.

o

Grand Master Fra Ferdinand von Hompesch (1797-1798). Photo: Kevin Casha
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Ferdinand Von Hompesch (1797-1798)
by Dr. A. Bonnici

The election of Bailiff Ferdinand Von Hompesch (1797-1798) took place on the
17thJuly 1797, after the death of Grand Master Emanuel de Rohan Polduc(1775-
1797) who died on the 13th July, 1797 at 10.30pm® after suffering a paralytic
stroke. When G.M. E. de Rohan Polduc became Grand Master on the 12th
November 1775, Bailiff Ferdinand von Hompesch was amongst the candidates
contesting that election.? G.M. E. de Rohan Polduc held Bailiff Hompesch in very
high esteem, and had hinted several times to his colleagues that Bailiff Hompesch
would be an ideal successor.3.

This was the period of great financial losses to the Order. On the 19th
September 1792, the French Assembly decreed the Order to be extinct within
French territories and its possessions were annexed to the domain of France.®
Soon within the Order a ‘Republican group’ was born, which included very
prominent Knights amongst whom, were Commander Bosredon Ransijat,
Treasurer of the Order, who later played an important part in the handing over
of Malta to Napoleon, Deodat de Dolomien, who later left Malta and came back
accompanying Napoleon, Bailiff Prince Camille de Rohan, Chevalier St Priest,
Engineer Roussard who was in charge of the fortifications, ete.

Louis XVI had been executed on the 21st January 1793, and when the
revolutionary ideas were implemented later, the Order lost all its revenue from
France. The French Assembly had withdrawn the citizenship of all those French-
men who were members of any Order of Chivalry based outside France. Thus it
brought to an end the three French Langues (Provence, France, Auvergne) of the
Order in Malta.®® Because of a land tax imposed by the King of Sardegna, the
Order was now obliged to pay tax on its property there, thus reducing consider-
ably its revenue (see Decree on page ?7).

Moreover Free Masonry which had been sown way back in 1730 by the Bali of
Brundenburg, Wolfgand Philip Guttenberg, who had donated a considerable sum
of money for the building of a “Masonic Lodge” in Msida, where the “Ghajn tal-
Hasselin” is * and had left in his will the sum of one hundred fifty scudi per year
for maintenance® had by now established itself on a firm footing. In fact it is
alleged that the Baverian Count Kollowrat who was a Free Mason knew the
names of the Free Masons in Malta which included G.M. E. de Rohan Polduc, and
passed important correspondence to him, and to the then Vice Chancellor F. von
Hompesch.b
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Received from the Noble Ferdinand Giuseppe Baron de Hompasch 15 scudi which are the feeé due to the
Nobility [Proofs] Account for having been received at a young age in the Priory of Alemagnia (Fig.1)
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Apart from this internal intrigue and grave financial problems, the Order's
ideal of fighting the “Turkish Infidel” in the name of Christ and Christendom, did
not exist any more. A new political mentality was emerging in Europe, and the
French Revolution with its army being led by Napoleon Bonapart threatened all
Europe.

This was the precarious situation which the Twenty-Eighth Grand Master of
Malta — Ferdinand von Hompesch — inherited.

Family Origins

Between Dusseldorfand Aachen, thereis a small village on the outskirts of Julich,
consisting of about 300 inhabitants called “Hompesch”, and the von Hompesch
family derived its name from this small village in Germany.” The word “Hompesch”
is derived from hohenpesch meaning “the high meadow”.8

In 1723 Baron von Hompesch-zu-Bollheim built a castle in Bollheim, and on
the 9th November 1744 Ferdinand was born there.® Ferdinand's uncle was
married to Isabella von Byland-zu-Rheidt, and when Ferdinand's mother died
hebecame very close to his Aunt Byland. In fact when he was asked by the people
of Zejtun to raise the status of Zejtun to a Citta he gave the name Citta By(i)land
in remembrance of his Aunt and not his mother as is commonly supposed.!?

