
A Brief History of the Order of Saint Lazarus of Jerusalem 

The Beginning 

The Order of Saint Lazarus originated in a leper hospital founded by Saint Basil outside the north wall 
of Jerusalem in the 4th Century AD. The hospital was dedicated to Saint Lazarus when it was used in 
the late 11th Century to segregate and care for pilgrims who had contracted leprosy during their 
travels to the Holy City. 

  

The Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries 

Gerard, one of the first Masters of another hospital within the walls of Jerusalem and dedicated to 
Saint John the Almoner (its dedication later changed to Saint John the Baptist), chose to take over 
the leper hospital in 1098 and is cited as the first Master of the Order of Saint Lazarus.  He became 
known as Blessed Gerard. 

In 1099, with the capture of Jerusalem by the Crusaders in bloody fighting, both hospitals became 
part of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem under Godfrey of Bouillon, who styled himself Defender of 
the Holy Sepulchre.  Almost two hundred years of warfare followed as the Christian States fought for 
survival against the ousted but aggressive Muslim forces. 

In 1100, King Henry I of England made a grant to “the lepers of Saint Lazarus of Jerusalem.”  Further 
official recognition of the Hospital of Saint Lazarus came with a Bull of Pope Pascal II in 1115, which 
separated it from the Hospital of Saint John. 

The second Master of Saint Lazarus, from 1120 to 1131, was Roger Boyant, who had previously 
served as Rector of the Hospital of Saint John.  Undoubtedly, the two hospitals maintained close ties 
and established early associations with the knightly Hospitallers, now known as the Order of 
Malta.  Until this time, those dedicated to the care and welfare of the Saint Lazarus lepers were 
purely Hospitallers and primarily monks. Still, with the steady influx of crusading knights contracting 
the dreaded disease, the character of the Order gradually evolved to become more military. 

The Knights Templar, the first military Christian Order, had a policy of allowing knights contracting 
leprosy to join the Order of Saint Lazarus, with the Templars paying a pension for each affected 
knight’s admission. As leprosy was rampant in the East at that time, a steady stream of knightly 
recruits joined the Order, shaping its military character. 

In 1143, the Convent of Saint Lazarus was established at Bethany, where the spouses of leprous 
knights were accommodated. 

It was after King Louis VII of France's second crusade in 1150 that the Order of Saint Lazarus began to 
expand in Europe. The king was so impressed with the Knights of Saint Lazarus that he took twelve of 
them back with him to France, where leprosy was rampant. He granted the knights the Chateau and 
Barony of Boigny, which became the magistral seat of the Order and remained so until 1790. 

In 1159, King Henry II of England became interested in the Order, which was established in England 
by a manor grant from Roger de Mowbray and lands at Burton Lazar in Leicestershire. 



The Order was founded in Scotland by Royal Charter of King Alexander II (1214-1249), with its 
principal establishment in Linlithgow. In approximately 1157, Raymond de Puy, the Master General of 
Saint Lazarus and a former Master of the Order of Saint John, adopted a green cross as the Order’s 
badge, as green was then the traditional colour for hospital services. 

While the Order became established in Europe, its activity and growth in the Holy Land continued, 
with the acquisition of a church, a convent, a mill, and property near the Mount of Olives in 
Jerusalem.  A chapel was built at Tiberias, and more establishments were acquired at Nablus, 
Ascalon, and Caesarea. Additionally, two hospitals for pilgrims were established in Armenia. 

In 1187, this admirable progress was halted by Saladin’s devastating invasion of the Holy Land, during 
which the Order lost its main hospital and convent during the siege of Jerusalem, and a contingent of 
knights perished in battle. The loss of Jerusalem forced the Order to relocate its headquarters north 
to Acre, where it built a hospital, convent, and church. For the ensuing century, it continued with its 
Christian Hospitaller functions, receiving numerous donations and endowments. Papal Bulls favoured 
the Order of Saint Lazarus and protected it. 

  

The Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries 

To support the Sixth Crusade (1226-29) and the temporary recovery of Jerusalem, a grateful 
Emperor, Frederick II, rewarded the Order with holdings in Sicily.  Good fortune had its limits, and in 
1244, at the battle of Gaza, all knights of Saint Lazarus in the Christian army were slain, and the Turks 
recaptured Jerusalem.  Some five thousand Christians were killed, including most of the Templars, 
Hospitallers of Saint John and Teutonic knights. 

Following this disaster, Grand Master Raymond de Flory began recruiting non-leprous knights to join 
the Order.  Despite the dread with which the vile disease of leprosy was regarded, these courageous 
knights chose to dedicate their lives to arduous and hazardous service with the stigma of associating 
with lepers.  They possessed a true spirit of humility and Christian chivalry, while their courage was 
frequently tested as they defended their establishments against Saracen attacks.  From this time 
forward, new members of the Order no longer need to have contracted leprosy. 

