Ctime545  Lepanto: Our Lady of Victories – The Last Crusade

For 6th October 2002,

To the Editor, Catholic Times, Mr Kevin Flaherty,

From Fr Francis Marsden

On Monday October 7th we honour Our Lady of the Rosary, who has often saved Christendom from its enemies.

The Crusades were considered politically incorrect, until the latest Bush-Blair campaign against al-Qaeda and Iraq.  It is instructive to contrast their warmongering with the events leading to the victory of Lepanto in 1571. 

Sixteenth-century Christian Europe faced an implacable foe. The Ottoman Turks had captured Byzantium in 1453, capital of the East since 330 AD. They renamed it Istanbul, and stripped the largest church in Christendom, Haghia Sophia, of its mosaics and images and turned it into a mosque. 

Greek Christians fled west, or accepted Muslim rule and life. Under the law of devshirme, the Sultan’s officials collected the first born son in every Christian family, to bring him up as a Muslim Janissary – a “slave of the state,” part of the Sultan’s private army. This elite corps had no family ties and were fanatically loyal to Islam.

Islam is, we are frequently assured, a peaceful religion. The Turkish armies advanced across the plains of Hungary, taking Belgrade in 1521, then Buda, to be repulsed at the gates of Vienna (1526). At the same time Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli fell under Ottoman suzerainty.

Terror stalked the Mediterranean, the ancient “Mare nostrum.” Saracen ships ravaged the coasts of Italy and Spain. In 1522Rhodes fell. 

Sultan Suleiman II (1530-64), doubtless a hero of Osama Bin-Laden, was ambitious to conquer Rome and ride on horseback into the Vatican basilica. His successor, Selim II, boasted he would wrap the Pope’s head in a turban and set the crescent of Islam atop St Peter’s dome.

In 1565 the Knights of St John rallied Malta against a Turkish invasion force of 30,000.

Michele Ghislieri was elected as Pope Pius V in 1566. Faced with such an aggressive and brutal enemy, what was to be done? Was Christendom to “Turn the other cheek”? (Matt. 5:39) Or did the circumstances warrant Christ’s other injunction: “If you have no sword, sell your cloak and buy one” (Luke 22:36). 

War is dreadful, but sometimes unavoidable. Greater love can mean taking up arms rather than appeasement.

Pius began his attempts to form a crusading alliance. France, torn by religious strife, bitter fruit of the Reformation, offered no assistance. The German princes were divided. Several European courts opined that it was useless to fight the “invincible” Turkish fleet. 

Elizabeth of England had broken with Rome and was consolidating her own state church. In Chesterton’s poetic words:

“The north is full of tangled things and texts and aching eyes;

And dead is all the innocence of anger and surprise.

And Christian killeth Christian in a narrow dusty room

And Christian dreadeth Christ that hath a newer face of doom

And Christian hateth Mary that God kissed in Galilee

But Don John of Austria is riding to the sea.”


Europe’s dire peril was proven when in 1570, the Ottoman superpower invaded Cyprus with 250,000 soldiers. The 7000 strong Venetian garrison Famagusta held out for 11 months. Finally, against his better judgement, Generale Marcantonio Bragadin was persuaded by his troops to agree a surrender in exchange for safe passage. 

The Turkish commander, Mustafa Pasha, broke his word. He slaughtered the departing Italians and enslaved the Greeks. He offered Bragadin his life if he converted to Islam. The Captain refused. He was flayed alive on Assumption Day. His skin was filled with straw and dragged through the streets. 

Islam’s plans for Europe were patently obvious. There was no alternative but holy war. The Pope ordered extra vigils and fast-days in all Roman monasteries and convents. Parish confraternities and guilds were required to recite the Rosary daily. For 18 months Pius V himself fasted two or three days per week. 

Spain and Venice, la Serenissima, agreed to join a Papal alliance, under a single commander, the 24-year old Don John of Austria, illegitimate son of Philip II of Spain. Their combined fleets assembled at Messina in Sicily in September 1571, totalling 210 galleys and 70 lighter ships, with 800 artillery pieces. 

Each ship carried a relic of the True Cross. To preserve virtue and the sacred nature of the campaign, no women were allowed on board. Blasphemy was punishable by death. All the soldiers and galley-convicts confessed their sins and received Holy Communion. Don John’s flagship flew the standard of Our Lady of Guadalupe. 