In the Archives of the Order of Malta, Manuscript N°2246 (unpaginated) we
find that his father had to pay 15 scudi on the 10th July 1761 into the cassa della
nobilta so that his noble credentials could be examined, and be enrolled as a
Knight ‘of Justice’ in minor etd in the Priory of Germany .** (Fig.1 & 2)

He was therefore engaged as one of fifteen Pages to Grand Master Pinto de
Fonseca, at avery young age*?>and on the 30th June 1770 Pope Clement XIV wrote
a letter to Grand Master Pinto recommending Ferdinand to be enrolled as a
Knight of Justice which was read to the Council at its meeting of the 11th July
1770, when he was admitted as a Knight of Justice in minor eta.® (Fig 3 & 4)

As a Knight he held several important posts which established him as a great
diplomat with European Courts. Among his various responsibilities we find:
Councillor of the German Langue —1767
Castellian or President of the Courts — 1768-70
Commissioner of Armaments —1774-76
Commissioner for Galley cruises — 1775
Commissioner of Fortifications 1775,
and was raised to the dignity of Grand Cross on the 6th February 1776, This
entitled him to have his own private residence, and used to live at N°153/157 Old
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The acceptance of Ferdinand Baron Hompesch with dispensation at a young age. _
14 July 1770. The Bull of reception with dispensation was sent in favour of the young Ferdinand of Hompesch, son of the Noble

Francis Baron of Hompesch, and Antonia Baroness de Hack, is being accepted as Knight of Justice of the Venerable Langue and
Priory of Alemagnia, with seniority as from today, and allow him to pay the fee of entry (passagium) in accordance with the
appostolic brief of Pope Clement XIV. Given in Rome at St Mary Major, on the 30th June 1770
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Translation of the Latin Script

Clement XIV

Beloved in Christ.

We dowillingly accede to the pious wishes of those whom we know for their
religious zeal. In fact our beloved son Francis Baron of Hompesch and his
wife, our beloved daughter Antonia Baroness of Hack, both noble Germans,
have recently explained to us, that because of their devotional love towards the
Order of St John of Jerusalem, they would like very much to enrol their
beloved, natural and legitimate son Ferdinand, Baron of Hompesch, born
within the boundaries of the Langue of Germany as a military Knight of
Justice of the said Langue, Priory, and Hospital (Order).

Yet, whereas the said Ferdinand is still of minor age and such a desire of
the said couple could not be fulfilled without a special dispensation from the
Holy See which we have been asked to give. We therefore are inclined to grant
thistothe said Ferdinand, although heis still inminorage, as petitioned, and
while still outside the Convent we do hereby with our Apostolic authority
receive and admit the said Ferdinand as a military Knight of Justice of the
said Langue, Priory and Hospital (Order) in such a way that, in virtue of this
present dispensation, he may enjoy from the day of such a dispensation, his
seniority and all privilages, honours, benefits etc, enjoyed by right and by
common use by other military knights admitied with such dispensation, now
and in the future, freely and legitimately. So we do hereby give and bestow
full, ample (wide) faculty accordingly, under the proviso that the said
Ferdinand, in due time, should present his nobility proofs and other required
documents, also, at the agreed time, on reaching the required age of 25, he
should pay the ‘passagium’ (admission fee) established for those admitted in
the Convent with a dispensation, to the Common Treasury and also in duty
bound to enter the Convent in preparation for his novitiate and profession of
the Convent.

Given in Rome at St Mary Major under the seal of the Fisherman

on the 30th June, 1770 in the second year of our Pontificate.

A. Cardinal Nigronus to our Beloved Nobleman

Bakery Street, Valletta (1787-1798) which was destroyed during the last war by
enemy action. St Albert the Great College was later built on this site.’®

From 1783-1788 he served as Prodomo or Administrator of Justice.

He was elected Lieutenant to the Grand Bailiff four times. In 1770, 1771,
1779, 1782.'" and became Grand Bailiff on 10th December 1796, a post he held
until he became Grand Master in 1797.1® Meanwhile by title of Magisterial Grace,
Hqmpesch held the Commanderies of St John of Bassel, Lothringen, Dorlisheim
(E}sass) 1774, Laghen and Hervorderen (1783, Salz, Colmar and Mulhausen
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(1786), Rottenburg and Reichardsroth (1786), Villingen (1796).