In 1291, Acre fell following a siege by the significantly superior Mamluk forces of Sultan Al-Ashraf. 
Christian knights present perished in hand-to-hand fighting against the savage hordes. Christian 
hopes in the east perished with them, and after a proud presence in the Holy Land for two hundred 
years, the green cross of Saint Lazarus fell at Acre. It was restored temporarily in Cyprus and Sicily 
and gained enduring recognition in Europe. 

In 1308, King Phillip IV of France protected the Order.  During the Hundred Years' War, the Knights of 
Saint Lazarus fought for their respective sovereigns; some were part of St. Joan of Arc’s relief force at 
the siege of Orléans. 

The Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries 

The Order’s military role declined by the 15th Century, and most knights became rustic gentlemen. 
Meanwhile, the remaining hospitals were maintained by committed Hospitallers and continued to 
serve the sick. However, the Order was often the object of contention between Rome and France 
during the schism; in 1489, the Order split. The Pope sanctioned the Italian properties being taken 
over by the House of Savoy and the Order of Saint Maurice. 



In 1608, the continuing Order in France was placed under a mutual Grand Magistracy with the Order 
of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, which had been newly founded by King Henry IV of France. In France, 
under its Master, Jean Cornu, the Papal Bull was ignored, and the remaining sections of the Order 
were taken under the special protection of King Charles V of France.  The disputes between the 
Papacy and the Order, while established at its magistral seat of Boigny, continued for several 
decades. The ultimate separation from the Order’s Italian priories came in 1578. 

It was Grand Master Jean du Levis (1557-1564) who authorised the wearing of the eight-pointed 
green cross, signifying the Order’s connection with the Order of Malta after several Grand Masters 
were also members of that Order. 

This period, spanning the mid-15th to 16th century, found the Order at a low ebb, and its priories in 
England, Scotland, Ireland, Hungary, Germany, and Bohemia were all suppressed by the Reformation. 
In England, King Henry VIII’s dissolution of monasteries and similar religious institutions led to the 
Order's expiry there in 1544. This status persisted for some four centuries until it was reinstated with 
Lord Mowbray as its Grand Prior. 

  

The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 

While elsewhere the Order was being suppressed, in France, it survived and grew. In 1672, King Louis 
XII favoured the Order and handed over to it the properties of other military and hospitaller Orders, 
which he had abolished. The Order again prospered with the patronage of royal and noble masters, 
engaging in military exploits while providing invaluable Hospitaller services during the bubonic 
plagues that ravaged Europe. 

During this period, the Order also had several maritime ventures off the coast of France. When war 
broke out with England, engagements off the coast of Brittany were conducted by ships flying 
ensigns with the Saint Lazarus green cross. In 1667, the Order’s squadron consisted of four frigates 
and corsairs. The squadron was increased to ten frigates, and the Order was given the role of 
coastguard off the Brittany coast. Naval activities ceased for the Order with the Treaty of Aix-la-
Chapelle in 1668. 

 
In 1772, due to its diminished religious character, the Order of Saint Lazarus was secularised in a 
Papal Bull of Clement XIV.  Although no longer a monastic Order, it maintained its religious character 
through its chaplains.  By decree on 31 December 1778, the Order’s motto was changed from “Dieu 
et mon Roi” to “Atavis et Armis”, which can be freely translated as  “Ancestors and Arms”. 

For several centuries, the Order has been truly internationalised, with members grouped throughout 
Catholic and Orthodox Europe and, eventually, in overseas dominions.  When France took the path of 
revolution, the French Republic, informally and illegally, suppressed the Order, and the Grand Master 
went into exile. 

In 1793, by the execution of King Louis XVI and the presumed death of his son, the Dauphin, the 
Order’s Grand Master became the future King Louis XVIII.  This exiled monarch travelled continually 
with some Knights of Saint Lazarus in his entourage, among them the Count de Cosse-Brissac, an 
ancestor of the later Grand Master, the Duke of Brissac.  During Louis XVIII’s travels in exile, Tsar Paul 
1 of Russia was admitted to the Order in 1800 and King Gustav IV of Sweden in 1804.  Portraits of 
King Louis show him wearing the Saint Lazarus breast star. 



  

The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 

In 1807, Louis settled in England until Napoleon's defeat, and in 1814 reclaimed the throne for the 
Bourbons.  He relinquished the magistery of the Order but became its Protector.  On his death in 
1824, his unpopular brother, Charles X, became king and the Order’s Protector until he was 
exiled.  Once more, the French State purportedly suppressed the Order, but a Council of Officers 
continued its administration while elsewhere, hereditary Commanders ensured the Order’s survival 
in their countries.  

About 1837, with the Order being administered by a Council of Dignitaries and Bourbon Charles in 
exile and powerless as Protector, the Council looked east to the lands of the Order’s origins. It 
approached the Greek Catholic Melkite Patriarch of Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem, Maximos III, 
to become the Spiritual Protector of the Order.  He accepted, and his successors have continued in 
this role to the present day, thereby ensuring the Order's survival. 

