict, and
the best strategy to pursue it up until
his untimely death.

It had originally been predicted
by the Ottoman advisors to Soleyman
that Malta would fall within a couple of
days, which was not an unreasonable
estimation given the limited resources
available on Malta. Yet, the Ottoman
forces had not adequately accounted
for the extreme courage, commitment,
and endurance of the Knights under La
Vallete. What should have lasted no
more than a few days with an easy vic-
tory for the Muslims, actually lasted four
months in sweltering heat with severely
limited reinforcements for the Knights,
but ending in the ultimate retreat of the
Muslim forces from Malta.

The book is fast-paced, gripping,
brutal in the nature of the warfare at the
time, yet incredibly inspiring. It would
be well for Christians today to know
how their forebears in the faith practiced
1 Corinthians 16:13, “Watch ye, stand
fast in the faith, quit you like men, be
strong,” in the face of such overwhelm-
ing odds. This is easily one of my fa-
vorite books.
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