He was also Commander of Lage between 1786-1797 and had taken over the
Commandery as successor to Fidelis Joseph Baron von SchonauWehr, which on
his election to the Grandmastership in 1797 was succeeded in the Commandery
by Jahannes Baptista Baron von Pfurdt Karspach.'®

For twenty-two years (1775-1797) Hompesch was the Charge d’affaires of the
Austrian Emperor Francis the Second. Because of this post, he had participated
in the solemn funeral service accorded by the Order to the noble Angelo Emo,
Admiral of the Venetial Fleet who died in Malta on 1st March 1792.2

He developed a good reputation of being a clever Diplomat, which endeared
him to European Heads of State. Letters of congratulations received by Hompesch,
from European Kings and other Heads of State, when he became Grand Master,
are being reproduced in part two of this journal.*

During his brief Grandmastership, Hompesch did his best to endear himself
to the Maltese. It was not easy as he had inherited a decadent Order. The ideal
of fighting the Moslem aggressor was no longer there, and so with their raison
d’etre gone, the three hundred Knights in Malta began to lead an idle life, giving
them time and opportunity to gratify their unbridled passions. Their vows of
chastity and obedience were completely ignored.?

William Hardman, in his ‘History of Malta’ states:
“They made no secret of keeping mistresses, generally married women and
mothers of a family, a practice which became so general ..... etc”. %

Samuel Taylor Coleridge who had been private secretary to Sir Alexander Ball
(1800) states:

“Every Knight attached himself to some family as their patron and friend, and
to him the honour of a sister, or a daughter, was sacrificed as a matter of course.
But why should I disguise the truth? Alas! in nine instances out of ten, this patron
was the common paramour of every female in the family”.%

Bosredon Ransijat, the Treasurer of the Order, and later President of the
French Government in Malta, in his publication about the siege wrote:
“The Maltese shut their eyes to the seduction of their wives and daughters”.®

With this type of moral decadence, coupled by the social and economic
predicament in which the Order had found itself, it was no wonder that the
Maltese spurred on by Mikiel Anton Vassalli concocted a plot to overthrow the
Order in 1797. The plot failed and Vassalli and the ring leaders were arrested. A
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Criminal Commission, consisting of four Bailiffs assisted by three Maltese
lawyers, was set up to inquire into the conspiracy and bring to trial the
conspiratos. Bailiff Ferdinand von Hompesch presided over the proceedings.? On
thel2th June1797, Vassalli was sentenced tolife imprisonment in Fort Ricasoli.?’
The other conspirators were exiled from the island. One month, on 17th July 1797,
later Ferdinand von Hompesch became Grand Master.

Bearing all the above in mind, Hompesch did his best to bring a semblance of
respectability back to the Order, and did his best to endear himself to the Maltese.
Not one single opportunity to appear in public, or attend some function was
missed. He accepted every invitation to attend, when invited, to local Church
celebrations.

Inter-village rivalries always existed in Malta, and the Maltese village people
led by their clergy, were quick to take the opportunity to request Hompesch, as
Zebbughad done during the last days of G.M. de Rohan, to raise the status of their
village to one of Citta.

This was done by Zabbar, Siggiewi and Zejtun.

So to endear himself to the population he accepted to attend the High Mass on
the Feast of Our Lady of Graces at Zabbar on 10th September 1797; the Feast of
St Catherine at Zejtun on 25th November and the Feast of St Nicholas at Siggiewi
on 6th December.

Soon after attending these feasts he received the requests from the respective
clergy of these villages to raise their status to Citta which he accepted to do
immediately. '

He named after his surname the village of Zabbar giving it the name Citta
Hompesch. He named the village of Zejtun Citta By(i)land, the surname of his
aunt with whom he was very close, and the village of Siggiewi he named after his
own first name Citta Ferdinand.