Arriving early October in Kefalonia, the scouts sighted the enemy ships near Lepanto (now Nafpaktos). The night of October 6th the Christian fleet sailed from Sami to engage. 

The Islamic fleet  - 230 galleons plus 70 smaller boats, the largest ever seen in the Mediterranean - formed a broad crescent filling the entire Gulf of Corinth. Central was Admiral Ali Pasha’s flagship, the Sultana, flying an immense green silk standard specially brought from Mecca, bearing the Islamic crescent and the name of Allah embroidered 28,900 times. 

The Muslim troops played bugles and cymbals, shouting “These Christians come like a flock for us to cut their throats.” Ali Pasha gave the order to take no prisoners.

Each Christian ship hoisted the banner of the Cross. The troops knelt in silence as the priests blessed, absolved and proclaimed the plenary indulgence. “Remember that you are fighting for the Faith. No coward will win Heaven.” They gave out scapulars, medals and rosaries.

Don John leapt from ship to ship, crucifix aloft in hand, encouraging the soldiers in a speech which lacked the sensitivity of contemporary inter-faith dialogue: “Here we shall conquer or we shall die!” he cried. "This is the day when Christendom must show its power, to annihilate this accursed sect and win a victory without precedent. . . It is by God’s will that you have all come here, to punish the rage and wickedness of these barbarian dogs: each one of you must do his duty. Place your hope only in the Lord God of hosts, who rule and governs the whole world.”

His flagship hoisted the blue papal banner carrying the image of Christ crucified. The setting was complete. The cross and the crescent fluttered aloft, symbolizing the two religions, the two hostile civilizations of Christendom and Islam, whose forces were about to meet in the decisive battle of their long and bitter contest.

The Turks opened fire at dawn. Jihad was joined. Cannons roared, swords and scimitars flashed, boarding parties grappled, the air reeked of gunpowder and burning ships. 

For five hours the battle was bitterly fought. The encounter between the colliding flagships proved decisive. Here the Christians fought with ferocious bravery and repelled several detachments of janissaries. 

Finally Admiral Ali Pasha was killed by a shot from a Sardinian arquebus. A Spanish soldier decapitated his body and lifted up his head on a spear, to tumultuous cheers. Down came the Sultana’s crescent flag and up went the Christian standard. 

Seeing their Admiral’s ship lost, the Turks panicked. Christian galley slaves broke loose and overpowered their enslavers. It was later reported that at the height of the battle, the Muslim soldiers had been terrified by the vision of a woman, of aspect majestic and threatening, above the highest masts of the Christian fleet.

By evening the Turkish fleet drifted in ruins, 15 ships sunk, 177 taken, 25,000 men dead, 8000 captured. The Holy Alliance had lost only 17 ships and 7,500 men, and released 15,000 Christian galley-slaves. The sea turned red with blood, choked with floating corpses, broken oars and shattered timbers. 

That same afternoon in Rome, Pius V was discussing finances with his cardinals. Suddenly, around 5 pm, he rose from his writing desk and went to the window. For some moments, he stared up at the sky. Eventually he turned back, his eyes full of tears, and to the amazement of his assistants exclaimed, "This is no time for business. Let us instead thank God for the victory he has granted to the arms of the Christians.” They accompanied him to his private chapel. 

Confirmation of the victory reached Rome by conventional means a fortnight later. Pius V wept, echoing the words of Simeon “Now, Lord, you can let your servant go in peace,” (Luke 2, 29). Of Don John of Austria he commented: “There was a man sent by God; his name was John.” (Jo. 1, 6).

The Mediterranean was saved, and the Islamic threat banished for 100 years. In thanksgiving, the Pope added the title “Mary, Help of Christians” to the Litany of Loreto, and instituted the feast of Our Lady of Victories, now more eirenically called Our Lady of the Rosary. 

Pius V believed that Lepanto was won by prayer as much as by force of arms. The Venetian Senate concurred. They erected a victory plaque adorned with the words: “Non virtus, non arma, non duces, sed Maria Rosarii, victores nos fecit.” Neither strength, nor force of arms, nor our leaders, but Mary of the Rosary gave us victory.

