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SIMON PHILLIPS, The Prior of the Knights Hospitaller in Late Medieval
England (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2009), xiv + 210 pp. ISBN 978 1
84383 437 3. £50.00. $95.00

Over the last two decades, the history of the Hospitallers in the later
Middle Ages has become a hot topic in international scholarship on
the Crusades. This work has focused mainly on the headquarters of
the military Order, known in contemporary sources as the Convent.
Based on the island of Rhodes after the fall of the Crusader states, it
was relocated to Malta in 1530. This somewhat one-sided interest is
warranted by the importance of the headquarters for the Order as a
whole, for Rhodes like Malta from 1530 on was the residence of the
grand masters. It functioned as the seat of the Order’s government
and housed its largest Convent, with 300 to 500 brethren living with-
in its walls. Moreover, the Convent had the Order’s main hospital
and naval base, which meant that Rhodes and Malta were the hubs
of the Hospitallers’ main activities: charity and waging war against
the Muslims. However, the Order’s economic hinterland and recruit-
ment area were still primarily in western Europe, where it had
amassed vast tracts of real estate, parishes, and legal titles since its
foundation in the early 1100s. This network of establishments, which
covered the whole of Latin Christianity, consisted of commanderies
and bailiwicks; these in turn were integrated into provinces (priories).

These local structures have so far not attracted the same degree of
attention from students in the field. Until recently, the only coherent
account of the history of the Hospitallers in the British Isles could be
found in Edwin J. King’s in part unreliable monograph dating from
the 1920s.1 Gregory O’Malley’s splendid study, The Knights Hos pi tal -
ler of the English Langue 1460–1565 (2005) was, therefore, deservedly
applauded by critics. Although O’Malley still gives his readers a
‘view from the headquarters’, his work has also greatly contributed
to a better understanding of life in the Order’s British branch, which
was geographically divided into the priories of England (Wales and
Scotland including the commandery of Torpichen), Ireland, and,
from the fifteenth century, the quasi-autonomous capitular bailiwick
of Eagle. (The English Tongue or langue was an organization of
brethren from the British Isles in the central Convent.)
1 Edwin J. King, The Grand Priory of the Order of the Hospital of Saint-John of
Jerusalem: A Short History (London, 1924).
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Now, within a short time, a second monograph which merits our
attention has been published on the British branch of the Order of St
John. Whereas O’Malley covered the entire branch of the Order on
the British Isles, Phillips confines himself to a single office, that of the
English Prior of St John, the Order’s senior official in England. Oddly,
the author does not mention that his book is a revised version of his
Winchester dissertation of 2005. Phillips’s main concern is to mar-
shall arguments for a ‘new perspective’ (p. 18) on the role of the
English priors in their home country. Traditionally, scholars have
viewed relations between the Hospitallers in England and the Crown
as strained. The privileges and exemptions which the Order had
secured from the papacy and its orientation towards foreign author-
ities (the Grand Master and Chapter General) meant that from this
perspective, the Hospitallers constituted an obstacle to the concen-
tration of state power. Shifting from an Order-centred view to an
‘English’ angle, Phillips aims to challenge this ‘current historical
orthodoxy’ (p. 162) by demonstrating that the bond between priors
and their grand masters was less strong than that between priors and
their respective secular overlords, the kings, because ‘the Prior [was]
an Englishman first . . . with his first loyalty to the crown, and a
Hospitaller second’ (p. 18). Consequently Phillips, unlike O’Malley,
does not draw on the Order’s main archives in the National Library
of Malta. As the priory’s archives have been lost, he uses mainly ‘UK
sources’, among them unpublished royal documents from the
National Archives, such as the Chancery and Exchequer records. The
book covers the period between 1273—when Edward I appointed
Joseph Chauncy, then treasurer of the Hospitallers and later English
prior, royal treasurer—and 1540, when Henry VIII suppressed the
Order in England.