Napoleon on his way to Egypt was sighted off Gozo on 6th June 1798,% and on
10th June 1798 Bosredon Ransijat, Secretary of the Treasury, wrote to G.M.
Hompesch that he was resigning from his Treasury post, as he had problems with
his conscience in fighting against the forces of his native country, and desired to
play a neutral role.” Pressure was applied by way of a Maltese deputation,
consisting of Don Mario Testaferrata, Councillor Bonanni, Torregiani and Guido.*
on the Grand Master in Council. The petition read as follows:

“Owing to the present critical circumstances, we have been appointed Deputies
of the Maltese Nation to present and read to this venerable Council the Petition

20
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Petition by the people of Zabbar

Serene Highness

The People of Zabbar, humble subjects and vassals of Your Venerable and
Serene Highness, happy with the honour Your Venerable and Serene Highness
has bestowed upon us, by your kind'and gracious visit of the 10th of last month,
desiring to record for posterity in an everlasting method the glorious memory
of thisday, strongly appeal to your generosity, to be kind enough fto promote the
land of Zabbar to that of a city and to decorate it with Your Sovereign and
Gracious name of Hompesch, granting its inhabitants all the privileges which
the predecessors of Your Venerable and Serene Highness used to grant tothose
places promoted to a city in these islands, which were named after them, so that
inthis mannerthe Most Venerable and Serene name of Your Highness already
engraved in the hearts of all the inhabitants of Zabbar because of the many
blessings received, will be re-engraved in their country and remembered
forever by all, for Your Highness’ blessing and help.

Authorisation by the Com. Fr. Cajetano Bruno, Aud., on behalf of the Grand
Master

The place mentioned in the petition we promote (toa City) and we give this land
the gracious name of our family Hompesch.
Given in the Palace on the 14th September, 1797

Petition by the people of Siggiewi

Serene Highness

The People of Siggiewi, humble subjects and vassals of Your Venerable and
Serene Highness, happy with the honour you bestowed upon us, by your kind
visit of the 6th December, dedicated to the Feast of San Nicola of Bari, and
desiring to record for posterity in an everlasting method, the glorious memory
of this day, strongly appeal to your generosity, to be kind enough to elevate
Siggiewi to a city and to decorate it with Your Sovereign and Gracious name
of St Ferdinand, and granting to its inhabitants all the privileges which the
predecessors of Your Venerable and Serene Highness used to grant to those
places elevated to a city in these islands, which were named after them, so that
inthis manner the Most Venerable and Serene name of Your Highness already
engraved in the hearts of all the inhabitants because of the many blessings
received, will be re-engraved in their country and remembered forever by all,
for Your Highness’ blessings and help.
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Petition by the people of Zejtun
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Serene Highness

The Clergy and People of Zejtun, faithful subjects and vassals of Your Venerable and Serene Highness, with dus respect, submitt,

that Zejtun is one of the oldest parishes with a population of 6,000 inhabitants, a commercially viable economy, and the right to

have a colonel in the Urban Militia — humbly beseech Your Venerable Serene Highness to elevate their country to one of a city —
8 with a suitable name so that, we will have the honour of remembering the blessings of Your Venerable Serene Highness forever.
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Authorisation by S. Zammit, Aud., on behalf of the Grand Master

I hereby accede to the petition granting the name Biland
Given in the Palace on the 30th December, 1797

which I hold in my hand. We therefore ask for the necessary permission, whilst we
at the sametime declare our most profound respect for the person of Your Highness
and the members of this venerable Council”.

Permission having been granted, the Petition, to the following effect, was then
read:

“That the Maltese had felt glorified whenever called upon to sacrifice their
fortunes, their liberty, nay, even their lives, in the service of the Order and Grand
Masters, when it had been a question of fighting against their natural enemies the
Mohamedans, but today they see themselves attacked by a Christian Power
without knowing the resons why, and with forces against whom the Order would
be powerless to resist, because already the country districts have been invaded by
numberless troops who might even this very night take the city by assault, and
subject it to pillage.

