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On 7th October 1571 there took place one of the most momentous battles in history. At Lepanto (off the coast of modern Turkey), in the four hours between noon and 4.00pm, 40,000 men perished in a sea battle of the utmost ferocity, and the Christian West was saved from Moslem domination. Not until the Battle of Loos in the First World War was such a ghastly statistic of slaughter over taken. These two excellent books provide well written, lucid and comprehensive descriptions of the background and threat of the Ottoman (Turkish) Moslems to the splintered Christian West, culminating in the Battle of Lepanto. Before the great battle, the future for Christian Europe was bleak. The danger of Ottoman maritime power was enormous and the Ottoman Sultan was determined to conquer the Mediterranean and thereby invade the Christian West, advancing the domination of Moslem religion and culture.

Christendom increasingly feared the Ottoman Turks, who were held to be the “cruellest enemy of Christ’s name”. According to Crowley it was “for the Ottomans and their North African allies payback time for the Crusades”, the opportunity to reverse the flow of world conquest and control of trade. The preliminary battles were over a vast area – the Balkans, Hungary, the Red Sea and Vienna. It would last over 50 years, between 1521 and 1571. It was a war for faith and world control between the OttomanTurks, mostly directed by Suleiman the Magnificent, and the Hapsburghs of Spain, led by the ascetic Philip II. It was a war that involved many: Turks, Greeks, Spaniards, North Africans, Italians, Frenchmen and eventually the Venetians.

As the Ottoman victories mounted and the situation for the West became critical, three men emerged to attempt to halt the potential rout of Christianity: Pope Pius V, Philip IIof Spain and the illegitimate son of the Holy RomanEmperor Charles V, Don John of Austria. DonJohn was to be the Commander in Chief of the Holy League, formed by the Pope and Philip.

Capponi and Crowley give detailed and vivid build ups to the climax of the final battle.The preparations of both sides were enormous; over 500 ships were involved, with the necessary armaments, provisions and manpower. Capponi relates how “On his flagship Don John donned a suit of mirror-polished armour and then, crucifix in hand, climbed on a swift frigate… travelling to the divisions to ascertain that the galleys were in fighting order and to encourage those on board. Back on his own galley, Don John heard Mass, and on both sides men bowed their heads in prayer, asking God to aid them in their cause. OnChristian vessels priests, many from the new Jesuit and Capuchin Orders, heard confessions, while the Muslims performed ritual ablutions. Pius V’s Bull of general indulgence and absolution for all those who should happen to die in battle against the infidels was read aloud on each of the League’s ships.” Mass was duly said on every ship and the crews were reminded that there would be no heaven for cowards.

After Mass the drums and trumpets sounded amidst the roar of “Victory and long live Jesus Christ” from the men. At a signal, writes Crowley, “crucifixes were raised aloft on every ship; the Pope’s mighty sky-blue banner with the image of the crucified Christ was hoisted on Don John’s flagship”. Then, “in a fit of exuberance beyond rational thought”, Don John “inspired with youthful ardour, danced a galliard in the gun-platform to the music of fifes”. Then began the Battle of Lepanto.

In a brief review such as this it would be invidious to attempt a precis of the superb accounts of this, perhaps the greatest of all sea battles, given in both books; suffice it to say that they both make thrilling, moving and magnificent reading. Both books should be read by all Catholics, especially today, when the threat of Moslem domination throughout Western Europe, often aided and abetted by witless Christians, becomes ever greater year by year.Pope, later Saint, Pius V did not hesitate to attribute the momentous victory at Lepanto to the rapidly-spreading devotion to the Rosary. He ordered that the Battle of Lepanto be remembered every year. It was originally known as the Feast of the Holy Mary of Victory, later becoming the Feast of the Most Holy Rosary of the Blessed Virgin Mary, celebrated on 7th October, the anniversary of the great Catholic victory and the Battle of Lepanto.