The introductory chapter outlines the general history of the
Order’s establishments in England. These had at first formed part of
French priories and were only combined into an independent
province of the Order at the end of the thirteenth century. In the fol-
lowing century, the crucial event was the cession of the Templars’
property to the Hospitallers, which was formally instituted in 1313,
but in fact dragged on until the final years of the century. Unlike
other priors of the Order, the English priors subordinated one com-
mandery after another to the priory’s seat at Clerkenwell, thus creat-
ing a much more centralized structure in their province. This, in turn,
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boosted the priors’ finances, a development which reflected and con-
ditioned their rise as important servants of the Crown. The following
chapters elaborate on the nature of their services as financiers, sol-
diers in the service of the Realm, royal administrators, and politi-
cians.

The role of the priors in the realm of royal finances is examined
first. In places Phillips is the first to demonstrate that priors repeat-
edly fulfilled duties for the kings as financiers (lenders and loan
negotiators on behalf of the Crown), bankers (collecting and storing
tax revenues), and royal treasurers (priors Joseph Chauncy from 1273
to 1280, Robert Hales in 1381, and John Langstrother in 1469–70 to
1471 combined this royal office with their responsibilities as superi-
ors of the Order). Thus to a certain extent the Hospitallers filled the
gap left by the dissolution of the Templars in their capacity as His
Majesty’s financial service providers. Yet not all the arguments put
forward in this chapter support the author’s main thesis, which is
that most of the time, Anglo-Hospitaller relations were harmonious.
The seizure, on behalf of the king, of the province’s contributions
(known as ‘responsions’) to headquarters in Rhodes in 1337, which
Phillips discusses in the context of the ‘loans’ which monarchs
accepted from priors, supports the received wisdom that relations
between the Order and the Crown were ridden with conflict.

From the Order’s financial services the investigation then turns to
the role of the English priors as Defenders of the Realm. The brethren
giving their secular rulers military aid was always a delicate matter
because the statutes of the Order, although somewhat ambiguously,
forbade brethren to engage in wars between Christians. Never the -
less, priors often contributed directly or indirectly to the Crown’s
war efforts. Prior Philip Thame was appointed Keeper of South -
ampton in 1339 by the king, and priors Richard Pavely (1360) and
Robert Hales (1376–7) served their monarchs as admirals of the fleet.
In the fifteenth century the military commitment reached a different
level, to the extent that priors now were also deployed in offensive
wars. Prior Docwra’s participation in Henry VIII’s French campaign
against Louis XII (Battle of the Spurs), which contemporaries brand-
ed a violation of the Orders’ statutes, highlights this change.

Next, the Hospitallers’ various uses as royal administrators are
discussed. By involving priors in the finances, management, and
defence of the realm, kings could count on the expertise the priors
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had accumulated during their careers in the Order. The prior was the
Order’s most senior official, answerable only to the grand master,
and superior to the highest officials in the Convent’s administration,
the conventual bailiffs who headed each Tongue. By the time of their
appointment, priors had generally served a long term within the
Order, including many years in the defence and administration of the
headquarters. Priors were therefore able administrators. In addition,
they could draw upon a broad general culture acquired in Rhodes
(later Malta) as members of a multinational community in which
brethren from all over Europe mingled with indigenous Greeks and
merchants from the whole Mediterranean basin. It is therefore not
surprising to learn that priors also described themselves as interna-
tional ambassadors, a title which provides the heading of chapter
four. According to Phillips, the Crown had charged English priors
with diplomatic tasks as early as the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies, albeit on a rather modest scale. The height of the Hospitallers’
diplomatic activity on behalf of the Crown began in the middle of the
fifteenth century, when priors virtually became the Crown’s foreign
affairs specialists for the Levant, the Roman Curia, and the Teutonic
Order in Prussia. This development peaked during John Kendal’s
term of office as prior (1490–1501). Kendal was involved in almost all
of the Crown’s diplomatic missions and belonged to the ‘core of
Henry VIII’s diplomatic corps’ (p. 81). Thus David Allen’s statement
that Hospitallers often played a crucial role in seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century diplomacy proves to apply to the previous centuries
as well.