“The inhabitants had consequently desired them their humble deputies, most
respectfully to supplicate the Grand Master, and sacred Council to prevent this
terrible misfortune, by asking the Commander-in-Chief of the French Army foran
armistice until we have heard from him for what reasor. the French Nation, who
had always been friends of the Order, and of the Maltese, had declared war against
them”.

He concluded with this special address to the Grand Master:

“I appeal to the equity of your Highness, and to your paternal heart, and
supplicate with joined hands that you would deign to look with compassion upon
this unfortunate country, which has always prayed for your prosperity and that of
the Order”.

The Grand Master assured the deputation that their Petition would be taken
into consideration and they left the Chamber.%%

Authorisation by S. Zammit, Aud., on behalf of the Grand Master

I hereby accede to the petition granting the name Ferdinand
Given in the Palace on the 30th December, 1797
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This petition must have influenced Hompesch and the Council in their
decision, as on the 11th June, the G.M. requested Monsieur de Fremeaux, the
Batavian Consul, to be the bearer of a letter to Napoleon, but he refused on the
grounds of ill health, but instructed one of his official staff, Monsieur Melan, to
take his place, granting him for the occasion the official title of Chancellor of the
Consulate.®

So Melan arrived on the Orient at 9.00am on the 11th June, requesting on
behalf of the Grand Master a suspension of arms. Melan on this occasion also
delivered a letter to the ex-Knight Dolomieu (the Dolomites in Italy are named
after this ex-Knight) written by Miari, the secretary of the Grand Master,
requesting him to intervene on their behalf with Napoleon.

From now on the negotiations started leading to the capitulation which was
signed on the 12th June, and Napoleon entered Grand Harbour. Hompesh left the
Island on the 17th June, 1798 on board an Austrian merchantman bound for
Trieste, arriving there on the 27th July 1798, 39 days after leaving Malta®? where
he provisionally established the Convent.

However, in spite of all the protests made by Hompesch, and no matter how
much he tried to defend his honour, Czar Paul I of Russia, together with the help
of the Russian Priory and the help of other Knights who blamed Hompesch for
their predicament, assumed the title of Grand Master of the Order of St John of
Jerusalem.

In September Hompesch moved his headquarters to Laibach.® From now on
considerable pressure wasbeing exerted on Hompesch to abdicate, in favour of the
Czar. Prevot Maffei in a letter to his brother the Austrian Consul in Trieste said:
“Whilst the Grand Master should formally declare his abdication to our Sovereign
the Emperor of Germany, it is necessary that he should in like manner inform the
Emperor of Russia. Ifhe delays, or endeavours to evade the fulfilment of the desire
of our Sovereign and the Ministry, he will then have to be treated as a prisoner
of state.”*

On the 6th July 1799, a broken Hompesch resigned, sending letters of
resignation to Czar Paul of Russia, and Emperor Francis II of Austria.

Hompesch's appeals to Napoleon for financial assistance as had been agreed
in Malta fell on deaf ears, until 1804 when on the insistance of M. Cacault, the
French Ambassador in Rome, Letizia Bonaparte, mother of Napoleon, Cardinal
Joseph Fesch, uncle of the Emperor and French Minister in Rome, Pope Pius VII
and Charles Talleyrand, the French Foreign Minister, Napoleon agreed to give
Hompesch a pension of 300,000 livres® and was invited to take up residence in
Montepellier, which he did on the 13th December 1804,
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Hompesch did not enjoy this pension for a very long time, asnearly five months
later — on 12th May, 1805 — he died of an attack of asthma, aged 61.3®
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Translation of the decree given on the 17th November, 1797

Ferdinand Hompesch by the grace of God Grand Master of the Hospitalier
Order of St John of Jerusalem, of the Holy Hospitalier of St John of Jesus, of
the Holy Sepulchre of Our Lord, of the Order of St Anthony of Praga, humble
and Poor Guardians of Jesus Christ -

presentstoall those who see, read hear— health. Let it be known and in all truth
we testify, where as the undersigned decree has been extracted from the official
records book preserved in our Chancellory, we order that this same document
be published in this form, so that both in Legal form, and even outside the law,
it should be given total and full acceptance.