In 1969, the Order was divided into two obediences. However, in 1986, at a Chapter General in 
Oxford, with the influence of Patriarch Maximos V, the Order was unified, and the Marquis de 
Brissac, the 13th Duke of Brissac, was elected its 48th Grand Master. The Reunification, however, did 
not last, and the Malta Obedience (so known because of its headquarters in Malta) remained 
separate under the Duke of Seville a Grandee of Spain and member of the Borbon family. 

In 1979, the Paris Obedience of the Order established a presence in Australia, 

The Twenty-First Century 

 
At the Chapter General of the Paris Obedience in Dublin in 2002, positive steps were taken towards 
the reunification of the two Obediences. The Duke of Brissac gave notice that he would retire in 2004 
and would support the election of the Duke of Seville, the Grand Master of the Malta Obedience, as 
Grand Master of a reunited Order, provided he had resolved the Catholic Church's concerns 
regarding his marital status. 

By the time of the Chapter General in Toronto in 2004, the Duke of Seville had not obtained the 
canonical annulment of his first marriage. Several European jurisdictions had proposed Prince 
Charles Philippe d’Orleans as an alternative candidate for Grand Master. When it became apparent 
that they lacked sufficient support for their candidate, they withdrew from the meeting. 
The remaining jurisdictions of the Paris Obedience proceeded to appoint the Duke of Seville as Grand 
Master Elect. They allowed him two more years until the next Chapter General to resolve his 
situation with his Church. The Duke of Brissac offered his services as Acting Grand Master for the 
intervening two years, which was accepted with thanks. 

The jurisdictions that had withdrawn from the Toronto Chapter General subsequently formed a new 
body with Prince Charles Philippe d’Orleans as Grand Master. Thus, the Order comprised three 
Obediences: 

o The Paris Obedience with the Duke of Brissac as Acting Grand Master, 
o The Malta (or Spanish) Obedience led by the Duke of Seville.  It became known as 

the Malta Obedience as its headquarters were established on the Island of Malta, 
and 



o The Obedience led by Prince Charles-Philippe d’Orléans.  

Over the next two years, the Joint Reunification Commission (JRC), comprising three representatives 
from the Paris Obedience and three from Malta, worked on a new Constitution and a set of Bylaws 
acceptable to both Obediences. 

The Grand Priory of Australia favoured reunification of the Paris Obedience ahead of merging with 
the Malta Obedience – particularly while the Duke of Seville had not resolved the concerns over his 
marital status. It maintained contact with the jurisdictions that had withdrawn in 2004 and which 
had now parted company with Prince Charles Philippe d’Orléans, forming an association known as 
the Norwich Group (comprising Austria, England and Wales, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, 
Liechtenstein, Romania, and members from New Zealand and Slovakia). 

  

The Joint Reunification Commission subsequently drew up an Agreement of Reunification. It was 
formally signed by representatives of the two Obediences on October 12, 2006, during the Chapter 
General of the Grand Priory of America in Houston, Texas. It was part of this Agreement of 
Reunification that the Duke of Seville was designated the Grand Master of the “united” Order. 

 Some Jurisdictions, including Australia, did not support this agreement as they could not accept the 
Duke of Seville as Grand Master. This impasse continued through 2007, with the Grand Priories of 
Australia, France, Greece, Poland, and other European Jurisdictions, including the Norwich Group, 
declining to acknowledge the Duke of Seville as Grand Master. 

In January 2008, it was announced that the Duke of Seville intended to retire in 2008, thereby 
opening the way for the appointment of a new Grand Master and substantially improving prospects 
for the Order's worldwide reunification. In September 2008, a Chapter General was held in 
Manchester, attended by members of the Grand Magistral Council, Heads of Jurisdiction, Knights, 
Dames and delegates from around the world, including representatives of the Norwich Group. The 
Chapter General formally elected His Excellency Don Carlos Gereda de Borbón, Marquis de Almazàn 
a cousin of the Duke of Seville as the 49th Grand Master of The Order, agreed to reunite with the 
Norwich Group and asked the Grand Magistral Council to address several administrative and 
constitutional issues which would help to consolidate the reunification of The Order worldwide. 

At an impressive ceremony in Manchester Cathedral, Don Carlos took the Oath of Office in the 
presence of the Spiritual Protector of the Order (His Beatitude Gregory III, the Melkite-Greek Catholic 
Patriarch of Jerusalem, Alexandria, Antioch and all the East) and the Ecclesiastical Grand Prior of The 
Order and was duly installed as Grand Master. The formal signing of the Agreement of Reunification 
with the Norwich Group jurisdictions followed this.  

The Order was consolidated greatly during the Grand Mastership of Marquis de Almazàn as the two 
separated Obediences melded into a single entity.  A number of dissidents from outside the two 
Obediences were also brough back into the fold. Don Carlos’s early death in 2017 was much 
lamented by members of the Order.  In 2018, Don Francisco de Borbòn, Graf von Hardenberg and 
son of Don Francisco de Borbòn, Duke of Seville (48th Grand Master) was elected as 50th Grand 
Master.  One of his first acts was to visit Perth for the 2018 Australian National Chapter meeting.  
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