The Hospitallers’ political functions, finally, are examined in
chapter five, which is entitled ‘National Statesmen’. Here Phillips
turns to the priors’ role in the domestic politics of the realm in other
than financial and treasury matters. In particular, their access to
Parliament, the Great Council, and the King’s Council are extensive-
ly discussed. To sum up, Phillips shows that from the beginning of
the fourteenth century, priors were regularly summoned to
Parliament and to the Great Council, whereas they were called to
attend the more informal inner circle of the King’s Council only from
the middle of the fifteenth century. In order to assess the role they
played in these bodies, Phillips adopts a statistical approach and
thoroughly analyses summonses and attendances. This reveals little
about the character of the priors’ policies in Parliament and Council,



and so the vital question of how the priors used their positions in the
various bodies to serve the interests of their Order remains unan-
swered (except for a few hints, for example, on p. 117).

The priors’ growing importance in different areas of English pol-
icy in the fifteenth century went along with the Order’s gradual sec-
ularization in England. The fact that, from the middle of the four-
teenth century, kings counted priors among the temporal rather than
the spiritual lords would seem to exemplify this process. This devel-
opment is also reflected in the management of the priory’s estates,
which mainly consisted of leasing out the Order’s possessions.
Aspects relating to leases, along with appointments, annuities, and
presentations to parishes, are dealt with in the book’s sixth and final
chapter, entitled ‘The Prior and the Secularisation of the Order in
England’. For the purposes of his book, Phillips defines the term ‘sec-
ularisation’ as ‘the Prior’s loss of control of possessions to lay per-
sons’. This took the form of leasing land to non-members of the
Order, providing pensions to non-members, and selling rights of
presentation to ecclesiastical benefices. After a diligent analysis of
lease books, sources that provide a wealth of information about the
daily business conducted by the priors, the author finds evidence
that Crown servants were leasing an increasing share of the Order’s
real estate. To some extent, this encroachment of state officials on the
Order’s properties can be considered a prelude to the later seizure of
the Order’s property by the king. 

In this chapter, as in the earlier parts of his book, however,
Phillips takes no account of the Order’s late medieval statutes. Nor
does he draw upon Jürgen Sarnowsky’s fundamental study, Macht
und Herrschaft im Johanniterorden des 15. Jahrhunderts (2001), which
would have provided both welcome general background and a sum-
mary of the Order’s legislation in the field. The statutes help to place
Phillips’s findings into perspective. Leasing out the Order’s posses-
sions, including to seculars, was tolerated by the Order’s government
to certain degree. Only the definitive alienation of estates was strict-
ly prohibited. Total loss of property, in fact, can only be proved in
two cases, and in both of them the Order was appropriately compen-
sated. Nevertheless, the Order maintained almost its entire patrimo-
ny intact until its suppression in 1540. Thus the priors’ estate man-
agement should not necessarily be considered an indicator of decay
and loss of religious character. Perhaps leases were an efficient way
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of obtaining a predictable surplus that could meet the needs of the
central Convent.

In his conclusion, Phillips returns to his initial concern, namely,
the allegedly blurred perspective of Crusade historians who viewed
the English prior primarily as a servant of the Order, occupied first
and foremost with maximizing surpluses destined to maintain the
central Convent and protect the Order’s privileges. Nonetheless, it is
hard to justify the author’s claim that this view needs to be revisited
in the light of his findings. The reader is more likely to agree with the
lower pitched statement on the same page, that the book offers a
‘refinement and qualification’ of the existing research. There is no
compelling reason to question the tensions in Anglo-Hospitaller rela-
tions produced by the Order’s international affiliations, despite the
valuable insight provided by Phillips’s research that in day-to-day
practice, the two sides mostly managed to come to terms with each
other. The data on the English priory’s leases, estates, and incomes,
which the author has made accessible with the help of numerous fig-
ures, provides valuable information for further research. Finally, this
book puts the Order’s local hierarchy on the stage as a vital part of
the social and political architecture of pre-modern Europe. This
aspect, on which material from the Order’s central archives sheds
only a dim light, deserves more attention from historians in future.
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