The following is what follows:- that is,:

The 22 November 1797. Having read the document of the procurators of the
Common Treasury as follows:- Your Eminence, the Commendatore Biagio our
receiver in Turin in communicating to us by his letter of the 11th Octobe last,
the bad news that our property in Piemonte, in accordanc with the new edict of
His Majesty King of Sardegna of the 6th of the same month are being subjected,
like all other proprty of both clergy and secular in that kingdom, to the payment
of a relative tax, to the amount of fifty million Lire Piemontesi, and in the same
letter the said Commandante Biagio, expresses a strong desire not to be involved
in these matters and operations relating to these events.

We believe it is our duty to put for your Eminence and the Sacred Convent’s
consideration, that notwithstanding the grave consequence to our Order,
because of such a decree, it is imperative the intervention of our receiver in all
that should happen for the execution of the decree;

As a result of this, notwithstanding the difficulty to relieve Commendatore
Biagio from his duties in the delicate circumstances, and on the other hand
wishing to adhere to the request of the Commendatore, to whom we want to
express our great gratitude, for the zeal he has always shown in the execution
of his duties, we prefer to nominate in his stead, as a receiver in Torino the
Commendatore D’Osasco, to us alrready known for his intelligence and zeal,
with which interests he administered the interim arrangements for the year
1792-1793. Notwithstanding all this we submit ourselves to whatever your
Eminence would desire and order, which we profoundly respect.

For the Treasury 17 November 1797
Bosredon de Ransijat  Sect of the Treasury

His Eminent Highness and the Sacred Council adhering to the above mentioned
decree, having taken the vote, have nominated as receiver in Torino the
Commendatore Fra Felice Cacherano D’Osasco, to start immediately up to
April next for the next three years and beacuse this corresponds to the truth,
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therefore as witness of this, we apply our Magrestral Seal in Wafer Seal, on
black....on the document.

Given in our Convent day month and year as above stated.
Registrat in the Cancellory
Hibernio Fr Ferdinand Carvallo Pinto
Vice Cancellor

Translation of the decree given on the 12th October, 1797

Ferdinand Hompesch by the grace of God Grand Master of the Hospitalier
Order of St John of Jerusalem, of the Holy Sepulchre of Our Lord, of the Order
of St Anthony of Praga, humble and Poor Guardians of Jesus Christ -
presents to all those who see, read hear — health. Let it be known and in all
truth we testify, whereas the undersigned decree has been extracted from the
official records book preserved in our Chancellory, we order that this same
document be published in this form, so that both in Legal form, and even
outside the law, it should be given total and undevoted acceptance.

The following iswhat follows, that is, tothe noble Julia Countess Branca Doro
nee Masi, dear to us, wishing everlasting health in the Lord.

Your noble generosity and way of life and your inclination and devotion
towards our Order, make us respect your most honorable person with loving
feeling. We hereby in due consideration of the above, accede to your request and
in virtue of Apostolic faculty we accede to your wish so that you may wear the
golden eight-pointed cross with the chain devotely.

We lavishly grant you full licence and facutlies to share in all our spiritual
blessings and indulgancies enjoyed by our Order — both temporary and
spiritual, and in all our good work in defending the Christian faith on land
and sea.

We do hereby order to all and every member of our Order in any dignity or
office present and future, in virtue of their holy obedience, that they may not
interfere with these orders which are being conferred and granted.

They should be observed fully. '

In testimony of the above we attach our Magisterial seal to this document

Given in Malta at the Convent on the 12th October 1797.

This being a trueextract. In witness of the iruth we impress our Magisterial
Wafer Seal on black wax on this document.

Registered in the Chancellory, Fra Ferdinand Carvallo Pinto, Vice Chan-
cellor
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I would like to thank Miss Pamela Willis, Curator of the Order of St John in
Clerkinwell, UK, for kind permission to reproduce this decree and Rev Frangisk
Azzopardi Cap., H.E.Lic., Dipl. Archiv., who has helped in the research at the
Public Library in Malta and with the translations
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